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3 ABSTRACT

Methods, systems, and apparatus, including computer program products, in which a method 

includes attributing a value to a pre-paid payment instrument, determining an expiration time 

associated with the pre-paid payment instrument, and automatically return an un-used portion 

of value associated with the pre-paid payment instrument at the expiration time to the 

purchaser. Methods, systems, and apparatus, including computer program products, in which 

a method includes attributing a value to a pre-paid payment instrument, determining an 

expiration time associated with the pre-paid payment instrument, and automatically return an 

un-used portion of value associated with the pre-paid payment instrument at the expiration 

time to the purchaser.
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PRE-PAID PAYMENT INSTRUMENT PROCESSING

BACKGROUND
This document relates to payment instruments.

5 Hard currency is but one form of payment that can be used in value transactions.
Various forms of pre-paid payment instruments, pre-paid value cards, coupons and the 
like have been used to facilitate transactions, including web-based and brick and mortar 
transactions. Conventional pre-paid payment mechanisms are typically acquired by a 
purchaser for value from a seller. The seller can be a re-seller, a bank or other financial 

10 institution, a retailer, or other entity. The purchaser typically provides value
(e.g., money) to the seller and is issued (e.g., by printing or otherwise associating the 
value with the pre-paid payment instrument) the pre-paid payment instrument. The 
pre-paid payment instrument can be of the form of a pre-paid gift or value card, a 
coupon, or other value mechanism. Conventionally, once the seller completes the initial 

15 transaction of selling and providing the pre-paid payment instrument to the purchaser, 
no further interactions with the purchaser are required. That is, while the seller will track 
purchases against value attributed to the pre-paid payment instrument, no further 
interaction with the purchaser occurs. One of the attractions for issuers of the pre-paid 
payment instruments is the redemption rate associated with the instruments. Typically, 

20 less than 100 percent of the value of the pre-paid payment instruments are ever 
redeemed. The pre-paid payment instruments can be lost or left un-spent, resulting in a 
value proposition that favors the seller.

SUMMARY
25 In general, one aspect of the subject matter described in this specification can be

embodied in methods that include the actions of receiving, from a sending party, value 
and associating the value with a payment instrument; issuing the payment instrument 
having the associated value; determining if the value has been used prior to the 
expiration of a predetermined period of time; and if value remains on the payment 

30 instrument at the time of expiration, automatically returning the unused value to the 
sending party.
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Aspects of the invention can include none, one or more of the following features. 
The value can be a monetary value. The payment instrument can be a coupon or a 
pre-paid value card. The action of issuing the payment instrument can include printing 
the payment instrument on a computer associated with the sending party or a receiving 

5 party. The action of determining if the value has been used can include determining if a 
receiving party of the payment instrument has expended all of the value in one or more 
transactions prior to the expiration date. The expiration date can be predetermined 
(e.g., 3 months from last use of the instrument). Alternatively, the actions can include 
setting the expiration date by the sending party. The action of returning the unused 

10 portion of value can include returning the unused portion to the sending party less a 
restocking fee.

In another aspect a method of providing a pre-paid payment mechanism to a 
purchaser is provided. The method includes receiving payment from a purchaser for a 
pre-paid payment mechanism; associating a value to the pre-paid payment mechanism, 

15 the value attributable to the payment; issuing the pre-paid payment mechanism to the 
purchaser; and determining if a pre-determined time has expired associated with the 
pre-paid payment mechanism. If the pre-determined time has expired, the method 
includes determining if a portion of the value remains associated with the pre-paid 
payment mechanism and if a portion of value remains, automatically returning the 

20 portion of value to the purchaser.
Aspects of the invention can include none, one or more of the following features. 

The method can further include, if a portion of value is returned to the purchaser, 
invalidating the pre-paid payment mechanism.

In another aspect a system is provided that includes a payment processor for 
25 receiving payments for pre-paid payment mechanisms; an issue engine for issuing pre

paid payment mechanisms to purchasers; a tracking engine operable to determine a 
time of issuance for each pre-paid payment mechanism and a time of expiration of 
same; and a redemption engine operable to automatically return unused value to 
purchasers of pre-paid payment instruments at a time of expiration of same.

30 Aspects of the invention can include none, one or more of the following features.
The payment processor can be operable to receive payment from a purchaser for the

2
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pre-payment mechanism. The issue engine can be operable to issue a pre-paid value 
instrument to the purchaser or a designated recipient upon successful processing of a 
payment by the payment processor. The tracking engine can be operable to track 
purchases made with the pre-paid payment mechanism prior to the expiration time. The 

5 system can further include a pre-payment index operable to retain a value that is 
associated with a given pre-paid payment mechanism at a given time. The index can 
be of the form of a database. The payment processor, issue engine, tracking engine 
and redemption engine can be included in a server portion of the system. The system 
can further include a client portion, the client portion operable to receive the pre-paid 

10 payment mechanism from the server portion and print the pre-paid payment mechanism 
for use by the purchaser.

In another aspect a pre-paid value issuer is provided. The pre-paid value issuer 
includes means for attributing a received payment to a pre-paid value mechanism; 
means for determining if the pre-paid value mechanism has expired; and means for 

15 automatically returning an un-used value portion of the pre-paid value mechanism to a 
purchaser at an expiration time associated with the pre-paid value mechanism.

Aspects of the invention can include none, one or more of the following features. 
The pre-paid value issuer can further include means for issuing the pre-paid value 
mechanism to a purchaser; means for tracking purchases associated with the pre-paid 

20 value mechanism; and means for tracking remaining value associated with the pre-paid 
value mechanism.

In another aspect, a computer program product embodied in a tangible media 
including instructions included thereon for causing a processor is provided. The 
instructions can include instructions to attribute a value to a pre-paid payment 

25 instrument; determine an expiration time associated with the pre-paid payment 
instrument; and automatically return an un-used portion of value associated with the 
pre-paid payment instrument at the expiration time.

Aspects of the invention can include none, one or more of the following features. 
The computer program product can further include instructions for issuing the pre-paid 

30 payment instrument to a party providing the value, instructions for printing the pre-paid 
instrument for a party providing the value and instructions for automatically crediting an

3
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account associated with a party providing the value for the un-used portion at the 
expiration time.

Optional advantages and features that can be realized by the subject matter 
described in this specification can include a more optimum pre-paid payment 

5 mechanism that can be fully valued irrespective of whether the end instrument is 
presented or not to an entity for redemption. Purchasers of pre-paid payment 
instruments can receive full-value for purchases each time irrespective of the 
redemption of the pre-paid payment instruments. In some implementations, purchasers 
receive near-full value, which equates to the full value less a re-stocking fee for 

10 performing the automatic credit service at the time of expiration.
These various optional advantages and features can be separately realized and 

need not be present in any particular embodiment. The details of one or more 
embodiments of the subject matter described in this specification are set forth in the 
accompanying drawings and the description below. Other features, aspects, and 

15 advantages of the subject matter will become apparent from the description, the 
drawings, and the claims.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS
Fig. 1 is a block diagram of an example online environment.

20 Figs. 2 is a block diagram of an example pre-paid payment system.
Fig. 3 is a flow diagram of an example process for issuing pre-paid payment 

mechanisms.
Fig. 4 is another flow diagram of an example process for issuing pre-paid 

payment mechanisms.
25 Fig. 5 is another flow diagram of an example process for issuing pre-paid

payment mechanisms.
Fig. 6 is an example process flow for a pre-paid transaction.
Like reference numbers and designations in the various drawings indicate like 

elements.

4
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION
Fig. 1 is a block diagram of an example online environment 100. The online 

environment 100 can facilitate the purchase of pre-paid payment mechanisms by users. 
A computer network 110, such as a local area network (LAN), wide area network 

5 (WAN), the Internet, or a combination thereof, connects purchasers 102a and 102b by 
way of user devices 103a and 103b, a pre-paid payment system 104, retailers 106a and 
106b and designated recipients by way of user device 103c. Although only two 
purchasers (102a and 102b), one recipient (112), three user devices (103a-c) and two 
retailers (106a and 106b) are shown, the online environment 100 may include many 

10 (e.g., thousands) of purchasers, recipients, user devices and retailers. The network 110
can communicate with other networks, both public and private, such as a public 
switched telephone network (PSTN) and/or a cellular network as well as with other 
payment systems (e.g., other back end payment systems between the pre-paid 
payment system 104 and the retailers 106). As will be described in detail below, the 

15 pre-paid payment system 104 can associate a value with a pre-paid payment 
instrument, issue the instrument and track value remaining. Further, the pre-paid 
payment system 104 can monitor un-used value on a given pre-paid payment 
instrument and automatically return un-used value to a purchaser at a predetermined 
expiration time. While reference is made to an online environment, the methods, 

20 systems and computer program products disclosed can be implemented in other 
environments, including those that do not include an on-line presence or client-server 
configurations and the like.

In some implementations, one or more purchasers 102a and/or 102b can 
directly, or indirectly, purchase, maintain, and track value associated with a pre-paid 

25 payment instrument by way of respective user devices 103. Similarly, a designated 
recipient 112 can be provided the pre-paid payment instrument by way of user device 
103c. User devices 103 can be of the form of a desktop of portable computer, a 
personal digital assistant, a telephone, a set-top box, a dumb terminal, a portable 
electronic device, a blackberry, a messaging device, a cellular telephone, a card reader, 

30 or other device for facilitating the communication between the purchasers) 102 and the 
pre-paid payment system104. The pre-paid payment instrument can be of the form of a

5
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monetary instrument or mechanism, a coupon (e.g., to be printed out and delivered to 
the purchaser or a designated recipient using the device 103), a gift card, a pre-paid 
value card, a pre-paid telephone card, a pre-paid voucher, or other tangible form of 
value. In one implementation, the coupon is “redeemable for cash" and has an 

5 associated bearer or pin number that is required to be used in a transaction. In one 
implementation, the coupon can be printed using a web browser on a standard personal 
computer by either the purchaser or a designated recipient.

Purchasers 102 can provide value to the pre-paid payment system 104 by any 
form of payment including direct payment, transfers from a financial account, credit card 

10 payment, check, electronic check, etc. Purchasers can receive the pre-paid payment 
instrument or designate delivery to a recipient (e.g., designated recipient 112). If a 
designated recipient is identified, the pre-paid payment system 104 can facilitate 
communication with the recipient 112 as well as notifications to the purchaser 102 as 
desired (e.g., at the time of receipt, time of printing, time of expiration, use, etc.).

15 In some implementations, pre-paid payment system 104 operates to receive
value from a purchaser, associate value with a pre-paid instrument, issue the pre-paid 
instrument (e.g., to the purchaser or a designated recipient), track transactions 
associated with the pre-paid instrument and remaining value associated with the pre
paid instrument. Further, pre-paid payment system 104 is operable to track an

20 expiration time associated with the pre-paid instrument and automatically return un
used value to the purchaser at the time for expiration.

Retailers 106a and 106b can include general on-line retail presences or brick and 
mortar presences. In some implementations, the pre-paid payment instruments issued 
by the pre-paid payment system 104 are redeemable only at a select number or type of 

25 retailer. Alternatively, the pre-paid payment instrument can be guaranteed and be 
accepted as currency at a large, potentially unlimited number of retailers 106.

Referring to Fig. 2, in some implementations, the pre-paid payment system 104 
includes a payment processor 202, an issue engine 204, a tracking engine 206 and a 
redemption engine 208. In one implementation, the pre-paid payment system 104 is 

30 embodied in a server that interacts with one or more client devices associated with 
purchasers, designated recipients and retailers associated with the system. One or

6
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more of the components of the pre-paid payment system can be co-located or 
embodied in a single of several server devices.

Payment processor 202 is operable for receiving and processing payments for 
pre-paid payment instruments. Payment processor 202 can include a user interface 

5 that can be presented to a purchaser to allow for entry of payment information. Further, 
the user interface (not shown) can be used to provide information to and from 
purchasers, prospective purchasers and designated recipients. For example, payment 
processor 202 can, as would be expected, accept payment information from a given 
purchaser. The payment information can be of the form of a credit card number, an 

10 electronic check, a check, or other form of payment. Payment processor 202 can 
interact with one or more external systems to verify the integrity of the payment, and 
upon authentication, can initiate the issuance of a pre-paid payment instrument to the 
purchaser or their designated recipient

In some implementations, payment processor 202 can be used to receive other 
15 information from the purchaser. In some implementations, the purchaser may specify 

when a pre-paid payment instrument will expire and what to do with any un-used value 
associated therewith. In one implementation, the purchaser can elect to enable an 
automatic refund feature. In other implementations, the purchaser can elect a time 
period for expiration (e.g., from a pre-determined set of possible expiration dates) that 

20 can be triggered upon a predetermined event (e.g., the purchase of the instrument, the
- first transactional use of the instrument, a fixed number of days, the last purchase 

transaction, etc.). At expiration, any un-used portion of a pre-paid payment instrument 
can be credited back to the purchaser and the instrument can be invalidated. In some 
implementations, a re-stocking fee can be charged by the pre-paid payment system 104 

25 for performing the automatic credit. The re-stocking fee can be a fixed amount or 
proportional to the amount that is credited. In one implementation, the re-stocking fee 
has a minimum value. In such an implementation, no re-stocking will result if the value 
remaining is less than the minimum. In some implementations, payment processor 202 
receives payment from a purchaser for the pre-payment instrument and issues the pre- 

30 payment instrument to the purchaser. Alternatively, payment processor 202 can issue 
the pre-payment mechanism to a third party (e.g., in the form or a gift).

7
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A issue engine 204 is operable for issuing pre-paid payment instruments to 
purchasers and designated recipients. The issue engine 204 can include a rendering 
engine (not shown) that renders a payment mechanism. For example, the pre-paid 
payment instrument can be of the form of a coupon, and the issue engine 204 can 

5 render a coupon of the proscribed value (with any limitations printed therein including, 
for example, value, unique identifier, expiration date, etc.). The issue engine 204 can 
communicate with a user device 103 to present the pre-paid payment mechanism to the 
user. The user device 103 can be of the form of personal computer or a point of sale 
terminal, and the issue engine 204 can communicate with the user device to provide a 

10 pre-paid payment instrument to the purchaser 102 or designated recipient 112. For 
example, a point of sale terminal can be used to swipe a gift card that can have detailed 
thereon (either electronically or otherwise) the proscribed value. In another 
implementation, the user device 103 can have an associated printer and the issue 
engine 204 can render an image of a coupon that can be printed on the user device 103 

15 for delivery to the purchaser or designated recipient. Other forms of delivery are 
possible.

Issuance includes the association of an identifier attributable to the pre-paid 
value instrument and a value. In one implementation, the issue engine 204 includes an 
index 210 of identifiers and associated values that can be used by the tracking engine 

20 206 to authorize transactions and redemptions as required. The index 210 can be of
the form of a database that is accessible by the issue engine 204 and the tracking 
engine 206. Other payment systems can have access to the index 210 as required. 
The index 210 can be integrated with the issue engine 204 or a separate functional 
block co-located or remote from the issue engine 204. The index 210 can be of the 

25 form of a database. Data residing therein can be secured by conventional means. In a 
simple form, issue engine 204 is operable to issue a pre-paid value card or coupon to 
the purchaser or designated recipient upon successful processing of a payment by the 
payment processor 202.

Tracking engine 206 is operable to determine a time of issuance for each pre- 
30 paid payment instrument and a time of expiration of the same. Tracking engine 206 can 

interact with any of a number of third party systems including those disposed between

8
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the pre-paid payment system 104 and the retailers 106. Alternatively or in addition, 
tracking engine 206 can interact with retailers 106 at each requested transaction. In 
some implementations, the tracking engine 206 is operable to track purchases made 
with the pre-paid payment instrument prior to an expiration time. A given transaction

5 request can be received by the tracking engine 206. The request can be processed by 
locating an appropriate value associated with a given pre-paid payment instrument as 
stored in the index 210. Tracking engine 206 can authorize payments and deduct 
appropriate amounts from the value. In addition, tracking engine 206 can include a 
timer 220. The timer 220 can be used to track an expiration time associated with a 

10 given pre-paid payment instrument. In one implementation, also stored in the index
210, are one or more expiration criteria and/or a timer. The expiration criteria can be 
used to determine when to start the timer (e.g., when purchase is made, at a first 
redemption, a predetermined number of days, a predetermined number of transactions, 
after a predetermined number of failed transactions, after a predetermined idle period, a 

15 predetermined number of days after a last transaction, etc.). A given timer can 
determine the amount of time (e.g., or number of transactions) to allow prior to expiring 
the pre-paid payment instrument. Expiration is discussed in greater detail below.

In some implementations, the tracking engine 206 is operable to provide tracking 
information to the purchaser, designated recipient or both based on the transactions.

20 For example, tracking engine 206 can be used to provide a notification to the purchaser 
of receipt, printing, and redemption of an issued pre-paid payment instrument 
(e.g., coupon).

Redemption engine 208 is operable to automatically return unused value to 
purchasers of pre-paid payment instruments at a time of expiration of same. In one 

25 implementation, a purchasers original form of payment is credited at the time of 
expiration. For example, if a purchaser used a checking account to provide the funds to 
purchase the pre-paid payment instrument, then the same checking account can be 
credited the un-used funds at the time of expiration. In one implementation, a re
stocking fee is deducted from the available value prior to the credit. In one 

30 implementation, if insufficient value is available to satisfy the re-stocking fee, then no 
credit is returned to the original purchaser. In some implementations, the re-stocking

9
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fee is proportional to the available funds, and accordingly, value is always returned to 
the purchaser.

In one implementation, the payment processor 202, issue engine 204, tracking 
engine 206 and redemption engine 208 are included in a server portion of the system.

5 The system further can include a client portion. The client portion can be of the form of 
the user device (e.g., user device 103) and be operable to receive the pre-paid payment 
instrument from the server portion and print the pre-paid payment instrument for use by 
the purchaser or designated recipient.

Referring now to Fig. 3, a method for providing a pre-paid payment instrument to 
10 a purchaser or designated recipient is described. The method can be performed by, for 

example, a combination of the pre-paid payment system 104 and user device 103 
described above. At stage 302, a value is received, from a sending party, and 
associated with a payment instrument. The value can be of the form of a monetary 
value (e.g. currency), transferred from a purchaser to, for example payment processor 

15 202. The payment instrument can be of the form of a coupon, a gift card, a pre-paid
value card, a pre-paid services card, etc.

At stage 304, the payment instrument having the associated value is issued. 
Issuance can include printing of the payment instrument on a user device 103 
associated with a purchaser 102. Issuance can as well include recording the value and 

20 an identifier associated with the payment instrument in an index (e.g. index 210) that 
can be evaluated. Issuance can as well trigger the start of a timer. In some 
implementations issuance includes determining a time of expiration for the payment 
instrument. The time can be set by the purchaser, by agreement, default or otherwise. 
Issuance can include the activation of the payment instrument or printing of the payment 

25 instrument by, for example, user device 103.
At stage 306, a determination is made if the value has been used prior to the 

expiration of a predetermined period of time (e.g., the expiration time). For example, a 
tracking engine 206 can track the remaining value as well as determine if the expiration 
time has arrived. For example, determining if the value has been used includes 

30 determining if a receiving party of the payment instrument has expended all of the value

10
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in one or more transactions prior to the expiration date, by for example, tracking engine 
206.

At stage 308, if value remains on the payment instrument at the time of 
expiration, the unused value is automatically returned to the sending party. For 

5 example, the tracking engine 206 can signal the redemption engine 208 at the time of 
the expiration of the payment instrument. In turn, the redemption engine 208 can 
determine the value that remains (e.g., based on the index 210), and credit some or all 
of the value back to the original purchaser or in accordance with any redemption criteria 
specified by the purchaser or the system. Returning the unused portion of value can 

10 include returning the unused portion to the sending party less a restocking fee.
Referring now to Fig 4, a method of providing a pre-paid payment instrument to a 

purchaser is provided. The method can be performed by the pre-paid payment system 
104 discussed above.

At stage 402, a payment is received from a purchaser for a pre-paid payment
15 instrument. The payment can be received and processed at the payment processor 

202. At stage 404, a value is associated to the pre-paid payment instrument, the value 
being attributable to the payment. In some implementations, the value can be less than 
the payment amount received, reflecting the cost (i.e., charge) for purchasing the pre
payment instrument. The pre-payment instrument can be of the form of a coupon, a gift 

20 card, a pre-paid services card, a pre-paid gift card, and the like. Value assignment and 
storage of the value information can be performed by the issue engine 204 in, for 
example index 210.

At stage 406, the pre-paid payment instrument is issued, e.g., by the issue 
engine 204 to the purchaser or a designated recipient. Thereafter use of the pre-paid 

25 payment mechanism is tracked. Tracking can include debiting value and checking 
expiration of the payment instrument. Tracking can be performed by tracking engine 
206. At stage 408, a determination is made as to whether a pre-determined time has 
expired associated with the pre-paid payment instrument (e.g., by tracking engine 206). 
At stage 410, if the pre-determined time has expired, a determination is made as to 

30 whether a portion of the value remains associated with the pre-paid payment instrument 
(e.g., by tracking engine 206). At stage 412, if a portion of value remains, the portion of

11
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value is automatically returned to the purchaser (e.g., by the redemption engine 208). 
In some implementations, if a value is returned, then stage 412 can include invalidating 
the pre-paid payment instrument.

Referring to Fig. 5, another method is provided for managing a pre-paid payment
5 instrument is provided. At stage 502, a value is attributed to a pre-paid payment 

instrument. At stage 504, an expiration time associated with the pre-paid payment 
instrument is determined. At the expiration time (stage 506), an un-used portion of 
value associated with the pre-paid payment instrument is automatically returned to a 
purchaser. The method can optionally include the further steps of issuing, the pre-paid 

10 payment instrument to a party providing the value or a designated party; printing the 
pre-paid instrument; and automatically crediting an account associated with a party 
providing the value for the un-used portion at the expiration time.

Referring to Fig. 6, an example process flow is shown for a pre-paid transaction. 
A sender visits a website (1) and enters payment information (e.g., credit card 

15 information) and recipient information which is transmitted to (A) a pre-paid payment 
system (2). The sender’s payment is authorized (e.g., credit card is charged) by for 
example a third party (3) and funds are deposited. The system (2) transmits (B) a 
unique record identifier and associated value to an authentication system (e.g., an 
external third party authentication system or one associated with the system (2)) (4).

20 Notifications can be provided to the recipient (e.g., emails) (C). The recipient (5) 
receives the notification and prints (D) using a printer (6) a unique authentication 
certificate (e.g., coupon). The system (2) receives notice of the printing (E) and can 
notify the purchaser (F). The recipient can use the certificate at a redemption point (G). 
A redemption system validates the certificate (H) against the authentication system (4).

25 Payment is then made to the recipient (I) or the retailer/redemption site. Notice of 
redemption (J) is provided to the system (2) and to the sender (1).

Implementations of the subject matter and the functional operations described in 
this specification can be implemented in digital electronic circuitry, or in computer 
software, firmware, or hardware or combinations thereof, including the structures 

30 disclosed in this specification and their structural equivalents, or in combinations of one 
or more of them. Embodiments of the subject matter described in this specification can

12
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be implemented as one or more computer program products, i.e., one or more modules 
of computer program instructions encoded on a tangible program earner for execution 
by, or to control the operation of, data processing apparatus. The tangible program 
carrier can be a propagated signal or a computer readable medium. The propagated 

5 signal is an artificially generated signal, e.g., a machine generated electrical, optical, or 
electromagnetic signal that is generated to encode information for transmission to 
suitable receiver apparatus for execution by a computer. The computer readable 
medium can be a machine readable storage device, a machine readable storage 
substrate, a memory device, a composition of matter effecting a machine readable 

10 propagated signal, or a combination of one or more of them.
A computer program (also known as a program, software, software application, 

script, or code) can be written in any form of programming language, including compiled 
or interpreted languages, or declarative or procedural languages, and it can be 
deployed in any form, including as a stand alone program or as a module, component, 

15 subroutine, or other unit suitable for use in a computing environment. A computer 
program does not necessarily correspond to a file in a file system. A program can be 
stored in a portion of a file that holds other programs or data (e.g., one or more scripts 
stored in a markup language document), in a single file dedicated to the program in 
question, or in multiple coordinated files (e.g., files that store one or more modules, sub 

20 programs, or portions of code). A computer program can be deployed to be executed 
on one computer or on multiple computers that are located at one site or distributed 
across multiple sites and interconnected by a communication network.

Additionally, the logic flows and structure block diagrams described in this patent 
document, which describe particular methods and/or corresponding acts in support of 

25 steps and corresponding functions in support of disclosed structural means, may also 
be utilized to implement corresponding software structures and algorithms, and 
equivalents thereof. The processes and logic flows described in this specification can 
be performed by one or more programmable processors executing one or more 
computer programs to perform functions by operating on input data and generating 

30 output.
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Processors suitable for the execution of a computer program include, by way of 
example, both general and special purpose microprocessors, and any one or more 
processors of any kind of digital computer. Generally, a processor will receive 
instructions and data from a read only memory or a random access memory or both.

5 The essential elements of a computer are a processor for performing instructions and 
one or more memory devices for storing instructions and data. Generally, a computer 
will also include, or be operatively coupled to receive data from or transfer data to, or 
both, one or more mass storage devices for storing data, e.g., magnetic, magneto 
optical disks, or optical disks. However, a computer need not have such devices.

10 Computer readable media suitable for storing computer program instructions and data 
include all forms of non volatile memory, media and memory devices, including by way 
of example semiconductor memory devices, e.g., EPROM, EEPROM, and flash 
memory devices; magnetic disks, e.g., internal hard disks or removable disks; magneto 
optical disks; and CD ROM and DVD ROM disks. The processor and the memory can

15 be supplemented by, or incorporated in, special purpose logic circuitry.
To provide for interaction with a user, embodiments of the subject matter 

described in this specification can be implemented on a computer having a display 
device, e.g., a CRT (cathode ray tube) or LCD (liquid crystal display) monitor, for 
displaying information to the user and a keyboard and a pointing device, e.g., a mouse 

20 or a trackball, by which the user can provide input to the computer. Other kinds of 
devices can be used to provide for interaction with a user as well; for example, feedback 
provided to the user can be any form of sensory feedback, e.g., visual feedback, 
auditory feedback, or tactile feedback; and input from the user can be received in any 
form, including acoustic, speech, or tactile input.

25 Embodiments of the subject matter described in this specification can be
implemented in a computing system that includes a back end component, e.g., as a 
data server (or more particularly in this application a value and expiration tracker), or 
that includes a middleware component, e.g., an application server, or that includes a 
front end component, e.g., a client computer having a graphical user interface or a Web

30 browser through which a user can interact with an implementation of the subject matter 
described is this specification, or any combination of one or more such back end,
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middleware, or front end components. The components of the system can be 
interconnected by any form or medium of digital data communication, e.g., a 
communication network. Examples of communication networks include a local area 
network (“LAN”) and a wide area network (“WAN”), e.g., the Internet.

5 The computing system can include clients and servers. A client and server are
generally remote from each other and typically interact through a communication 
network. The relationship of client and server arises by virtue of computer programs 
running on the respective computers and having a client server relationship to each 
other.

10 While this specification contains many specific implementation details, these
should not be construed as limitations on the scope of any invention or of what may be 
claimed, but rather as descriptions of features that may be specific to particular 
embodiments of particular inventions. Certain features that are described in this 
specification in the context of separate embodiments can also be implemented in

15 combination in a single embodiment. Conversely, various features that are described in 
the context of a single embodiment can also be implemented in multiple embodiments 
separately or in any suitable subcombination. Moreover, although features may be 
described above as acting in certain combinations and even initially claimed as such, 
one or more features from a claimed combination can in some cases be excised from

20 the combination, and the claimed combination may be directed to a subcombination or 
variation of a subcombination.

Similarly, while operations are depicted in the drawings in a particular order, this 
should not be understood as requiring that such operations be performed in the 
particular order shown or in sequential order, or that all illustrated operations be 

25 performed, to achieve desirable results. In certain circumstances, multitasking and 
parallel processing may be advantageous. Moreover, the separation of various system 
components in the embodiments described above should not be understood as 
requiring such separation in all embodiments, and it should be understood that the 
described program components and systems can generally be integrated together in a 

30 single software product or packaged into multiple software products.
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Particular embodiments of the subject matter described in this specification have 
been described. Other embodiments are within the scope of the following claims. For 
example, the actions recited in the claims can be performed in a different order and still 
achieve desirable results. As one example, the processes depicted in the 

5 accompanying figures do not necessarily require the particular order shown, or 
sequential order, to achieve desirable results. In certain implementations, multitasking 
and parallel processing may be advantageous.

This written description sets forth the best mode of the invention and provides 
examples to describe the invention and to enable a person of ordinary skill in the art to 

10 make and use the invention. This written description does not limit the invention to the 
precise terms set forth. Thus, while the invention has been described in detail with 
reference to the examples set forth above, those of ordinary skill in the art may effect 
alterations, modifications and variations to the examples without departing from the 
scope of the invention.
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1. A server system for administering pre-paid payment instruments via a 
distributed computing system, the server system comprising:

a payment processor operable to receive from a purchaser, via a purchaser 
device communicatively coupled to the distributed computing system, a payment input, a 
designated recipient, an expiration time and expiration criteria for a pre-paid payment 
instrument, the payment processor being further operable to associate the designated recipient 
and the expiration time and expiration criteria with a pre-paid payment instrument, associate 
an identifier and a value with the pre-paid payment instrument, and store in a memory device 
the identifier and the value with the pre-paid payment instrument and the expiration time and 
expiration criteria;

an issue engine operable to issue to the designated recipient a representation 
of the pre-paid payment instrument, the representation enabling the designated recipient to 
use the pre-paid payment instrument;

a tracking engine operable to track the expiration time and expiration criteria 
for the pre-paid payment instrument, the tracking engine being further operable to track 
use of the pre-paid payment instrument; and

a redemption engine operable to, responsive to completion of the expiration 
time and expiration criteria, automatically return to the purchaser at least a portion of an 
unused value, if any, of the pre-paid payment instrument.

2. The server system of claim 1, wherein the automatic return of the at least a 
portion of the unused value of the pre-paid payment instrument is enabled by an input 
received by the payment processor from the purchaser.

3. The server system of claim 1, wherein the payment processor is further 
operable to receive from the purchaser redemption criteria according to which the at least a 
portion of the unused value of the pre-paid payment instrument will be returned.

4. The server system of claim 1, wherein the expiration criteria input by the 
purchaser includes a triggering event that initiates a timer which determines completion of 
the expiration time.
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5. The server system of claim 1, wherein the issue engine is further operable to 
provide a unique authentication certificate for the pre-paid payment instrument, the unique 
authentication certificate including the identifier associated with the pre-paid payment 
instrument.

6. The server system of claim 5, wherein the redemption engine is further 
operable to validate the unique authentication certificate against identifiers and a value index 
stored in an authentication system.

7. The server system of claim 1, wherein the payment processor is further 
operable to verify with an external system the integrity of the payment input and, responsive 
to verification of the integrity of the payment input, initiate issuance of the representation of 
the pre-paid payment instrument.

8. The server system of claim 1, wherein the representation of the pre-paid 
payment instrument includes an electronic notification transmitted to a recipient device 
communicatively coupled to the distributed computing system, the electronic notification 
including a unique authentication certificate including the identifier associated with the pre
paid payment instrument.

9. The server system of claim 1, wherein the payment processor, issue engine, 
tracking engine and redemption engine are included in one or more pre-paid payment servers 
that are remote from one or more retailer servers of retailers with which the pre-paid payment 
instruments can be redeemed.

10. The server system of claim 1, wherein the payment processor, issue engine, 
tracking engine and redemption engine are included in a server portion of the distributed 
computing system, the server portion being configured to interact with client devices 
associated with the one or more purchasers, the one or more designated recipients, and 
retailers with which the pre-paid payment instruments can be redeemed.
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11. A method of administering pre-paid payment instruments via a distributed 
computing system, the method comprising:

receiving from a purchasing party, via a purchaser device communicatively 
coupled to the distributed computing system, a payment input, a designated recipient, an 
expiration time and expiration criteria for a pre-paid payment instrument;

associating an identifier and a value with the pre-paid payment instrument;
indexing and storing in a memory device the identifier and the value with the 

pre-paid payment instrument and the expiration time and expiration criteria;
providing to the designated recipient, via a recipient device communicatively 

coupled to the distributed computing system, a representation of the pre-paid payment 
instrument, the representation enabling the designated recipient to use the pre-paid payment 
instrument;

determining if all of the stored value of the pre-paid payment has been used by 
the designated recipient prior to completion of the expiration time, the expiration time being 
based on the expiration criteria designated by the purchaser; and

responsive to an unused value remaining on the pre-paid payment instrument 
after completion of the expiration time, automatically returning at least a portion of the 
unused value to the purchasing party.

12. The method of claim 11, wherein the automatically returning the at least a 
portion of the unused value to the purchasing party is enabled by an input received from the 
purchaser.

13. The method of claim 11, further comprising receiving from the purchaser 
redemption criteria according to which the at least a portion of the unused value of the pre
paid payment instrument will be returned.

14. The method of claim 11, wherein the expiration criteria input by the purchaser 
includes a triggering event that initiates a timer which determines completion of the 
expiration time.
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certificate for the pre-paid payment instrument, the unique authentication certificate 
including the identifier associated with the pre-paid payment instrument.

16. The method of claim 15, further comprising validating the unique 
authentication certificate against identifiers and a value index stored in an authentication 
system.

17. The method of claim 11, further comprising verifying with an external system 
the integrity of the payment input and, responsive to verification of the integrity of the 
payment input, initiating the issuance of the representation of the pre-paid payment 
instrument.

18. The method of claim 11, further comprising generating, in response to 
receiving the value, an authentication certificate including the identifier associated with the 
pre-paid payment instrument having the associated stored value.

19. The method of claim 11, further comprising, responsive to the at least a 
portion of the unused value being returned to the purchaser, invalidating the pre-paid 
payment instrument.

20. One or more non-transitory computer-readable storage media storing 
instructions which, when executed by one or more processors, cause the one or more 
processors to:

receive from a purchasing party, via a purchaser device communicatively 
coupled to a distributed computing system, indications of a payment input, a designated 
recipient, an expiration time and expiration criteria for a pre-paid payment instrument;

associate an identifier and a value with the pre-paid payment instrument; 
index and store in a memory device the identifier and the value with the pre

paid payment instrument and the expiration time and expiration criteria;
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coupled to the distributed computing system, a representation of the pre-paid payment 
instrument;

determine if all of the stored value of the pre-paid payment has been used by 
the designated recipient prior to completion of the expiration time, the expiration time being 
based on the expiration criteria designated by the purchaser; and

responsive to an unused value remaining on the pre-paid payment instrument 
after completion of the expiration time, automatically returning at least a portion of the 
unused value to the purchasing party.

21. A server system for administering pre-paid payment instruments via a 
distributed computing system, the server system comprising:

a payment processor operable to receive from a purchaser, via a purchaser 
device communicatively coupled to the distributed computing system, a payment input, a 
designated recipient, expiration criteria, and redemption criteria for a pre-paid payment 
instrument, the payment processor being further operable to associate the designated recipient, 
the expiration criteria and the redemption criteria with a pre-paid payment instrument, associate 
an identifier and a value with the pre-paid payment instrument, and store in a memory device 
the identifier and the value with the pre-paid payment instrument, the expiration criteria, and 
the redemption criteria;

an issue engine operable to issue to the designated recipient a representation 
of the pre-paid payment instrument, the representation enabling the designated recipient to 
use the pre-paid payment instrument;

a tracking engine operable to track the expiration criteria for the pre-paid 
payment instrument, the tracking engine being further operable to track use of the pre-paid 
payment instrument; and

a redemption engine operable to, responsive to completion of the expiration 
criteria, automatically return to the purchaser at least a portion of an unused value, if any, 
of the pre-paid payment instrument in accordance with the redemption criteria.
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