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porate design elements of a first product ordered by the recipient and information
associated with the recipient such that the email recipient sees a customized sec-
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Matching Product System and Method

Cross-Reference to Related Application

[0001] This is a continuation-in-part of patent application Serial No. 11/056304

filed February 11, 2005 and entitled Product Marketing System and Method.

Field of the Invention

[0002] The present invention relates to electronic communications and more

particularly to personalized electronic communications for marketing and promotion

pUrposes.

Backgroimd

[0003] Web-based providers of custom products, taking advantage of the
capabilities of the World Wide Web and modern Web browsers, operate Web sites
that provide online design services for user’s desiring to create customized materials
from any computer with web access at whatever time and place is convenient to the
user. These service providers typically provide their customers with the ability to
access the service provider’s Web site, view product templates, and use software tools
provided by the site to select a template, add images, text, or other content, and
perform various modifications to create a customized product design. After the
product has been designed by the uscr, Web-based service providers also typically

allow the user to place an order for the production and delivery to the user’s home or

SUBSTITUTE SHEET (RULE 26)
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business of quantities of high quality, printed products of the type that the user 1s not
capable of producing with the printer systems typically connected to most personal

computer systems.

' [0004] Many printed products, such as business cards, letterhead, promotional
brochures, holiday cards, and the like, are intended to be distributed or otherwise
consumed by the purchasing party and, therefore, will need to be replenished from
time to time. In addition, some printing service providers make calendars, sports
team schedules, list of holidays, or other similar content available for their customers
to incorporate, if desired, into a custom product. Products incorporating this type of
content have a particular window of usefulness and become outdated after a period of
time. New supplies of the product with up-to-date content need to be ordered
periodically. Customers that fail to reorder materials in a timely manner may not
have enough products on hand when a need arises or may be required to pay

substantial additional shipping or other costs for expedited production and delivery.

[0005] Also, many users of printed products desire to use matching materials that
present a consistent image to the public, such as business cards, letterhead, and return
address labels that are visually consistent in image, graphics, color scheme, fonts, and
other features. Despite the common practice of using matching materials, some
professional and business customers who order products from online vendors will
initially purchase only a single product and not a full set of all of the matching

products available from the vendor. Vendors are, therefore, generally seeking
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efficient and productive ways to promote to its customers the vendor’s other matching

product offerings.

[0006] If a product vendor sends reorder reminders or matching product
solicitations at all to its customer base, the reminders and solicitations, like most
promotional communications by a vendor to its customer base, are generally 1n the
form of bulk, standardized emails sent to all or a substantial portion of the vendor’s
customer base with little or no targeting of the specific history or needs of individual
customers. Response rates to bulk, general email campaigns are typically low and
vendors run the risk of alienating their customer base by repetitively sending email
solicitations that are of little or no interest to many of their customers. Even for
those customers who are actually interested in the product or other offer being
promoted, traditional bulk non-personalized email campaigns typically do not do a
good job of engaging the email recipient or of facilitating the ability of the recipient to

place an order for the product with a minimum of research and effort.

10007] There is, therefore, a need for a novel system and method for personalized
electronic solicitation that identifies relevant customers, presents the customers with
the relevant product information needed to make an immediate purchase decision, and

facilitates quick and easy ordering by streamlining the customer purchase process.

Summary



CA 02597518 2007-08-10
WO 2006/088547 PCT/US2005/045570

[0008] The present invention is directed at satisfying the need for systems and
methods that provide a personalized email experience. In one aspect, customer order
information is searched based on search parameters selected by the product vendor,
such as, for example, product type, date of most recent order of the product, and
anticipated upcoming customer need. If a product meets the search criteria, an email
message is sent to the email address associated with the product. The email includes
an image of the customer’s personalized product design, either exactly as the design
was previously created by the customer or as modified automatically by the vendor
system to incorporate new content to replace previously incorporated material that 1s
now outdated or obsolete.

[0009] In another aspect, customer order information is searched based on search
parameters selected by the product vendor, such as, for example, a product of a first
type has been ordered by a customer, but a product of a second type has not. If these
search criteria are met, an email message 1s sent to the email address associated with
the first product. The email includes an image of a personalized product design of a

second product based on customer information associated with the first product.

[0010] When the email is successfully opened at the customer’s computer, the
customer is presented with the customized product image and with links allowing the
customer to either proceed directly to the product ordering section of the vendor’s site
to complete the order or the design editing section of the vendor’s site where the

customer can, if desired, modify the product design prior to placing a purchase order.
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[0010a] In another aspect, the invention provides a computer-implemented method of
marketing a customized product. The method comprises: retaining customer information for
a plurality of customers, the customer information including at least customer email
addresses, retaining a plurality of designs of previously ordered products, each previously
ordered product design being associated with a customer and containing at least some
customer content, 1dentifying from the customer information a customer who has ordered at
least one first type of product, selecting one of the at least one first type of product ordered by
the 1dentified customer, and initiating an email to an email address associated with the
identified customer, the email being adapted to display a second product design, the second
product design being for a second type of product and being automatically created to have at
least one design element in common with the selected first type of product and to contain at

least some customer information.

[0010b] In another aspect, the invention provides a computer-implemented method of
soliciting a new order for a product previously ordered by a customer. The method
comprises: retaining customer account information associated with the customer, the account
information including at least an email address associated with the customer, retaining in
electronic form a customized design of a product previously ordered by the customer, the
retained customized design being associated with the customer account of the customer, and
without customer request, sending an email to the email address associated with the customer
account associated with the retained customized design, the email displaying at least an
image of the previously ordered product, a promotional message soliciting a new order for

the product, and at least one link allowing the recipient of the email to indicate interest in

placing an order.

4a
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[0010c¢] In another aspect, the invention provides a computer-implemented method of
soliciting an order for a modified version of a product previously ordered by a customer. The
method comprises: retaining customer account information associated with the customer, the
account information including at least an email address associated with the customer,
retaining 1n electronic form a customized design of a product previously ordered by the
customer, the retained customized design being associated with the customer account of the
customer, without customer request, modifying the customized design of the previously
ordered product by replacing at least a portion of the customized product design content with
different content to create a modified version of the customized product design, and sending
an email to the email address associated with the customer account associated with the
previously ordered product, the email displaying at least an image of the modified product, a
promotional message soliciting an order for the modified product, and at least one link

allowing the recipient of the email to indicate interest in placing an order.

[0010d] In another aspect, the invention provides one or more computer readable media
encoded with computer executable instructions which, when executed by a computer,
implement a method of soliciting an order for a modified version of a product previously
ordered by a customer. The method comprising: retaining customer account information
associated with the customer, the account information including at least an email address
associated with the customer, retaining in electronic form a customized design of a product
previously ordered by the customer, the retained customized design being associated with the
customer account of the customer, without customer request, modifying the customized

design of the previously ordered product by replacing at least a portion of the customized

product design content with different content to create a modified version of the customized

4b
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product design, and sending an email to the email address associated with the customer
account associated with the previously ordered product, the email displaying at least an
image of the modified product, a promotional message soliciting an order for the modified
product, and at least one link allowing the recipient of the email to indicate interest in placing

an order.

[0010¢] In another aspect, the invention provides a computer-implemented method of
soliciting new orders for products previously ordered by customers. The method comprises:
retaining individual customer account information for a plurality of customers, the account
information for each customer including at least an email address associated with the
customer, retaining 1n electronic form a plurality of customized product designs for products
previously ordered by the customers, each customized product design being associated with
an 1ndividual customer account, searching the customer account information of at least a
portion of the plurality of customers to identify one or more previously ordered products for
which a new order will be solicited, and for each identified product from the one or more
previously ordered products, sending an email to the email address associated with the
customer account associated with the identified product, the email displaying at least an
image of the identified product, a promotional message soliciting a new order for the
identified product, and at least one link allowing the customer to indicate interest in placing

an order.

[0010f] In another aspect, the invention provides one or more computer readable media
encoded with computer executable instructions which, when executed by a computer,

implement a method of soliciting new orders for products previously ordered by customers.

4c
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The method comprises: retaining individual customer account information for a plurality of
customers, the account information for each customer including at least an email address
associated with the customer, retaining in electronic form a plurality of customized product
designs for products previously ordered by the customers, each customized product design
being associated with an individual customer account, searching the customer account
information of at least a portion of the plurality of customers to identify one or more
previously ordered products for which a new order will be solicited, and for each identified
product from the one or more previously ordered products, sending an email to the email
address associated with the customer account associated with the identified product the email
displaying at least an image of the identified product, a promotional message soliciting a new
order for the 1dentified product, and at least one link allowing the customer to indicate

interest in placing an order.

[0010g] In another aspect, the invention provides a computer-implemented method of
soliciting orders for modified versions of products previously ordered by customers. The
method comprises: retaining individual customer account information associated with a
plurality of customers, the account information for each customer including at least an email

address associated with the customer, retaining in electronic form a plurality of customized

product designs for products previously ordered by the customers, each customized product
design being associated with an individual customer account, searching the customer account
information of at least a portion of the plurality of customers to identify one or more
previously ordered products to be updated with different content, without customer request,
moditying the customized design of the one or more identified products by replacing at least

a portion of the customized product content with different content to create a modified

4d
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version of the previously ordered customized product design, and sending an email to the
email address associated with the customer account associated with the previously ordered
product, the email displaying at least the image of the modified product, a promotional
message soliciting an order for the modified product and at least one link allowing the

recipient of the email to indicate interest in placing an order.

[0010h] In another aspect, the invention provides one or more computer readable media
encoded with computer executable instructions which, when executed by a computer,
implement a method of soliciting orders for modified versions of products previously ordered
by customers. The method comprises: retaining individual customer account information
associated with a plurality of customers, the account information for each customer including
at least an email address associated with the customer, retaining in electronic form a plurality
of customized product designs for products previously ordered by the customers, each
customized product design being associated with an individual customer account, searching
the customer account information of at least a portion of the plurality of customers to identify
one or more previously ordered products to be updated with different content, without
customer request, modifying the customized design of the one or more 1dentified products by
replacing at least a portion of the customized product content with different content to create
a modified version of the previously ordered customized product design, and sending an
email to the email address associated with the customer account associated with the
previously ordered product, the email displaying at least the image of the modified product, a

promotional message soliciting an order for the moditied product, and at least one link

allowing the recipient of the email to indicate interest 1n placing an order.

4de
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Brief Description of the Drawings

[0011] Fig. 1 is a schematic representation of a system with which the invention

can be employed.

[0012] Fig. 2 is a flow chart showing a representative method for generating

personalized electronic solicitations.

[0013] Fig. 3 is a schematic depiction of an embodiment of an email message.

[0014] Fig. 4 is a flow chart showing a representative method for processing an

electronic solicitation opened by a recipient.

[0015] Fig. 5 is a flow chart showing a representative method for generating

personalized electronic matching product solicitations.

[0016] Fig. 6 is a flow chart showing a representative method for processing an

electronic matching product solicitation opened by a recipient.

[0017] Fig. 7 is a schematic depiction of an embodiment of an email message for

a matching return address label.

Description
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[0018] Referring to Fig. 1, client 110 is a typically equipped personal computer,
portable computer, or other system capable of communicating via network 120, such
as the Web, with remote server systems, such as server 130, and capable of executing
a web browser program 112 and an email program 114. The client 110 system also
includes a user display 116 capable of displaying text, images, and graphics to a user

of the system and one or more user data input devices 118, such as a keyboard and a

MOuUSC.

[0019] Server 130 is the web site computing and support system of a vendor of
customized products. In the following discussion, a custom printed product vendor
site that allows users of the site to design and purchase personalized printed products
using online software tools available at the site, such as VistaPrint.com operated by
VistaPrint Limited, will be discussed, but it will be understood that the invention 1s
not so limited. While server 130 is depicted in Fig. 1 as a single block, 1t will be
understood that server 130 will typically be comprised of multiple servers, data
storage systems, and other equipment and devices configured to communicate and

operate cooperatively to support the operations of the site.

[0020] In the embodiment shown in Fig. 1, the memory system of server 130,
which could be comprised of multiple separate storage systems and devices, retains
customer information 132 and product designs 134. It will be understood that these
are representative of one possible embodiment and other embodiments using different
memory organizations or techniques could be employed. Product designs 134

contains the various pre-designed images, layouts, graphics, color schemes, and other
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content and materials provided for use by site users in preparing custom products.
These various elements are retained such that they can be individually selected and
combined with the text or other content provided by the user to create a personalized
electronic product design. Also within product design information 134 the electronic
designs of customers’ customized products are retained as separately stored
component elements, such as text, layouts, images, graphics, fonts, and organizational
and relational information that collectively comprise the product description
necessary to allow product components in product design information 134 to be
identified, retrieved, and assembled to create a customer’s personalized product.
Product design information 134 may also contain one or more stored images of the
customer product design, such as a high resolution product image suitable for printing
on a high quality printing system and one or more low resolution images suitable for
displaying on the user’s display system. Electronic product design systems allowing a
user to create a personalized electronic product design using separately stored layouts,
images, and other component elements are described in co-owned and co-pending
applications 10/449836, entitled Electronic Document Modification, and 10/646554,

entitled Automated Image Resizing and Cropping.

[0021] Customer order information 132 contains the data retained by the vendor
In connection with each custom design retained in product designs 134. Each
custom product design is associated with a unique product design identifier as well as

other related information, such as the product type, quantity ordered, date shipped,

shipping address, billing address, the customer’s account identifier, and so forth.
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[0022] As mentioned above, some types of custom products will, by their nature,
tend to be wanted by customers at more or less predictable times. While usage rates
of printed products vary widely and may be subject to unexpected changes, vendors ot
printed products with sufficient data and experience can, based on analysis of
individual or aggregate customer reordering history, make a reasonably informed
estimate of when the quantity of product previously ordered may be approaching
exhaustion and send an appropriate reorder solicitation that, the vendor hopes, 1s

received at a time when the customer 1s receptive and ready to reorder.

[0023] For time-sensitive content in the product design, the vendor can fairly
reliably predict an appropriate reorder time frame. For example, a customer who
previously purchased customized products promoting the customer’s business, such as
postcards, magnets, or the like, containing a calendar or a team schedule, would be
well served by receiving an email at an appropriate time prior to be beginning of the
following calendar year or team season that serves not only as a timely reminder to
order a new version of the product, but that displays an automatically updated image
of the new product with the new calendar, team schedule, or other new content as

appropriate, that is ready to order with a minimum of required customer mput.

[0024] Some web-based printing service providers operate on a self-service basis
while others offer at least some live help or advice via a telephone, instant messaging,
or other means. Ifa vendor representative is involved, during the course of assisting

the customer, the representative may gather information regarding the expected use of
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the materials being prepared. In the embodiment described herein, the representative
has the option of adding a searchable estimated reorder time field to the information
associated with the design in customer order information 132. The reorder time
value could be implemented as an estimated number of weeks or months until the
customer may wish to reorder that product, or as a specific future reorder date, or m

other manners.

[0025] Referring to Fig. 2, a representative method for generating personahized
electronic communications will be discussed. When the vendor decides to initiate a
customized promotional email campaign, the vendor 1dentifies at step 202 the one or
more search parameters to be used to identify customers that qualify to recei\'fe the
email. Selecting email recipients from the vendor’s customer base according to
specific search parameters allows the vendor to target the emails to relevant
customers. As mentioned above, search parameters could include product type,
order date, order quantity, product content, or any other factor that would tend to
cause some customers to desire, or be required, to reorder or update previously

ordered printed products.

[0026] At step 204, a search of customer information 132 to identify appropriate
recipients for the email is performed. Some searches could be executed mndividually
on an ad hoc basis while other searches could be set up to run routinely on a weekly,

daily, or other predetermined schedule or frequency as desired by the vendor.
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[0027] If a product is identified at step 206 as meeting the selection criteria, at
step 208 the email address associated with the customer account for that product 1s
retrieved from customer information 132 and an email is prepared and sent to that
email address. The email incorporates the unique product design identifier of the
qualifying product. As will be discussed in more detail below, the product identifier
is used later to personalize the email image displayed to the user of client 110. At
step 210, if the search has not been completed, steps 206 and 208 are repeated.
When the search has been completed or otherwise terminated by the vendor, the

process will end at step 214.

[0028] The method depicted in Fig, 2 shows the preparing and sending of emails
to identified customers occurring while the search is in progress. This is not essential
and the method could be implemented in alternate ways. For example, the search ot
customer information could first be completéd to compile a list of qualifying products

with the emails generated independently as a separate process at a later time.

[0029] Referring to Fig. 3, a simplified depiction of the elements of a
representative personalized email message 300 will be discussed.  In the disclosed
embodiment, the vendor designs email 300 to display an image of the customer’s
previously prepared personalized custom product, indicated by product image area
302. Depending on the product being promoted by the vendor, image area 302 could
be an image of a business card, postcard, letterhead, return address label, or any other

customized product offered by the vendor.

10
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[0030] For various reasons, many emails are never received by the intended
recipient or, if received, are never opened. In the disclosed embodiment, to avoid
the processing load at server 130 that would be associated with preparing design
images for emails that are never received or opened, the image of the customer’s
personalized product is not made a part of the email transmaitted at step 20s.
Customized image area 302 is occupied initially by a generic placeholder image with
an informational message to the user such as “Please wait while your image loaas”.
As discussed below, if and when the email is opened by the recipient, the placeholder
image at 302 will be replaced with the customer’s product image, creating a
personalized promotional experience for the recipient. As an alternative
embodiment, if processing load at the server is not an issue or concern, the image of
the customized product could be created and attached to the email as originally

transmitted.

[0031] As mentioned above, the customer may optionally have incorporated
vendor-provided time-sensitive content, such as a calendar, a team schedule, or a J1st
of holidays, into the customer’s personalized product design. This type of content, 1f

present in a particular customer’s product design, is represented as content area 304.

[0032] Email 300 will also typically include one or more areas of text and
graphics, represented collectively shown in Fig. 3 as message content area 300,
containing information relative to the specific offer or promotion being made in the
email. Active link 308 allows the customer, if desired, to initiate the purchase process

for the promoted product. Server 130 will respond to user activation of link 308 by

11
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opening a new browser window displaying the vendor’s product purchase page,
thereby allowing the user to immediately and easily commence the product ordering
process. In some cases, the customer may wish to modify the product design prior to
ordering. Active link 310 allows the customer, if desired, to initiate the product
design edit process for the displayed product image. Server 130 will respond to user

activation of link 310 by opening a new browser window displaying the product

image on a product design editing page, allowing the user to immediately and easily

a

initiate one or more modifications to the design, as desired, prior to commencing the

product purchase process.

[0033] The above-described elements of email 300 may be sized and arranged
within email 300 as desired by the vendor. The vendor may also incorporate various
other content into email 300 for aesthetic or informational purposes, such as
additional images, graphics, text, logos, and links. Because the typical vendor offers a
variety of products of various sizes and shapes and because each promotion may vary
in terms and duration, the vendor will typically prepare different email content and
layout for each different type of promotion. After a design and format for a
particular product promotion is selected, all emails sent to customers identified 1n the
search for that promotion will be substantially identical except that each email will
have associated therewith a specific product identifier associated with the specitic
recipient of the email that will be used by server 130 to customize the email image

with the email recipient’s personalized product image.
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[0034] Referring now to Fig. 4, a representative method for presenting a
personalized promotional email at client system 110 will be discussed. At step 402,
the user at client 110 opens the received email. At step 404, in response to the user’s

action, the product identifier from the email is returned to server 130 and the email

300 image is displayed to the user on display 116.

[0035] At step 406, when server 130 receives the product identifier from client
110, server 130 examines the component elements of the product design
corresponding to the received product identifier received from chent 100. At step
408, a determination is made regarding whether an update to the stored product design
should be performed prior to sending the email. Some emails may be for straight
reorders of products that do not require any modification prior to the reorder being

placed while other emails may be for products that need to be updated with current
information. For a product requiring no modification, a low-resolution display image

of the stored product design suitable for displaying to the user on display 116 is sent

to client 110 at step 412.

[0036] If the product is identified as containing component content that 1s
obsolete or otherwise needs to be replaced, substitute content identified by the vendor
will be retrieved from product designs 134 and the product design will be updated to
replace the obsolete component element with the corresponding replacement element
at step 410. For example, if content item 304 in the retained product design is a
vendor-prepared image of a calendar for a year that is completely or substantially

over, server 130 will automatically delete the old calendar component 1mage and
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substitute a replacement content image for the next calendar year as content element
304 prior to preparing and sending the display image to client 110 at step 412 for
incorporation into email 300. Because the product design 1s constructed from
component elements, new or substitute vendor- supplied content elements can be

readily changed by the vendor as appropriate.

[0037] As mentioned above, the presently disclosed embodiment performs the
steps 406-414, related to updating of the custom image, only after the associated
email is opened. This avoids incurring unnecessary processor workload that would
arise from performing image processing for emails that are never received or opened.
As an alternate embodiment, if processor workload 1s not a concern or 1ssue, steps
406-410 could be performed after step 206 before the email is sent and steps 406-414

could be eliminated from the process shown in Fig. 4.

[0038] At step 414, email image 300 is updated to replace the generic placeholder
image that originally occupied the image 302 area with the customer’s personalized
product image received from server 130. After reviewing the content of the email, the
customer may decide to place an order for the product exactly as it is displayed in the
email, ma}; decide to pl'ace an order for the product after one or more edits have been
made to the product design, or may decide to delete or close the email. As discussed
above, in the disclosed embodiment the email contains a purchase link and an edit
link to increase user flexibility. At step 416, if the customer clicks on the purchase
link in links 308, a new browser window will be opened and server 130 will display

an appropriate page to allow the customer to being the purchase process at step 422.
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At step 418, if the customer instead selects the edit link from links 308, a new browser
window will be opened and server 130 will display an appropriate edit page for the
customer to enter the edit process at step 420. When the customer has edited the
design as desired, the customer can proceed to the purchase process 422. The vendor
may choose to incorporate a login process into edit process 420 or purchase process

422 to verify the identity and authority of the customer.

[0039] Of course, not all customers will choose to accept or pursue the offer.

Afier reviewing the email contents, at step 424 some customers may choose to delete

the email or close it for later review and consideration.

[0040] The foregoing discussion described an exemplary automated method of
sgiiciting a new order for a previously ordered product. Referring now to Figs. 5-7,
an exemplary automated method of soliciting orders for one or more personalized
matching products will be discussed. As used herein, different types of products are
“matching” products if they have visual similarity because they have one or more
design features in common, such as images, graphics, fonts, and color scheme, and 1f
they are customized so as to contain information from or about a specific customer.
For example, a business card and a return address label that both use the same color
scheme, image, and font and that both incorporate some customizing information
supplied by or related to the same customer, such as a business name and address,
would be matching products as used herein. Other types of matching printed
products offered by the vendor could include letterhead, envelopes, brochures,

presentation folders, and the like. Because of the wide variation in size and
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proportion among the different types of products, various differently cropped and/or
. sized versions of the images, graphics, and other elements may be used as appropriate

to the specific product.

[0041] The implementation of the matching product email process shown in Fig. 5
is similar, but not identical, to the process described above in connection with Fig. 2.
In Fig, 2, the search is conducted for the purpose of identifying a particular previously
ordered product that the customer may wish to reorder. In Fig. 5, the search 1s
conducted for the purpose of identifying a customer who may be interested in
ordering a second type of product that matches a first type of product previously
ordered by the customer. The identification of the specific previously ordered
product design that will be used in the creation of the matching product design 1s

deferred until after the email is opened by the recipient.

[0042] When the vendor decides to initiate a customized promotional email
campaign for a matching custom product, the vendor identifies at step 502 the one or
more search parameters to be used to identify customers who qualify to receive the
email. For simplicity of explanation, the following discussion will assume that a
vendor desires to conduct an email marketing campaign to promote matching return
address labels to customers who have previously purchased a business card from the
vendor. It will be understood that the invention is not so limited and that various

search parameters could be employed.
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[0043] At step 504, customer information 132 1s searched to 1dentify a customer
who has previously placed an order for business cards. When a customer is identified
at step 506, the email address associated with the customer’s account is retrieved from
customer information 132 and an email is prepared and sent to that email address at

step 508. The email incorporates the associated customer account identifier.

[0044] At step 510, if the search for relevant business card customers has not been
completed, steps 506 and 508 are repeated. When the search has been completed or
otherwise terminated by the vendor, the process will end at step 512. While the
method depicted in Fig, 5 shows the preparing and sending of emails to identified
customers occurring while the search is in progress, this is not essential and the
method could be implemented in alternate ways, such as by performing the customer
identification search and the customer email generation as separate processes at

different times.

[0045] Referring now to Fig. 6, a representative method for presenting a
personalized promotional email promoting a matching product at client system 110
will be discussed. At step 602, the user at client 110 opens the received email. At
step 604, in response to the user’s action of opening the email, the customer account
identifier from the email is returned to server 130 and the email image, initially
containing a generic placeholder image in the location of the matching product

design, is displayed to the user on display 110.
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[0046] At step 606, when server 130 receives the account identifier from client
110, server 130 identifies the specific business card design associated with the
account identifier that will be used to determine the design of the matching return
address label. Some customers may have more than one business card design
associated with their account. If this is the case, the most recently ordered business

card design 1s used.

10047} Also at step 606, server 130 retrieves the name and address from customer
information 132 that will be incorporated into the matching product design. In the
disclosed embodiment, server 130 uses the shipping name and address information
associated with the customer account. Other sources of name and address information
for incorporation into the matching customized product design could also be

employed.

[0048] At step 608 the design of the matching return address label 1s prepared by
automatically combining the retrieved customer name and address information, a
return address label layout, and the color scheme, font, and other design element
information from the identified business card design. In the disclosed embodiment, as
mentioned above, each product design is stored in product designs 134 as separately
identifiable and retrievable elements, including a layout, a color scheme, and one or
more fonts, plus, if used in a particular design, one or more images, graphics, or other
content elements. A return address label design having a similar visual appearance
to the business card can be readily created by automatically taking the color scheme,

fonts, and other relevant elements used in the business card design and applying them
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to a return address label layout. The vendor could employ alternate methods for the
creation of the customized matching product design at server 130. For example,
instead of individually storing and combining separate design components, the vendor
could have implemented the system using substantially complete matching product
designs that were previously prepared by the vendor and stored n product design 134

ready to be combined with the customer’s name and address information.

[0049] If for some reason a return address label design matching the identified
business card design cannot be located or generated in a timely manner in a particular
case, server 130 will generate a default product image for displaying at client 118.
For example, if the shipping address is in the United States, the default label design
might include an image of the American flag. Shipping addresses in other countries
would cause the selection of images of interest to that country or of general interest.

Other approaches to selecting a default design could be readily employed.

[0050] Identifying the business card design to be used and generating the
matching product image only after the associated email is opened ensures that the
very latest business card design is selected as the basis for the matching product and
also avoids incurring unnecessary processor workload that would arise from
performing image processing for emails that are never received or opened. If these
issues are of no concern in a particular embodiment, steps 606 and 608 could be

performed after step 506 before the email 1s sent.
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[0051] At step 612, the matching product design is sent to client 110 and, at step
614, the email image is updated to replace the generic placeholder image with the
customer’s personalized matching product image received from server 130. Fig. 7
depicts email 700 displaying matching return address label design 702 after the email
has been updated at step 614. As was discussed above in connection with email 300
in Fig. 3, email 700 includes a purchase initiation link 708, an edit initiation link 710,
and a message content area 706 containing information describing the matching return
address label promotion. The customer name and address information 704 associated

with the customer account is rendered in the same font scheme used in the matching

business card design.

[0052] After reviewing the content of the email, the customer may decide to place
an order for the matching product exactly as it is displayed in the email, may decide to
place an order for the product after oné or more edits have been made to the product
design, or may decide to delete or close the email. At step 616, if the customer clicks
on the purchase link 708, a new browser window will be opened and server 130 will
display an appropriate page to allow the customer to being the purchase process at
step 622. At step 618, if the customer instead selects the edit link 710, a new browser
window will be opened and server 130 will display an appropriate edit page for the
customer to enter the edit process at step 620. When the customer has edited the
design as desired, the customer can proceed to the purchase process 622. The vendor
may choose to incorporate a login process into edit process 620 or purchase process

622 to verify the identity and authority of the customer. Those customers who have
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no interest in purchasing or editing the displayed matching product can choose to

close or delete the email at step 624.

[0053] If the vendor offers multiple matching products, email 700 could mclude
one or more additional images of different matching products such that multiple
matching product images are simultaneously displayed to the customer.
Alternatively, if the size or number of matching product images, or 1f the amount ot
processing required to generate the images, makes the displaying of all images
simultaneously undesirable, email 700 could include a single product image with an
accompanying link labeled as, for example, “show other matching products”, that,
when selected by the customer, would cause server 130 to generate one or more

additional individual matching product images for forwarding to and displaying at

client 110.

[0054] While exemplary embodiments have been discussed, the described
embodiments are to be considered as illustrative rather than restrictive. The scope of
the invention is as indicated in the following claims and all equivalent methods and

systems.
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What is claimed is:

[ A computer-implemented method of marketing a customized product, the method
comprising:

retaining customer information for a plurality of customers, the customer
Information including at least customer email addresses,

retaining a plurality of designs of previously ordered products, each previously
ordered product design being associated with a customer and containing at least some
customer content,

identifying from the customer information a customer who has ordered at least
one first type of product,

selecting one of the at least one first type of product ordered by the identified
customer, and

initrating an email to an ematl address associated with the identified customer,
the email being adapted to display a second product design, the second product design
being for a second type of product and being automatically created to have at least one
design element in common with the selected first type of product and to contain at least

some customer information.

2. The method of claim | wherein the second product design 1s sent to the recipient

for displaying in the email image only after the email has been opened.

3. The method of claim 2 wherein the second product design is created only after

the email has been opened.

4. The method of claim 1 wherein the email contains a customer account identifier.
S. The method of claim 1 wherein the email further displays at least one link

adapted to allow the recipient of the email to initiate a purchase process for the

customized product.
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6. The method of claim 1 wherein the email further displays at least one link
adapted to allow the recipient of the email to initiate an edit process such that the
recipient can make one or more changes to the customized product displayed in the

email.

7. A computer-implemented method of soliciting a new order for a product
previously ordered by a customer, the method comprising:

retaining customer account information associated with the customer, the account
information including at least an email address associated with the customer,

retaining in electronic form a customized design of a product previously ordered

by the customer, the retained customized design being associated with the customer
account of the customer, and

without customer request, sending an email to the email address associated with
the customer account associated with the retained customized design, the email
displaying at least an image of the previously ordered product, a promotional message
soliciting a new order for the product, and at least one link allowing the recipient of the

email to indicate interest in placing an order.

8. The method of claim 7 wherein the image of the product is sent to the customer's

computer only after the email has been opened.

9. The method of claim 7 further comprising allowing the customer to initiate a
purchase process for the product as displayed and receiving an order for the product from

the customer.

10. The method of claim 7 further comprising allowing the customer to initiate an

edit process such that the customer can make one or more changes to the design of the
product and receiving an order for a modified version of the product after the customer

has made one or more changes to the design of the previously ordered product.
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1. The method of claim 7 further comprising determining a time period when the
customer will be interested in placing a new order for the previously ordered product and

sending the email during that time period.

12. The method of claim 11 wherein the customer account includes information
related to the previously ordered product and wherein determining the time period is

based on at least some information in the customer account.

13. The method of claim 12 wherein the information in the customer account related
to the previous order for the product comprises information identifying the product type,

the date of the previous order, and quantity of the product previously ordered.

14, One or more computer readable media encoded with computer executable

instructions for executing the method of claim 7.

[3. A computer-implemented method of soliciting an order for a modified version of
a product previously ordered by a customer, the method comprising:

retaining customer account information associated with the customer, the account
information including at least an email address associated with the customer,

retaining in electronic form a customized design of a product previously ordered
by the customer, the retained customized design being associated with the customer

account of the customer,

without customer request, modifying the customized design of the previously
ordered product by replacing at least a portion of the customized product design content
with different content to create a modified version of the customized product design, and

sending an email to the email address associated with the customer account
associated with the previously ordered product, the email displaying at least an image of
the modified product, a promotional message soliciting an order for the modified product,

and at least one link allowing the recipient of the email to indicate interest in placing an

order.
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16. The method of claim 15 wherein the product design 1s modified only after the

email 1s opened.

17. The method of claim 15 wherein the product design is modified prior to sending
the email.
18. The method of claim 15 wherein modifying the product design comprises

replacing time-related content in the previously ordered product design that has become

at least partially obsolete since the date the previous product was ordered.

19. The method of claim 18 wherein the email s sent at a time that 1s determined to
be during a time period when the customer will be interested in placing a new order for a

modified product updated with different time-related content.

20. The method of claim 18 wherein the time-related content that 1s replaced in the
product design is selected from the group comprising a calendar, a schedule of events,

and a list of holidays.

21. The method of claim 135 wherein the image of the modified product is sent to the

customer's computer only after the email has been opened.

22 The method of claim 15 further comprising allowing the customer to initiate a

purchase process for the modified product and receiving an order for the modified

product from the customer.

23. The method of claim 15 further comprising allowing the customer to initiate an

edit process such that the customer can make one or more changes to the modified design
of the product and receiving an order for a revised version of the modified product after

the user has made one or more changes to the design of the moditied product.

24, One or more computer readable media encoded with computer executable

instructions which, when executed by a computer, implement a method of soliciting an
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order for a modified version of a product previously ordered by a customer, the method
comprising;

retaining customer account information associated with the customer, the account
information including at least an email address associated with the customer,

retaining in electronic form a customized design of a product previously ordered
by the customer, the retained customized design being associated with the customer
account of the customer,

without customer request, modifying the customized design of the previously
ordered product by replacing at least a portion of the customized product design content
with different content to create a modified version of the customized product design, and

sending an email to the email address associated with the customer account
associated with the previously ordered product, the email displaying at least an image of
the modified product, a promotional message soliciting an order for the modified product,
and at least one link allowing the recipient of the email to indicate interest in placing an

order.

235. A computer-implemented method of soliciting new orders for products
previously ordered by customers, the method comprising:

retaining individual customer account information for a plurality of customers,
the account information for each customer including at least an email address associated
with the customer,

retaining in electronic form a plurality of customized product designs for
products previously ordered by the customers, each customized product design being
associated with an individual customer account,

searching the customer account information of at least a portion of the plurality
of customers to identify one or more previously ordered products for which a new order
will be solicited, and

for each identified product from the one or more previously ordered products,
sending an email to the email address associated with the customer account associated
with the identified product, the email displaying at least an image of the identitied
product, a promotional message soliciting a new order for the identified product, and at

least one link allowing the customer to indicate interest in placing an order.
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26. The method of claim 25 wherein the image of the identified product is sent to the

customer's computer only after the email has been opened.

27. The method of claim 25 further comprising allowing a customer to initiate a

purchase process for the 1dentified product and receiving an order for the 1dentified

product from the customer.

28. The method of claim 25 further comprising allowing the customer to initiate an
edit process such that the customer can make one or more changes to the product design
of the 1dentified product to create a modified design for a modified product and receiving

an order for the modified product.

29. The method of claim 25 wherein the customer account information for each
customer further includes at least the date of the previous product order and wherein
searching the customer account information comprises searching at least the date of
previous product orders to estimate when products will need to be ordered agamn and

sending emails to the customers associated with the identified products.

30. One or more computer readable media encoded with computer executable
instructions which, when executed by a computer, implement a method of soliciting new
orders for products previously ordered by customers, the method comprising:

retaining individual customer account information for a plurality of customers,

the account information for each customer including at least an email address associated
with the customer,

retaining in electronic form a plurality of customized product designs for
products previously ordered by the customers, each customized product design being
assoclated with an individual customer account,

searching the customer account information of at least a portion of the plurality
of customers to identify one or more previously ordered products for which a new order

will be solicited, and
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for each identified product from the one or more previously ordered products,
sending an email to the email address associated with the customer account associated
with the identified product the email displaying at least an image of the identified
product, a promotional message soliciting a new order for the identified product, and at

least one link allowing the customer to indicate interest in placing an order.

31. A computer-implemented method of soliciting orders for modified versions of
products previously ordered by customers, the method comprising:

retaining individual customer account information associated with a plurality of
customers, the account information for each customer including at least an email address
assoctlated with the customer,

retaining in electronic form a plurality of customized product designs for
products previously ordered by the customers, each customized product design being
associated with an individual customer account,

searching the customer account information of at least a portion of the plurality
of customers to identify one or more previously ordered products to be updated with
difterent content,

without customer request, modifying the customized design ot the one or more
identified products by replacing at least a portion of the customized product content with
different content to create a modified version of the previously ordered customized
product design, and

sending an email to the email address associated with the customer account
assoclated with the previously ordered product, the email displaying at least the image of
the modified product, a promotional message soliciting an order for the modified product
and at least one link allowing the recipient of the email to indicate interest in placing an

order.

32. The method of claim 31 wherein the content that is replaced comprises time-
related content that has become at least partially obsolete since the date the previous

product was ordered.
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33. The method of claim 32 wherein the emails are sent at a time that 1s determined
to be during a time period when the customers will be interested in placing a new order

for modified products updated with different time-related content.

34, The method of claim 32 wherein the time-related content that 1s replaced in the

product design 1s selected from the group comprising a calendar, a schedule of events,

and a list of holidays.

335. The method of claim 31 further comprising allowing a customer to initiate a
purchase process for the modified product and receiving an order for the moditied

product from the customer.

36. The method of claim 31 further comprising allowing the customer to 1nitiate an
edit process such that the customer can make one or more changes to the modified design
of the product and receiving an order for the modified product atter the user has made

one or more changes to the design of the modified product.

37. The method of claim 31 wherein the product design is modified only after the

email 1s opened.

38. The method of claim 31 wherein the product design 1s moditied prior to sending
the email.
39. The method of claim 31 wherein the image of the modified product is sent to the

customer s computer only after the email has been opened.

40). One or more computer readable media encoded with computer executable
instructions which, when executed by a computer, implement a method of soliciting
orders for modified versions of products previously ordered by customers, the method

comprising:
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retaining individual customer account information associated with a plurality of
customers, the account information for each customer including at least an email address

associated with the customer,

retaining in electronic form a plurality of customized product designs for
products previously ordered by the customers, each customized product design being
associated with an individual customer account,

searching the customer account information of at least a portion of the plurality
of customers to identify one or more previously ordered products to be updated with
different content,

without customer request, modifying the customized design of the one or more
identified products by replacing at least a portion of the customized product content with
different content to create a modified version of the previously ordered customized
product design, and

sending an email to the email address associated with the customer account
associated with the previously ordered product, the email displaying at least the image of
the modified product, a promotional message soliciting an order for the moditied product,
and at least one link allowing the recipient of the email to indicate interest in placing an

order.
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