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(57) ABSTRACT 

Disclosed are methods and systems for redeeming virtual 
coupons by associating the coupons with a consumer and a 
payment system associated with the consumer. In some 
embodiments, the method includes distributing the enabled 
promotional offers, from one or more source sites, via the 
electronic contact addresses for the plurality of consumers, 
such that the promotional offers can be electronically 
accepted by at least some of the particular consumers with 
whom they are identified without redeeming the accepted 
offers. The method further includes electronically receiving a 
redemption of the promotional offer by means of the consum 
er's presentment of the associated payment system for pur 
chasing the Subject matter of the accepted promotional offer. 
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SYSTEMS AND METHODS FOR 
IDENTIFYING, CATEGORIZING, 

AGGREGATING, AND VISUALIZING 
MULT-DMENSIONAL DATAN AN 
INTERACTIVE ENVIRONMENT 

PRIORITY CLAIMAND RELATED 
APPLICATIONS 

0001. This application claims priority to and is a continu 
ation application of U.S. patent application Ser. No. 13/584, 
632, filed on Aug. 13, 2012, which is a continuation of U.S. 
patent application Ser. No. 13/226,210 filed on Sep. 6, 2011, 
now U.S. Pat. No. 8,244,580, issued on Aug. 12, 2012, which 
is a continuation of U.S. patent application Ser. No. 1 1/381, 
507, filed on May 3, 2006, now U.S. Pat. No. 8,036,934, 
issued on Oct. 11, 2011, which is a divisional application of 
U.S. patent application Ser. No. 10/262,767, filed on Oct. 1, 
2002, now U.S. Pat. No. 7,593,862, issued on Sep. 22, 2009, 
which is a continuation-in-part application of U.S. patent 
application Ser. No. 10/081,257, filedon Feb. 22, 2002, which 
is abandoned and application Ser. No. 09/61 1,672, filed on 
Jul. 7, 2000, now U.S. Pat. No. 6,868,426, issued on Mar. 15, 
2005, both of which claim priority to the following provi 
sional patent applications: 60/142,611, filed Jul. 7, 1999, and 
60/191,352, filed Mar. 22, 2000. The above applications— 
Ser. Nos. 13/584,632, 13/226,210, 11/381,507, 10/262,767, 
10/081,257, 09/61 1,672, 60/142,611, and 60/191,352 are 
hereby incorporated by reference into this application. This 
application is further related to commonly owned U.S. patent 
application Ser. No. 09/309,989, filed on May 11, 1999, now 
U.S. Pat. No. 6,385,591, issued on May 7, 2002, which is also 
hereby incorporated by reference herein. 

TECHNICAL BACKGROUND 

0002 Coupons are an effective way direct marketers use to 
drive customers to their stores. Coupons can be for a specific 
store or for a specific item. Challenges for the use of coupons 
can be broken into three areas: 1) delivery, 2) organization, 
and 3) redemption. 
0003 Paper coupons are a traditional method of attracting 
new consumers. These paper coupons have traditionally been 
delivered to consumers through printed media and through 
direct mail marketing. Delivery of printed paper coupons is 
expensive for the marketer, and it is also difficult for the 
marketer to narrowly target the paper coupons to those most 
likely to use them, given the typical breadth of traditional 
printed media and direct mail lists. In addition to incurring the 
cost of printing and delivering the offer, the marketer incurs 
the cost of training personnel to accept the offer at the Point of 
Sale (“POS), the time it takes the personnel to input the 
coupon at the POS, the cost to store the paper offer and the 
cost to audit the offer. In addition, there is a fraud cost asso 
ciated with the use of paper coupons. 
0004. Once the coupon is delivered to the consumer, the 
consumer then clips or selects the paper coupons. As far as the 
consumer is concerned, organizing paper coupons is difficult 
and time-consuming. Consumers often place their paper cou 
pons in a kitchen drawer or other unorganized receptacle. The 
coupons oftentimes are unredeemed in the drawer, and ulti 
mately expire, unused. The consumers often fail to redeem 
the coupons because it is difficult for them to find needed 
coupons or even remember that they have coupons that can be 
applied to their purchases. Further, consumers may forget to 
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take their coupons with them to the store or may not have the 
coupons with them for other reasons. In Sum, the paper cou 
pons are difficult for the consumer to clip, organize, and to 
redeem at the POS. 
0005 On-line marketing is increasingly common, as on 
line marketers are readily able to rent lists from list owners 
and send, through mass e-mailings, e-mail offers to the thou 
sands of consumers on the list owner's list. Paperless coupons 
delivered through these methods and systems can be 
redeemed at on-line merchants without the necessity of print 
ing those coupons, such as by delivering a coupon code elec 
tronically and having the consumer manually input the code 
at the online payment page. Forbrick-and-mortar merchants, 
however, the consumer is still left with the classic problem of 
having to create and use paper coupons, such as by printing 
out the electronically delivered coupon offers. Thus, consum 
ers are again confronted with the organizational and redemp 
tion associated with paper coupons. Further to the above 
approaches, although marketers have avoided the costs of 
printing and delivery of the offers, the marketers still face 
significant costs associated with fraud and fraud detection, 
auditing of the paper coupons, and with training of personnel 
at the POS. 

BRIEF SUMMARY 

0006 Parent applications to this application have 
described novel ways to deliver, organize, and redeem paper 
less coupons or other promotional offers. The present appli 
cation continues to build on those prior applications, from 
which priority has been claimed herein and which have been 
incorporated by reference herein. For example, provisional 
patent application U.S. Application No. 60/142,611, filed Jul. 
7, 1999, disclosed, among other things, the associating of 
accepted coupon offers with credit cards along with embodi 
ments describing how paperless or virtual coupons could be 
delivered to the consumers and redeemed by the consumers, 
including by the use of consumers’ credit cards to make 
qualified product or service purchases. U.S. Application No. 
60/191,352, filed Mar. 22, 2000, described, among other 
things, methods and systems for automatically organizing 
paperless coupons and other virtual documents, as does U.S. 
application Ser. No. 09/61 1,672, filed Jul. 7, 2000, which 
claims priority from the Jul. 7, 1999 and Mar. 22, 2000 appli 
cations. 
0007 Principles disclosed in the foregoing applications 
include web-based organization systems and methods for 
virtual documents. Such systems and methods provide orga 
nizing retail collateral data for consumers while creating new 
direct marketing opportunities for manufacturers and retail 
ers. Today, consumers organize on their computers only a 
limited amount of information that they need to view (i.e., 
telephone numbers, address information and “to do' lists). 
There is more information that needs to be organized. A quick 
look at a typical “miscellaneous” kitchen drawer reveals cou 
pons, receipts, rebates, gift certificates, warranties, un-mailed 
registration cards, instructions, tickets, credit card and bank 
statements, and recipes (“retail collateral'). That information 
should be organized online alongside and integrated with 
consumers’ personal information, so that commercial and 
product brand information is readily available. 
0008. The world is fast becoming paperless. Airlines issue 
paperless tickets and bank Statements are transmitted elec 
tronically. Virtual coupons and discounts can be found on 
Smart cards and credit cards and are also delivered via e-mail. 
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E-mail itself represents an organizational challenge for the 
consumer. Commercial e-mails end up lost on the consumer's 
e-mail management application with the clutter of hundreds 
of other e-mails. With all these paperless documents, several 
issues and questions arise. How will the business traveler 
know what flight he is on if he is issued an e-ticket? How will 
a consumer know he has a paperless coupon to redeem if there 
is no paper reminder? Where will those monthly virtual state 
ments be accessed? How should we organize all these paper 
less documents? 
0009. Some of the disclosed principles intend to transform 
the manufacturers retail collateral into a marketing opportu 
nity, by developing a system that will organize and integrate 
virtual documents with a web calendar system. The system 
will be a web-based, e-mail/banner ad filtration system. The 
web-based personal information manager (PIM) is the perfect 
place to organize these virtual documents because that is 
where the consumer already organizes his personal data. In 
addition, the web-based PIM has the capability to synchro 
nize with handheld devices such as PDAs and cell phones. 
Using such principles, the consumer will be able to reference 
in one place his contacts and calendar as well as receipts, 
instructions, bank and credit card Statements and anything 
else the consumer might want to organize. Also, such prin 
ciples will be able to reach critical mass immediately and 
avoid significant marketing costs. 
0010 Thus, such a system can marry web personal infor 
mation management systems with commercial e-mail com 
munications. Today, consumers are e-mailed coupons and 
rebates. Tomorrow, consumers will be e-mailed bank state 
ments and receipts. E-mail organization systems can only 
organize within the e-mail application and are not set up to 
organize the mass of virtual documents which will be 
e-mailed in the future. The logical place to organize and 
integrate this mass of commercial virtual documents is the 
web-based PIM where he already organizes his contact and 
calendar data. Thus, these principles provides the ability to 
consolidate, organize and integrate virtual documents deliv 
ered via e-mail and banner ads into the consumer's personal 
information management system. 
0011 Coupons are a perfect fit for such a system as dem 
onstrated by the following example: Domino's Pizza Rwants 
to e-mail a coupon to a consumer, Joe. Using current tech 
nologies, Domino's sends the coupon with a coupon ID num 
berto Joe. Joe might not be hungry, so he reads his next e-mail 
and the coupon is quickly forgotten. When Joe is ready for 
pizza, Joe probably does not want to Sort through hundreds of 
e-mails to find the coupon. 
0012. In order to remedy this problem, this web organizer 
technology translates that e-mail containing a coupon and 
automatically organizes the “VouponTM” (virtual coupon) 
into Joe's Voupon web organizer because of the proprietary 
code embedded as part of the e-mail address. Without Joe 
taking any steps to create the filter, this e-mail is automati 
cally organized and deposited in Joe's Voupon web organizer, 
right below his personal contacts drawer in his web organizer. 
0013 Because the Voupon is part of a web organizer, the 
contact data from the Voupon can be integrated with Joe's 
contact and calendar data if he so chooses. It makes sense for 
Joe to have Domino's telephone number in his database, so he 
clicks the button that adds the telephone number and Voupon 
expiration date to his web contact and calendar. Later, he 
synchronizes his PDA, and the Domino's telephone number 
and expiration date is now in his PDA. The Domino's Voupon 
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is also in the PDA’s Voupon web organizer application, pro 
viding Joe another location, or impression to find his Domi 
no’s Voupon. 
0014. This e-mail filtration system also works with banner 
ads. The Domino's Voupon could also be in a web organizer 
enabled banner ad. The consumer would see the Voupon for 
50% off, click it, and the Voupon would automatically be 
organized into Joe's Voupon area of his web organizer, with 
all of the same integration capabilities. In addition, virtual 
coupons could be selected and organized from within the web 
organizer, similar to existing Internet coupon companies. 
0015 The disclosed web organizer also has potential for 
streamlining the product registration process and providing 
the consumer with a system to consolidate online instructions 
and warranties for the products that he has registered. The 
product manufacturer has a great need to keep track of their 
customers and their purchasing needs. In order to build a 
better product, it needs to know who is purchasing their 
product. One very important tool used by manufacturers to 
accomplish this goal is product registration. Product registra 
tion provides invaluable customer demographics. Being at the 
focal point between manufacturer and consumer, the web 
organizer has an excellent opportunity to mine consumers 
product and registration data and sell it to our affiliated manu 
facturers and retailers. 
0016. The web organizer also may make the registration 
process simple and streamlined for web organizer consumers. 
The consumer will be able to complete one uniform registra 
tion system and use it to register every product purchased at 
hundreds of web organizer-affiliated manufacturer web sites. 
Once the consumer registers online, the manufacturer would 
use the web organizer system to e-mail to the consumer 
Verification of registration, plus virtual instruction and war 
ranty information. The web organizer system would then 
automatically organize the instructions and warranty into the 
appropriate area of the web organizer Later, when he needs to 
reference the instructions, he opens his web organizer, clicks 
through his instructions folder to locate the manufacturer. 
Once inside that folder, the consumer will see the list of 
products purchased. He can then click on the appropriate 
product and the instructions will appear by hyperlink. Cus 
tomer service telephone numbers, e-mail addresses and links 
can be integrated into the customers web organizer, making 
warranty claims easier for the consumer and the manufac 
turer. The manufacturer's brand is now a part of the consum 
er's personal information. 
0017 Transferring instructions to PDAs is a compelling 
use of the device as well. Since E-book technology is fast 
becoming a reality, it makes sense to transition that existing 
technology to instruction manuals. The disclosed web orga 
nizer would provide that capability. The web organizer pro 
vides an opportunity to organize and consolidate the consum 
er's personal instructions and warranties. The consumer does 
not want to have to go to Sony(R) to find his products instruc 
tions, and then to GE(R) to find his refrigerator warranty. He 
wants it all in one place like his old handy file cabinet. The 
disclosed web organizer will provide this service. Because of 
this Voluntary registration process, the web organizer now has 
valuable demographic data to further assist its affiliate manu 
facturers and retailers direct marketing campaigns. 
0018 Rebates represent another product opportunity for 
Such a web organizer. Usually, rebates are provided as an 
incentive to register a recently purchased product. The benefit 
of rebates over paperless coupons is the fact that they are 
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redeemed after purchase, thus making rebates much more 
manageable from a redemption perspective. Rebates could be 
offered and distributed from e-mail, banner ads and the manu 
facturer website. Like Voupons, there would be a rebate area 
of the web organizer to store these virtual rebates. From the 
rebate area of the web organizer, the consumer could click the 
rebate to redeem it automatically. The consumer could then 
elect to redeem the rebate by check or over the Internet with 
an online money Vendor. The web organizer could even 
include revenue sharing potential with online money vendors 
such as PayPal.com. 
0019 Digital receipts are another opportunity, and which 
may be e-mailed to the consumer. Again, it makes no sense for 
these digital receipts to be e-mailed and “lost in e-mail 
space'. Rather, the consumer would register so that the digital 
receipts are e-mailed to the consumer's web organizer. When 
the web organizer receives the receipts, it automatically filters 
and deposits them in the consumer's receipt area of the web 
organizer Again, there would be a special code on the e-mail 
to permit the web organizer to automatically recognize it as a 
receipt and deposit it in the receipt folder. In the receipt folder, 
the user receives the name of the store from which the product 
was purchased, along with the date. If he wants to delve 
deeper, he can click this link and be taken to the retailers 
receipt site to view the receipt details. The retailer then has 
additional opportunities to engage the consumer. 
0020. Another example is bank statements. The consumer 
could elect to receive his bank statements via e-mail. Pres 
ently he can do this with a variety of financial institutions. The 
bank statements would be forwarded to joe(aecal.com, the 
system would recognize the bank Statement, and deposit it in 
the web organizer alongside the consumer's contact, calen 
dar, instructions, receipts, rebates, etc. Another example is 
bill statements. Not only should that bill be filed in the user's 
web organizer quickly and appropriately for future reference 
but also the bills due date could be integrated into the con 
Sumer's calendar. Again, with the web organizer, consumers 
will have that opportunity. 
0021 E-Tickets are yet another opportunity. Airlines and 
consumers alike have quickly embraced moving from paper 
documents to digital documents in the arena of ticketing. 
According to CNN/fn, 76% of business travelers prefer elec 
tronic tickets to paper tickets. The question remains, how do 
travelers and other electronic ticket holders store their ticket 
ing information? A web organizer as disclosed herein will 
provide an “itinerary drawer as a component of its complete 
organization Suite, which provides detailed itinerary informa 
tion. In addition, itinerary data Such as airline, flight number, 
scheduled departure and arrival time, hotel, and rental car 
data can be integrated into the web organizer contact and 
calendar database for later synchronization with a PDA. 
0022. One of the many features makes the disclosed web 
organizer stand out is its ability to synchronize all of the web 
organizer data with handheld devices by utilizing the web 
organizer's existing synchronization capabilities. The web 
organizeracts as a gateway for the synchronization of the data 
down to the handheld. Now the consumer can have his list of 
coupons with him in his web organizer handheld application. 
This web organizer handheld application will mirror the web 
application of the web organizer, so that there will be an area 
for Voupons, rebates, e-tickets, itinerary, instructions, 
receipts, recipes etc. In order to avoid memory problems, 
most of the data in each area of the web organizer could be a 
URL connection, and will be accessible via the PDA wireless 
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Internet capabilities. For instance, if a consumer wants to 
access instructions to change the tire on his bicycle, he would 
access his PDA web organizer application, open the instruc 
tions area of the web organizer, and then click on the bicycle 
instructions, which would link him wirelessly to the instruc 
tions. 
0023 The foregoing applications, and also U.S. patent 
application Ser. No. 10/081,257, further describe different 
delivery and organization methods, including the delivery of 
paperless coupon offers to PDAs, wireless PDAs and inter 
active television. 
0024. The embodiments described in this application 
merge electronic delivery of on-line or virtual coupon offers 
with consumers’ payment systems. Payment systems include 
credit cards, debit cards, electronic payment accounts, con 
Sumer billing systems, cell-phone-based electronic payment 
systems, and PDA-based electronic coupon systems. Further 
applications for the promotional offers can be for reward-type 
incentives, such as frequent flyer miles or other “points' or 
“credits” that may be redeemable for reward goods and/or 
services. 
0025. The merger of these approaches result in the elec 
tronic delivery of virtual, paperless coupons or promotional 
offers. Paperless redemption at the point of sale or on the 
consumers’ payment systems statements are also enabled by 
embodiments disclosed in this application. To use the 
described approaches, consumers would associate, as an 
example, a credit card with a coupon database. Such that 
coupons stored in the coupon database can automatically be 
redeemed by the consumer when making qualifying pur 
chases. In some embodiments, the consumer also has a per 
Sonal coupon website, where the consumer can "clip' and 
save coupons, thereby allowing the consumer to organize his 
or her coupons at a personal web site for organizing the 
coupons saved in the personal website. The above approaches 
allow the consumer to manage his or her coupons at the 
personal website, while also associating the coupon database 
with the consumer's payment system. The consumer, by 
using his or her associated payment system, is accordingly 
able to readily redeem accepted coupon offers stored in the 
coupon database. 
0026. In embodiments described in this application, sys 
tems and methods are provided for delivering a paperless 
coupon offer to a consumer and allowing the consumer to 
accept that offer without having to provide the consumers 
credit card information. This approach mitigates consumers 
natural reluctance to provide credit card information in 
response to a banner ad or email. 
0027 Embodiments described in this application accord 
ingly provide for the delivery or communication of paperless 
offers through email, cell phone, satellite phone, land-based 
or wired phones, wireless PDAs, kiosks, interactive TV, two 
way pagers, wireless networks, or other communication sys 
tems and devices. The paperless offer can be pre-associated 
with the consumers’ payment systems (e.g., credit card, debit 
card, bank card, or other payment system). For example, list 
owners such as Yahoo!, AOL and Amazon (all marks of their 
respective owners) may have three important pieces of data: 
1) an email address, 2) permission to offer third party offers to 
their consumer's email address, and 3) credit card numbers. 
With this information, the above embodiments can be prac 
tically implemented. 
0028. In embodiments described below, the marketer or 
advertiser who makes the coupon or other promotional offers 
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to the consumers may not have access to the consumers 
credit card information. “Advertiser” as used in this applica 
tion includes product manufacturers, merchants, and other 
companies or entities desiring to make a promotional offer. 
One mechanism to associate the consumers with their credit 
cards without giving that information to the marketer or 
advertiser would be through card-matching agents. Such 
card-matching agents would typically receive lists of con 
Sumers’ identifiers, such as consumers’ email addresses, and 
their credit card information. 

0029. In such approaches, an offer may be created by a 
merchant or other advertiser with the help of the list owners 
agent or list manager, or the advertisers agent, the list broker. 
The list manager creates the offer and enables it to be orga 
nized (in Some embodiments) and redeemed paperlessly. For 
example, the list manager may take a 10% off offer for 
Retailer XYZ and then pre-organize the offer as “apparel.” 
“furniture.” “grocery.” “hardware merchandise.” or some 
other category (see FIG. 4). The list manager then gives the 
offer an identifier number. The list owner then delivers the 
limits of the offer to the matching agent. The list manager then 
appends the consumer's email address to the email itself. 
When the consumer "clicks' or accepts the enabled offer, it 
will cause an electronic acceptance message to be sent to the 
list manager, where the message comprises the email address 
that was associated with the offer identifier number when the 
offer was sent to the consumer. Upon receipt, the list manager 
transmits the email address and offer identifier to the match 
ing agent, which then associates the email address with the 
consumers associated credit card and adds the coupon iden 
tifier to the consumer's coupon database for later matching to 
a retail good or service transaction in which the consumer 
redeemed the promotional offer. The coupon database may be 
a simple database at the matching agent side or at the marketer 
site or at another location, or it may be an organized, con 
Sumer-manageable database such as described in FIG. 4 and 
in U.S. patent application Ser. No. 09/61 1,672. There may 
also be both types of databases, and the data contained in 
those databases can be synchronized according to system 
design requirements. Promotional offers or coupon offers are 
described herein in embodiments relating to “money-off 
purchasing of goods or services. Such promotional offers or 
coupon offers may also encompass purchased Vouchers or 
tickets or other items that are redeemable or otherwise have 
value. Still other promotional offers may relate to redeemable 
“reward points' or similar incentives that can be redeemed by 
consumers for goods or services. 
0030. In one implementation of such an embodiment, a list 
owner transfers a consumer identifier (e.g., an e-mail address) 
and the credit card number associated with the consumer to a 
matching agent. A promotional offer is then created for an 
advertiser. The offer is built into an email, which is forwarded 
to the consumer at the consumer's email address. The email 
contains embedded within it a consumer identifier, which 
may be the consumer's email address or encoded credit card 
information or other identifier. Upon receipt of the offer by a 
consumer, with one click of a button several things can hap 
pen: (1) the consumer identifier is forwarded via XML or 
other protocol to the matching agent along with the paperless 
coupon identifier; (2) the matching agent then takes the iden 
tifier, in this case the email address, and associates it with the 
credit card number that it has on file; and (3) the matching 
agent or other entity associates the paperless coupon offer 
with the consumer's credit card or other payment system. 
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0031. Once the coupon offer has been accepted and asso 
ciated with a consumer's credit card or other payment system, 
the consumer can redeem the coupon offer using his or her 
credit card or other payment system to purchase the product 
or service referred to in the coupon offer. At this point, the 
merchant sends data of the purchase to the card-matching 
agent, who would then match the credit card transaction to the 
appropriate consumers coupon database in order to deter 
mine whether a discount should be applied. If the conditions 
of the offer are met, a discount would be applied. Notice of the 
discount to the consumer could be delivered either at the retail 
location itself at the time of purchase or via email, and notice 
could also be given in the consumer's credit card Statement. 
0032. The above summary has outlined the embodiments 
described in this application, but should be used in the context 
of the entire specification to illustrate some of the features of 
these embodiments. Accordingly, other features and a fuller 
understanding of these embodiments may be had by referring 
to the entire specification. None of these embodiments are 
limiting of the scope of the invention, which must be deter 
mined by the claims set forth in the claims section. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

0033 FIG. 1 is a block diagram for a promotional offer 
distribution, organization, and redemption system; 
0034 FIG. 2 provides an exemplary screenshot of an 
email-delivered version of a promotional offer; 
0035 FIG.3 is an exemplary pop-up window that could be 
presented to a consumer after the consumer's acceptance of a 
promotional offer; 
0036 FIG. 4 is an exemplary screen shot from a graphical 
user interface for the coupon database organizer; 
0037 FIG. 5 illustrates a screen shot of an acknowledge 
ment message sent upon redemption of an accepted promo 
tional offer; 
0038 FIG. 6 is an exemplary process flow diagram for the 
collection and redemption of promotional offers; 
0039 FIG. 7 illustrates a data structure of an exemplary 
promotional offer; 
0040 FIG. 8 provides an exemplary block diagram of a 
promotional offer distribution, organization, and redemption 
system; 
0041 FIG. 9 provides an exemplary block diagram of 
another embodiment of a promotional offer distribution, 
organization, and redemption system; and 
0042 FIG. 10 provides still another exemplary block dia 
gram of an embodiment of a promotional offer distribution, 
organization, and redemption system. 
0043 All of these drawings are illustrations of certain 
embodiments. The scope of the claims is not limited to the 
specific embodiments illustrated in the drawings and 
described below. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
EMBODIMENTS 

0044 Shown in FIG. 1 is a block diagram for a coupon 
offer? organization/redemption system 100 in which consum 
ers are each provided with a coupon database 102 that can be 
associated with the consumers’ payment system, Such as 
credit card, debit card, electronic fund transfer account or 
other payment means. The consumers’ virtual coupons are 
stored in their coupon databases 102, which would be under 
the control of a marketer 104, which provides, through virtual 
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document 106, coupon offers to consumers through email, 
through websites on the Internet, or through other networks 
105. The consumers receive, accept, and manage the coupon 
offers in the virtual coupon database through the consumers 
personal computers 110, Personal Digital Assistants 
("PDAs) 112, or other electronic devices 109 (see FIG. 10). 
0045. Within or external to the marketer site 104 is pro 
vided a credit card interface 108, which is used to link cou 
pons stored and associated with consumers' coupon data 
bases 102 with credit card transactions that are being cleared 
through the credit card mainframe 132. Through these link 
ages, proper credit can be applied in those instances in which 
consumers have redeemable coupons for products they have 
purchased stored in their associated coupon database 102. 
0046. Many possible coupon offer variations, as well as 
variation in coupon delivery mechanisms, are possible. For 
example, the virtual coupon offers can be delivered to the 
consumers 103 through mobiles phones, wireless PDAs, 
interactive televisions, two-way pagers or other electronic 
communication systems. It is further possible through the 
consumerselectronic communications systems to detect 
where the consumers 103 are located and thereby to target 
offers to consumers 103 based on their location. For example, 
when connecting through wireless connections, the particular 
wireless tower or access point (see FIG. 10) through which 
the consumer 103 is connecting to the network 105 can be 
detected, whereby geographic-specific offers can be made to 
a plurality of consumers 103. As further examples, a particu 
lar consumer's location can be detected by use of satellite 
based positioning systems; triangulation from land-based 
radio transmissions; detection of which transmission tower is 
communicating with a consumer's cell-based electronic 
device; and detection of a communication hub communicat 
ing with a consumer's local-area-network-based electronic 
device. 
0047. The direct association of paperless coupon offers 
with the consumers’ payment systems can make the targeted 
offers more flexible. In a specific example, an offer can be 
made to a consumer 103 for a store 120 that is close to the 
consumer 103 based on the consumers’ location. Such offers 
could, for example, be advantageously delivered to consum 
ers’ portable devices, such as cell phones or wireless PDAs, 
based on the consumers’ detected locations. Rather than 
delivering an offer to be displayed on such portable devices 
for display to a merchant as a means of redemption, the 
present embodiments allow consumers to electronically 
accept the offers and have those offers be associated with the 
consumers’ credit cards or other payment systems. As with 
paper coupons, this electronic acceptance and association 
with the consumers’ payment system also mitigates against 
possible fraudulent attempts to redeem invalid offers, such as 
by displaying a contrived or unauthorized offer screen to the 
merchants. The described embodiments further may negate 
the need for the merchant to install additional equipment, 
such as might be used if an accepted offer were to be elec 
tronically “beamed from the consumers’ portable devices to 
the merchant POS terminal 102 or other equipment at the 
merchant POS. 

0048. Another exemplary system would be for the deliv 
ery of promotional offers to cell phones or PDAs to be made 
by a cell phone service provider (or other wireless commu 
nications provider) to act as the list owner. The cell phone 
company would then provide the list of consumer electronic 
contact addresses (e.g., cell phone numbers) and credit card 
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numbers to a matching agent, which in turn would build an 
offer. The offer would then be delivered to the cellphones via 
instant messaging or some other means, and the consumers 
could then “click” to accept the offer or take other action (e.g. 
press a number key, Vocalize an acceptance) to accept the 
offer and have it associated with the consumers’ payment 
systems. 
0049. Because the consumer has been freed from the 
necessity of printing out the coupon or otherwise download 
ing it to a local device, the consumer 103 can simply accept 
the offer and thereby associate it with the consumer's credit 
card or other payment system. Also, because of the imme 
diacy of storing coupon offers on the consumer's payment 
system, as well as the trackability of where the offer has been 
clicked or accepted, it is readily possible to make the offer 
time-adaptable. For example, the consumer 103 might be in 
the vicinity of Retailer XYZ 120, and the consumer accord 
ingly might be given an offer for 25% off of purchases at that 
retailer made within 3 hours (or, as another example, the same 
day). The offer might decrease 5% in value during the next 
time period (e.g., between 3 hours and 12 hours or during the 
next day), and decrease another 5% in the next period, and so 
O 

0050. When the capability of locating a consumer is 
coupled with the offering of time-triggered and time-sensitive 
offers, certain synergies emerge. For example, a consumer 
103 might be “out on the town' on a Saturday night with their 
cell phone (see, e.g., FIG. 10). Given the time and the con 
Sumer's location, the consumer 103 might receive a real-time 
coupon offer on their cell phone (or PDA or similar device) 
for a close-by eatery or nightclub 120. The offer might be 
good only for the evening, or it might be worth less at a later 
time or date. By accepting the offer, the consumer 103 may 
accordingly associate the offer with their credit card, and the 
offer can then be readily redeemed at the local area, while the 
consumer is still in that area. By this approach, not only is the 
delivery, acceptance, and redemption of the coupon offer 
streamlined relative to traditional coupon delivery method, 
but it also more effectively targets the market for the paperless 
coupon offer relative to more traditional approaches. 
0051) To redeem his or her coupons, the consumers 103 
visit the merchants 120 traditional or online—connected to 
the network as shown in FIG. 1. In this embodiment, the 
consumer redeems his coupons by the use of an associated 
credit card issued by the credit card issuer 130. The online or 
traditional merchant 120 would communicate with the credit 
card issuing bank 130 whenever the consumers’ payment 
systems are presented to the merchants 120. At a traditional 
merchant, for instance, the credit cards would be run at the 
Point-Of-Sale (“POS) Terminal 122. The POS Terminals 
122 would typically communicate through a secure connec 
tion to the credit card mainframe 132. This secure connection 
may be through a security interface unit 125 provided at both 
ends of the connection between the merchant 120 and the 
credit cardbank 130. The connection between the retailer 120 
and the credit card bank 130 could be through the Internet or 
through traditional point-to-point communications, such as 
leased or dial-up telecommunications data lines. 
0.052 Although the functional block represented by the 
card issuer 130 is shown as a single credit card mainframe at 
a single site, this broad function may be more specifically 
implemented using at least two separate sites and/or com 
puter systems. One site as an example would be the acquiring 
or merchant servicing bank site, which would interface with 
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the merchant 120 receiving Authorization Requests and 
returning Approval Codes through the security interface 125. 
The second site in the example would be the credit card 
issuing bank, which would communicate with the acquiring 
bank computer system to gather the transaction data and 
communicate with the credit card interface servers 108 in 
order to determine when to apply appropriate discounts to the 
consumers’ credit card statement. Both the first and the sec 
ond site are functionally encompassed within the card issuer 
130. 

0053 For example, the credit card approval and clearing 
operation may occur as follows. The consumer would bring 
his associated credit card to the merchant 120 after the con 
Sumer has had electronic coupons stored in his coupon data 
base 102. The consumer would then give his card to the 
merchant employee, who would Swipe the card through a 
credit card reader associated with the POSTerminal 122 as is 
normally done in a credit card transaction. The merchant 120 
would then communicate with the credit card computer sys 
tem 130 in order to seek an authorization code for the trans 
action from the credit card computer system. The credit card 
computer system 130 may then communicate with the mar 
keter computer system 104 to determine whether the con 
Sumer is entitled to a coupon discount according to that con 
Sumer's purchases at the merchant 130. It is also possible that 
the credit card system 130 would gather the necessary data 
offline, e.g., separate from the regular credit card authoriza 
tion process. The interface for this coupon clearing process 
may alternatively be an entirely parallel network between the 
merchant 120 and the credit card computer systems 130. 
0054 The consumer discount can be applied in a number 
of ways. One way is to transmit the discount back to the POS 
Terminal 122 through the security interfaces 125 as a part of 
the normal credit card approval process. A second way would 
be to apply the discount to the monthly statement of the 
consumer in the credit card computer system 130. And a third 
way would be for the coupon discounts to be accumulated and 
reimbursed to the consumer through the issuance of a check 
from either the credit card system 130 or the marketer system 
104. 

0055. There are also a number of ways by which coupon 
offers can be delivered to consumers. FIG. 2 provides an 
exemplary screen shot of what an email delivered version of 
a coupon offer might look like. This illustrated offer is for 
20% off of purchases at Retailer XYZ. As in a normal email, 
there is a headersection 202. This section specifies the source 
of the coupon offer, the date, the person for whom the offer is 
intended, and the subject of the coupon offer. The screen 
image 200 shows the entire coupon offer, including the 
addressing section 202 and the main message window 204. 
Within the main message window 204 is a clickable target 
206 that allows the consumer to select this offer for storing his 
or her coupon organizer/credit card. The offer 200 can also 
provide useful information to the consumer Such as the loca 
tion of nearby stores through the target 208 and/or an option 
for changing the consumer's preferences for receiving emails 
from the marketer 104 via the clickable target 210. 
0056 FIG. 3 shows a pop-up window 310 that could be 
presented to a consumer after the consumer had clicked the 
target 206 to accept the coupon offer 200. In the example 
shown here, the consumer does not presently have a coupon 
database 102 associated with the consumer's credit card, 
because in the pop-up window 310 the offer is being 
described as the consumer’s “first coupon.” The pop-up win 
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dow also provides fields for the consumer's email address 
312, first name 314, zip code 316, and password 318. It also 
provides options for whether the consumer desires to receive 
other promotional offers from the marketer 104 through the 
indicated check boxes 320. The clickable target 322 allows 
the consumer to submit his or her selections to the marketer 
104 so that the accepted offer can be stored in a new or 
existing database 102. 
0057 FIG. 4 shows a screen shot from a graphical user 
interface for the coupon database 102. Shown in this graphi 
cal display are records of the coupon offers that may be 
accepted by the consumer with whom the coupon database 
102 is associated. The first such record 402 shows the entry 
for the coupon offer 200 that has been discussed above. Fields 
shown for this record includes the advertiser 404, a brief 
description of the offer 406, the expiration date 408, and 
merchant contact information 410. Also provided is a means 
to delete offers from the coupon database 102, which is pro 
vided by the “DELETE checkbox 412. The user interface 
400 also includes items to assist the consumer in navigating 
and organizing the contents of their coupon database. For 
example, clickable targets 414 are provided to allow the con 
Sumer to search, for example, by advertiser 404 or expiration 
date 408. Alternatively, the column headers for the columns 
404 through 410 could be clickable in order to sort on those 
fields. Also provided are a number of coupon categories 416, 
which can allow the consumer to filter down the many offers 
into more manageable groups. 
0058 FIG.5 illustrates a screenshot of a confirming email 
that may be sent to a consumer upon Successful redemption of 
one of his coupons. This confirmation email 500 is one of a 
number of types of email that may be sent to a consumer 
according to their email preferences, which may be updated 
by clicking on the target 502 shown in the email 500. Also 
provided are targets by which a consumer can forward cou 
pon offers to their friends through clickable target 504, add 
the coupon database link to their "Favorites' through the 
clickable target 506, or be taken directly to their coupon 
database through the target 508. 
0059 FIG. 6 is a process flow diagram for the collection 
and redemption of virtual coupons by consumers using their 
credit cards or other payment systems. At block 602 a con 
Sumer's coupon database 102 is established. This database 
102 can be set up in a number of ways, such as by pre 
enrolling a consumer using credit card, email, and other con 
Sumer information provided by the list owner. Multiple con 
Sumers may be pre-enrolled at one time by using the 
information provided by the list owner. Alternatively, the 
consumer can Subscribe directly, and in Some instances this 
may occur before a coupon offer has been sent to the con 
Sumer (such as described with respect to block 606)). The 
coupon database may have consumer profile information 
associated with it, including information about the consum 
er's coupon preferences, such that targeted coupon offers can 
be sent to the particular consumer. 
0060. In accordance with embodiments described in this 
application, at block 604 the consumer's coupon database 
102 is associated with one of the consumer's credit cards or 
other payment system. This association may be at the mar 
keter site 104 (which may store the actual consumer credit 
card number or an encoded version thereof), it may be at the 
credit card computer site 130 (which may store the consumer 
account number that is associated with the consumer at the 
marketer 104), or the association may be through a card 
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matching agent 830. The card-matching agent 830 (see FIGS. 
8-10) may be physically separate from both the marketer site 
104 and the credit card computer site 130, or, in those systems 
using the agent 830, it may be provided by a logically separate 
but physically co-located item at one of those sites. The 
card-matching agent 830 provides the advantage that the mar 
keter 104 can send out coupon offers and process coupon 
redemptions without having to be provided actual consumer 
credit card information. Accordingly, the matching agent 830 
can provide enhanced security for the coupon transactions. 
0061 Still referring to FIG. 6, at block 606 coupon offers 
are delivered and presented to consumers 103. The means of 
presentment may be through mass emails using a list owned 
by the marketer 104 or a list that is leased from a list owner 
810. The list can be sent from the marketer 104 or the list 
owner 810. The offer can also be made to cellphone, cable, or 
interactive television Subscribers through messages sent to 
them, in which case their service providers for their respective 
services may act as the list owners 810, as they would have the 
consumer's electronic contact address and credit card or other 
payment system information. As other alternatives to mass 
emailing, the coupon offers can be presented and delivered to 
consumers 103 through web banner ads, possibly based on 
the consumers 103 already having an account with the mar 
keter 104, or also possibly without the consumers 103 having 
Such accounts. No matter the approach used above, it may be 
desirable to provide for the sending of coupon offers to con 
Sumers not registered with the marketer 104, allowing the 
consumers to register when they electronically accept the 
coupon for storage in their coupon database 102. 
0062 Still referring to FIG. 6, and in a more specific 
embodiment method is described here such as might be 
employed with the system illustrated in the systems of FIGS. 
8-10 (discussed below). For this embodiment, the marketer 
104 creates details of an offer for the merchant/advertiser 
120/820. Within block 606, the marketer 104 sends the cou 
pon offer to a matching agent 830. The list owner also sends 
a list 810 of associated email addresses 812 and credit card 
numbers 814 to the matching agent 830. The matching agent 
830 can, at this stage or in block 604, mass enroll the list with 
the marketer 104, depending on business models and whether 
the list owner has permission to mass enroll the list810 under 
the prescribed conditions with its list members. Whether or 
not the list 810 has been mass enrolled, the marketer 104 can 
then send to the list owner an “enabled offer that may be 
characterized, for instance, by having embedded identifica 
tion/validation numbers that will associate a particular offer 
with a particular consumer. The validation numbers or other 
consumer identifier provides a measure of security against 
fraud or coupon misuse. The list owner 810 in turn presents 
the enabled offers to the consumers 103, who may receive the 
offers at their PCs 110, interactive TVs 109a, PDAs 109b, or 
cellphones 109c (see FIG. 10). No matter the sources for the 
validation numbers, consumer identifiers, or enabled offers, 
the coupon offers can be presented to the consumers 103 by a 
number of different sources and through a number of different 
media. 

0063. At block 608, and still referring to FIG. 6, coupons 
that have been selected or accepted by a consumer are stored 
in the consumer's coupon database 102. This storage can be 
as a result of the consumer clicking an “I accept target on 
received email or on a banner ad or other coupon offer pre 
sented to the consumer, or the storage can be the result of an 
automatic process by which coupons are automatically 
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placed in the consumer's coupon database 102 in accordance 
with the consumer's stored coupon preferences. 
0064. As shown in block 610, the coupons that were stored 
in the consumer's coupon database at block 608 can be 
redeemed by using the consumer's credit card that is associ 
ated with the consumer's coupon database 102. The credit 
card may be used at a “brick and mortar or on-line merchant 
120. Upon use of the credit card, the merchant 120 will send 
an Authorization Request (“AR”) to the credit card company 
server 132 through security interface units 125. In such a 
transaction, typically the entity logically referred to here as 
the credit card company server 132 is comprised of a credit 
clearing bank or acquiring bank computer system that com 
municates with the merchant 120, a credit card issuing com 
puter system that manages the cardholder/consumer 
accounts, and a credit card association server that is associ 
ated with the particular credit card association, such as VisaR) 
or MasterCard R. These various servers all communicate in 
order to clear the ARs and reconcile the cardholders credit 
card statements. Once the AR has been cleared, the credit card 
company server 132, which as discussed above comprises the 
servers of one or more entities, will send an Approval Code 
(AC) back to the merchant 120 for the requested transac 
tion. This transaction will also trigger the redemption of 
qualifying purchases for which the consumer 103 has a stored 
credit card offer, although there are be a number of possible 
methods by which this redemption can be accomplished. 
0065. Still referring to the redemption block 610 of FIG. 6, 
the redemption of the coupon can be applied at the merchant 
POS terminal 122, it can be applied to the consumer's credit 
card statement by the credit card mainframe 132, or it can be 
paid by a separate check or credit be sent to the consumer 103. 
Using any method, the credit card server 132 will communi 
cate with the credit card interface server 108 at the marketer 
104 to determine for a particular cardholder/consumer 
whether a particular purchase included products for which the 
consumer had accepted and stored a coupon offer in the 
consumer's coupon database 102. Normally, the AR/AC 
communications sent between a merchant 120 and a credit 
card company server 132 do not include specific transaction 
data about what particular items have been purchased. These 
communications typically comprise just top-level transac 
tional data Such as the amount purchased and the cardholder 
identity. Should actual coupon clearing at the merchant POS 
120 be desired, however, it would be possible to embed spe 
cific transactional data in the AR and particular redemption 
data in the AC. Such that the coupon discount can be applied 
at the POS. It is also possible to communicate over a separate, 
parallel communications channel. Such as the Internet or an 
intranet, or a Virtual Private Network (“VPN”) to separately 
request and apply a coupon discount between the merchant 
POS and the credit card server 132 or a database server (such 
as credit card interface server 108 or virtual document server 
106 or another server) for the consumer database 102. It is still 
further possible to communicate, as described above or using 
other means, the transaction details including items pur 
chased in order to separately reconcile qualifying purchases 
and to apply the coupon discount to the consumer's credit 
card Statement or otherwise provide a separate credit or pay 
ment to the consumer for the redeemed coupons. 
0.066 Referring now to FIG. 7, an attribute file is associ 
ated with a coupon offer to facilitate the filtering and storage 
of the virtual coupon offers in the consumers coupon data 
bases. FIG. 7 illustrates a data structure 730 describing an 
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example of how attribute information 740 can be set up and 
associated with a virtual coupon offer information 741. Infor 
mation contained within the attribute file 740, which is asso 
ciated with the VRCD data file 741, might include a merchant 
ID 742, offer or promotion ID 743, user ID 744, or other 
attributes 745. Other attributes might include merchant class, 
website URL, merchant address, map, and email information. 
0067 FIG. 8 provides a block diagram for a system for the 
redemption of coupon offers stored on a consumer's credit 
card. There are many different ways in which Such a system 
can be configured, and the system of FIG.8 provides one such 
system. Common to the embodiments disclosed in this appli 
cation are an advertiser 820, which may be synonymous with 
the merchant 120 or may be a separate entity with a director 
indirect business relationship with the merchant 120. The 
advertiser 820 provides to a marketing entity 104 a definition 
of an offer that it wishes to be made to a certain group. The 
marketer 104 may have its own list for distribution or it may 
receive a list from a list owner 810. In this embodiment, the 
consumers 103 are associated with credit cardholder 
accounts. In this example, for instance, the list owner 810 may 
have a list of email addresses 812 and credit card numbers 814 
for each consumer 103. 

0068. In the embodiment of FIG. 8, the actual credit card 
numbers are not provided to the marketer 104, but instead are 
passed through a card-matching agent 830, which may be an 
entity that is separate from the credit card company 130 or it 
may be a separate function provided by the credit card com 
pany 130. The card-matching agent 830 provides the list810 
in this embodiment with encoded credit card numbers or 
consumer identifiers, which the card-matching agent 830 can 
later use to identify redeemed offers. 
0069. Still referring to the embodiment of FIG. 8, once the 
marketer 104 has received the list of consumers 103 and has 
received a defined offer from the advertiser 820, the marketer 
104 can provide these offers to the list 810 of consumers via 
email or through other delivery means such as a web-based 
banner ad, interactive television ad, wireless Personal Digital 
Assistant ("PDA") offer, cell phone offer, or through other 
means. The consumer 103 can then accept the coupon offer by 
clicking on a clickable button or other means provided in the 
offer. Upon accepting the offer, a message is sent from the 
consumer back to the marketer 104 and the offer can be saved 
at the consumer's registered user website 840. The hardware 
at the marketer site 104 can be implemented in number of 
ways. For example, a virtual document server 106 as shown in 
FIG. 1 can be provided at the marketer site in order to email or 
otherwise deliver the coupon offers to the consumer. This 
virtual document server 106 may also be configured to 
receive the accepted coupon offers from the consumer 
devices 109, 110, store those accepted offers in the consumer 
database 102, and reflect the consumer's accepted coupon 
offers at the registered user website 840. In those instances 
where the consumer is not already registered for a website 
840 and/or a consumer database 102 with the marketer 104, 
the consumer can be directed to register with the marketer 104 
such as by the method shown in FIG. 3. 
0070 Referring further to FIG. 8, once the accepted cou 
pon offers are stored in the consumer database 102 (see FIG. 
1), the marketer site 104 is preferably synchronized with the 
credit card company 130 either directly or through the card 
matching agent 830. There are a number of different ways to 
configure the synchronization process between the marketer 
104 and the credit card company 130. In the embodiment of 
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FIG. 8, for instance, once a coupon offer has been accepted 
and stored at the registered user website 840 and coupon 
database 102, a “coupon notice' is sent to the card-matching 
agent 830, which may thereupon be prepared to redeem that 
accepted coupon offer when the consumer/cardholder uses 
his credit card to make a qualified purchase at the merchant 
120. Thus, when the consumer 103 makes his purchase at the 
merchant 120, the POS terminals 122 may send an AR to the 
credit card company 130. This transaction may immediately 
or later be cleared through the card-matching agent 830 to 
determine whether a qualified purchase using an accepted 
coupon offer has been made. If so, the card-matching agent 
830 will apply a credit either to the consumer's credit card 
statement according to the credit card mainframe server 132, 
or this credit may be transmitted back to the merchant 120 
through its POS terminal 122 so that the discount can be 
applied directly at the Point-Of-Sale (“POS) terminal 122. 
0071. When checking specific transaction data against the 
consumer's coupon database 102, the POS 120 may commu 
nicate through the credit card site 130, or, as shown by the 
double dashed lines connecting the two sites 120.830, it may 
communicate directly with the matching agent 830. The POS 
120 may also communicate in either instance directly with the 
marketer 104. Thus, the coupon database 102 may be located 
at either the marketer site 104 or the matching agent site 830, 
or may be at another location. The transaction data from the 
POS can be compared to the stored accepted promotional 
offers in the coupon database 102, and that transaction data 
may be fed directly from the POS site 120 to the location of 
the coupon database 102 or it may go indirectly, through 
another site such as the matching agent 830. When an 
accepted promotion offer is found in the coupon database 
102, a “redemption notice' may be sent to the card-matching 
agent from the site, such as marketer 104, that is hosting the 
coupon database 102. In those instances where the card 
matching agent 830 maintains the coupon database 102 and 
receives the transaction data from the POS 120, however, the 
“coupon notice” and “redemption notice' between the two 
sites may not be used. In some embodiments, on the other 
hand, parallel databases may exist at the marketer site 104 and 
the card-matching agent site 830. In Such instances, there still 
may be a synchronization process between the two databases, 
even if no explicit “redemption notice' or “coupon notice' is 
sent between them. 

0072 FIG.9 provides a block diagram or network diagram 
for a coupon redemption system that is configured differently 
from the coupon redemption system of FIG.8. In the embodi 
ment of FIG. 9, instead of the marketer 104 sending out the 
coupon offers to the consumers 103, the list owner 810 per 
forms this function. To enable the list owner 810 to send out 
these coupon offers and to synchronize these offers with the 
consumer credit cards and credit card companies 130 and 
with the particular offers, the list owner 810 provides its list to 
the card-matching agent 830, as was done in FIG. 8. The 
card-matching agent 830 again provides this list with the 
encoded credit card numbers or consumer identifiers to the 
marketer 104, which then associates the list with offers and 
validation codes. The updated list, associated with promo 
tional offers and validation codes, is provided back to the 
card-matching agent 830, which then passes this information 
on to the list owner 810. The list owner 810 delivers the 
promotional offers to the consumers 109 using one of the 
methods described with respect to the embodiment of FIG. 8 
or another method. 
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0073. As before with respect to FIG. 8, the consumer 103 
can accept the offers made to him or her, and in this instance 
that acceptance would cause a notification to be sent to the 
registered user website 840 and coupon database 102 in order 
to store the offer in the user website 840. As with the embodi 
ment of FIG. 8, the marketer 104 could then send a coupon 
notice to the card-matching agent 830, which could remain in 
communication with the credit card company 130 to insure 
that the coupon offer discount is applied to either the consum 
er's purchase at the merchant POS 120 or is applied to the 
consumer's credit card Statement. 

0074 FIG. 10 illustrates and emphasizes that the systems 
and methods described above can be used in networks other 
than Internet and/or traditional email delivery networks 105. 
For example, as shown here coupon offers can be delivered to 
consumers through interactive television networks, repre 
sented in FIG. 10 by network hub 1010 and consumer device 
109a or to PDAs or cell phones as shown by hub 1020 and 
consumer devices 109b-c. The form of these coupon offers 
may be similar to those illustrated in FIGS. 2-3, and user 
interfaces at the marketer 104 could be provided similar to 
those shown in FIG. 4. Confirmations can be made similar to 
the ones shown in FIG. 5. The user interfaces, however, need 
not be limited to the approaches shown in these preceding 
figures. For example, with current cell-phone technology 
and/or PDA technology, the displays provided on these 
devices are typically smaller than would be provided in a 
computer terminal or interactive television set, and accord 
ingly reduced screens can be used. In some instances, the 
consumer communication devices may not have display 
screens at all, and it would be possible to configure these 
offers to be made and accepted by means other than visual 
displays. For example, Voice response systems could be used 
to make and receive the coupon offers to and from the con 
Sumers. Such acceptance by key presses and/or Vocalization 
can be applied to both cell-phone-based and land-based 
phone offers. 
0075 When employing the systems of the type shown in 
FIG. 10, because of the proprietary nature of the networks 
through which these offers are made and received, the coupon 
offers would typically be both made and received through an 
interactive media server 1030 acting through the hubs 1010, 
1020 of the proprietary networks. As before, a card-matching 
agent 830 can be provided to translate credit card numbers to 
and from consumer identification numbers or to otherwise 
encode or disguise the credit card numbers from the marketer 
104. The interactive media server 1030 may also in this 
embodiment provide the web interface 840 whereby consum 
ers can manage their virtual coupons that have been accepted 
and stored in their coupon databases 102. 
0076. By accepting the coupon offers through their pro 
prietary networks via the hubs 1010, 1020, these accepted 
coupon offers are stored in the consumers’ databases 102, 
whereupon the credit card interface server 108 can synchro 
nize the accepted coupon offers with the consumers’ credit 
card accounts with the credit card company 130. The card 
matching agent 830 again can provide the translation between 
credit card numbers and consumer identifiers or equipped 
credit card numbers through which the consumers are known 
to the marketer 104. 
0077. Upon redemption of the coupon offer by the con 
Sumer 109 by the use of his associated credit card at the 
merchant 120, the merchant 120 sends the transaction data to 
the credit card company 130 and/or the matching agent 830. 
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The matching agent 830, the credit card company 130, or the 
credit card company through the matching agent 830 or 
directly through the marketer 104, depending on how the 
system is set up, then matches the transaction data to the 
consumer's credit card, whereupon the discount is either 
applied directly at the merchant 120 or to the consumers 
credit card Statement. 
0078. Although the various methods described herein 
have been described for implementation in a general purpose 
computer selectively activated or reconfigured by Software, 
one of ordinary skill in the art would also recognize that Such 
methods may be carried out in hardware, in firmware, or in 
more specialized apparatuses constructed to perform the 
methods. Further, as used herein, a "client’ should be broadly 
construed to mean any computer or component thereof 
directly or indirectly connected or connectable in any known 
or later-developed manner to a computer network, such as the 
Internet. A “client’ should also be broadly construed to mean 
one who requests or gets the file, and the “server' is the entity 
that downloads the file. 
0079 References to credit cards in the specific embodi 
ments above should be understood to refer broadly to other 
payments systems and methods such as debit cards, electronic 
payment systems, automated billing systems, or other pay 
ment systems, including other billing systems described in 
this application. “Coupons.” “coupon offers.” and “promo 
tional offers' should be broadly construed to include tickets, 
Vouchers purchased for value, and other items that are 
redeemable or otherwise have value, such as frequent flyer 
miles or other “points' or “credits” that may be redeemable 
for reward goods and/or services. 
0080. In all the above-described embodiments, the actual 
locations of the coupon databases and the nature of the com 
munications between different sites may be adapted depend 
ing on system design considerations. For example, depending 
on the relative locations of the coupon databases and the sites 
receiving transaction data from the POSs, it may not be nec 
essary to have redemption notices and coupon notices sent. 
Further, depending on where offers are “built from lists of 
electronic contact addressers and advertiser information, it 
may not be necessary in some instances to send lists and 
offers with validation codes and/or cardholder ID numbers 
among the list owner, card matching agent, and marketer. 
Registered user websites may be provided for consumers to 
maintain their coupon databases, but it not necessary to pro 
vide such websites. When provided, the websites could be 
hosted by the marketer, card matching agent, list owner, or 
other entity. The registered user website may be an interface 
to the coupon database or to another database that may be 
synchronized with the coupon database. 
I0081. Applicant intends that the claims shall not invoke 
the application of 35 U.S.C S112, 6 unless the claim is explic 
itly written in means-plus-step or means-plus-function for 
mat. 

What is claimed is: 
1. A method of managing virtual documents on behalf of a 

plurality of members, wherein each virtual document com 
prises data associating it with one of the members, the method 
comprising: 

establishing a member database on a network-connected 
computer within a member computer network, said 
member database having data records corresponding to 
each of a plurality of members, each of the plurality of 
members having one or more network-connectable 
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computing devices, wherein the one or more network 
connectable computing devices and the member data 
base comprise the member computer network; 

receiving virtual documents at the member database from 
one or more document sources external to the member 
computer network; 

extracting the data from the received virtual documents 
associating each received virtual document with a cor 
responding member of the plurality of members; 

storing received virtual documents associated with corre 
sponding members in the data records corresponding to 
the plurality of members; and 

synchronizing, using the member computer network, a 
stored virtual document to a mobile device of a member 
corresponding to said stored virtual document. 

2. A method according to claim 1, wherein said virtual 
documents each comprise an attribute file identifying a clas 
sification for each virtual document, the method further com 
prising: 

extracting said attribute file from each virtual document; 
and 

classifying each virtual document within data fields in the 
data records associated with corresponding members. 

3. A method according to claim 1, wherein at least one of 
said virtual documents comprises an incentive offer and the 
one or more document source is an offer distributor. 

4. A method according to claim3, wherein said at least one 
virtual document further comprises data identifying the 
incentive offer, data identifying a distributor of the incentive 
offer, and data identifying a business advertiser honoring the 
incentive offer. 

5. A method according to claim 4, the method further 
comprising storing within data fields in the data records asso 
ciated with corresponding members, the data identifying the 
incentive offer, data identifying a distributor of the incentive 
offer, and data identifying a business advertiser honoring the 
incentive offer. 

6. A method according to claim 1, wherein the virtual 
documents comprise e-tickets and the one or more document 
Sources is an e-ticket seller. 

7. A method according to claim 1, wherein said synchro 
nizing comprises synchronizing in response to a request 
received from the member corresponding to said synchro 
nized virtual document. 

8. A method according to claim 1, wherein the synchroniz 
ing comprises Synchronizing using an application running on 
the mobile device. 

9. A method according to claim 1, wherein the synchroniz 
ing comprises synchronizing based on a geographic location 
of the mobile device. 

10. A method according to claim 1, wherein the member 
computer network comprises a registered member computer 
network for registered members. 

11. A method of managing virtual documents on behalf of 
a plurality of members, the method comprising: 

establishing a member database on a network-connected 
computer within a member computer network, said 
member database having data records corresponding to 
each of a plurality of members, each of the plurality of 
members having one or more network-connectable 
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mobile devices, wherein the one or more network-con 
nectable mobile devices and the member database com 
prise the member computer network; 

extracting, using one or more computing devices associ 
ated with the member computer network, from each of a 
plurality of virtual documents transmitted from one or 
more document Sources external to the member com 
puter network, data associating each transmitted virtual 
document with a corresponding member of the plurality 
of members; and 

causing, using one or more computing devices associated 
with the member computer network, at least part of a 
transmitted virtual document to be provided to a mobile 
device of a member corresponding to said virtual docu 
ment in response to a request for said virtual document 
received from the mobile device of the corresponding 
member. 

12. A method according to claim 11, wherein said virtual 
documents each comprise an attribute file identifying a clas 
sification for each virtual document, the method further com 
prising: 

extracting said attribute file from each virtual document; 
and 

classifying each virtual document within data fields in the 
data records associated with corresponding members. 

13. A method according to claim 11, wherein at least one of 
said virtual documents comprises an incentive offer and the 
one or more document source is an offer distributor. 

14. A method according to claim 13, wherein said at least 
one virtual document further comprises data identifying the 
incentive offer, data identifying a distributor of the incentive 
offer, and data identifying a business advertiser honoring the 
incentive offer. 

15. A method according to claim 11, wherein the virtual 
documents comprise e-tickets and the one or more document 
Sources is an e-ticket seller. 

16. A method according to claim 11, wherein the request 
from the mobile device of the member is based on geographic 
location data related to a geographic location of the mobile 
device of the member corresponding to said virtual docu 
ment. 

17. A method according to claim 11, wherein the member 
computer network comprises a registered member computer 
network for registered members. 

18. A method according to claim 11, wherein causing at 
least part of a virtual document to be provided to a mobile 
device comprises causing at least part of the virtual document 
to be transmitted to the mobile device directly from the docu 
ment source of the virtual document rather than from the 
member network. 

19. A method according to claim 11, further comprising 
storing the plurality of virtual documents transmitted from 
the one or more document sources in data fields in the data 
records associated with corresponding plurality of members 

20. A method according to claim 19, wherein causing at 
least part of a virtual document to be provided to a mobile 
device comprises causing at least part of the virtual document 
to be transmitted to the mobile device of the requesting mem 
ber from the member database. 
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