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ELECTRONIC RETAL ORDER 
COMMUNICATION 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

0001. The present invention relates to electronic retail, and 
in particular to a communication mechanism for an electronic 
retail system. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

0002 Electronic retail systems provide the ability for cus 
tomers to place orders for goods over a network connection 
Such as the Internet. If the customer desires to place more than 
one order, it is much less expensive to place all the orders at 
the same time. Shipping expenses are less costly if multiple 
items can be shipped together, rather than separately. 
0003 Individuals can also keep track of goods they, or 
other family members want to purchase prior to beginning a 
session with an electronic retailer. By purchasing only after 
several goods have been identified, shipping costs may be 
reduced. However, it can be difficult for the person making 
the purchase to know exactly what goods other people desire. 
It can also be difficult to contact family members or other 
groups of people to ensure that they were aware of the chance 
to order goods. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

0004 Multiple users are provided the ability to add or 
modify items in an open order created by an originating user 
on an electronic retail system. The originating user has the 
ability to verify and authorize a final purchase order that is 
submitted to the retail system. 
0005. In one embodiment, the originating user forwards 
an open order to other users, who are then allowed to add to 
the order, such as by adding items to a shopping cart. The 
other users are alternatively given authority to open an order 
and modify it. Instant messaging, chat, tandem browsing and 
other communication mechanisms are used to communicate 
with other users to inform them of the ability to modify an 
open order. 
0006. In further embodiments, an order is left open by the 
originating user for a selected time, and other users are invited 
to add to the order. The originating user is provided informa 
tion identifying the other users, and the items that they have 
ordered, and is given the ability to selectively approve or 
disapprove of individual items prior to finalizing the order. 
Alternatively, the originating user indicates that the other 
users are trusted at the time the open order is made available 
to the other users. At the time that the order is scheduled to 
close, it is automatically placed, using payment and delivery 
information previously provided by the originating user. In 
yet a further embodiment, orders are split into sub orders 
having different delivery points. 
0007. In a tandem browsing mode, other users are invited 
to observe and participate in the interaction of the originating 
user with an electronic retail system. Instant messaging is 
used to communicate between users. Users identify individu 
ally desired features of a device Such as a personal computer 
during the interaction, and the electronic retailer recommends 
a device that best meets the needs of all the users. 
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BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

0008 FIG. 1 is a block diagram of a network appliance, 
network and electronic retail system incorporating the 
present invention. 
0009 FIG. 2 is a flowchart of an order accumulator incor 
porated in one or more components of the system of FIG. 1. 
0010 FIG. 3 is block diagram of a computer system for 
use as a network appliance or server. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 

0011. In the following description, reference is made to 
the accompanying drawings which form a part hereof, and in 
which is shown by way of illustration specific embodiments 
in which the invention may be practiced. These embodiments 
are described in sufficient detail to enable those skilled in the 
art to practice the invention, and it is to be understood that 
other embodiments may be utilized and that structural, logical 
and electrical changes may be made without departing from 
the scope of the present invention. The following description 
is, therefore, not to be taken in a limited sense, and the scope 
of the present invention is defined by the appended claims. 
0012. The invention is first described generally with 
respect to a block diagram showing components of a network, 
followed by a description of order flow implemented in soft 
ware or a combination of hardware, software and firmware. 
Finally, a block diagram of a computer system representative 
of components of the network is discussed. 
0013 An electronic retail system is shown generally at 
100 in FIG. 1. A server 110 hosts the retail system and pro 
vides catalogs of products which can be purchased. It also 
keeps track of orders 130, Such as a shopping cart identifying 
products selected for purchase. A network 140 such as the 
Internet or other type of network providing for electronic 
communications provides a communication medium 
between an originating user network appliance 150, referred 
to as originating user 150, and the server 130. Communica 
tions commonly take the form of email, browsable pages of 
information, chat, instant messaging, file transfer and other 
forms of communication. 
0014. In one embodiment, an originating user initiates a 
shopping session with the server, and selects items for pur 
chase. Such items are associated with an order 130, which is 
also referred to as an originating order. The originating user 
150 then communicates information about the order to other 
users 160 and 170. There may be several other users, which 
are family members, coop members or other groups of users 
as desired. With the information about the originating order, 
the other users can add items to the order, creating a combined 
order. The combined order is communicated back to the origi 
nating user 150 for approval or the additional items on an item 
by item basis. Following such approval, the combined order is 
submitted to the electronic retail system. 
0015 The above and following functions are accom 
plished in many different ways in different embodiments. In 
one embodiment, other users are given information allowing 
them to directly access open orders on the server. Such users 
are given an ID, which identifies them as being another user 
for an open order, and a password to log into the order. All 
items that they add to the order are tagged with information 
identifying them as the adding user. In another embodiment, 
an order is formatted for use by other users, and sent to them 
electronically, either from the server, or from the originating 
user or another user in daisy-chain fashion. The other users 
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then modify this formatted order by adding items. The origi 
nating user or server then receives the modified order and 
creates a combined order that includes orders from all the 
users. The originating user is then provided the ability to 
approve, modify and submit the order. This provides the 
originating user control over the order. 
0016. In a further embodiment, the originating user speci 

fies a time period during which the order remains open for 
modification by the other users. The originating user is then 
provided the combined order for approval/modification/sub 
mission at the expiration of the time period. The time period 
is preset in one embodiment to a time each day, week or other 
time frame. In other words, the order closes at a set time each 
day, after which no modifications from other users may occur. 
Some time periods are set directly by the user for each open 
order, and some are predetermined by the server. 
0017. In yet a further embodiment, software on the origi 
nating user network appliance 150, or server 110 keeps a list 
of other users, and automatically notifies such other users 
when the originating user creates an open order, providing 
them the ability to modify the open order. 
0018 FIG. 2 is a flow chart of the present invention. An 
originating user initiates an order with an electronic retail 
system at 210. Several alternatives are available for the origi 
nating user. Any type of network appliance is used to initiate 
the order, and items are added to an order, which is repre 
sented by a shopping basket in one embodiment. The items 
ordered are tagged in one embodiment with information 
uniquely identifying the initiating user. In other embodi 
ments, no change in the identification of items is performed, 
and the originating user manually keeps track, or keeps track 
of the items on the network appliance. The initiating user also 
selects a deadline until which the order is kept open, also at 
210. In further embodiments, the deadline is default time, or 
is set by the retail system. 
0019. At 220, other users are identified by the initiating 

user. Such other users are identified during the ordering pro 
cess with the retail system, or are selected from an address list 
residing either on the network appliance, an Internet service 
provider, the retail system or are selected in another manner. 
In one embodiment, the other users are family members, or 
users residing proximate to each other Such that a combined 
ordershipped to a single point is easily distributed to the other 
users. The users are identified by the user of a name, or ID, 
and are optionally provided a password to access the order, or 
an email or network address by which to receive an indication 
or copy of the order. 
0020. At 230, several methods are available to invite the 
identified other users to add to the open order to create the 
combined order. In one embodiment, other users are each 
provided an ID and password, order number, and/or format 
ted copy of the order, which are communicated by one of 
many means, including electronic email, instant messaging, 
regular mail (well prior to opening an order) and orally in 
person or via telephone. 
0021 Sufficient information is provided to either allow the 
user to modify a copy of the order on their own network 
appliance or computer system, or to access the order on the 
electronic retail system and modify the order at 240. Each 
modification, usually an addition by selecting a further item, 
is optionally tagged with information to identify the other 
user selecting the item. The tag is a special code, or actual 
name or ID of the user. Depending on the form of the order 
modifications, information regarding the modifications is 

Oct. 1, 2009 

provided back to the originating user. If the other user directly 
modified the order on the retail system, the combined order is 
already in a form for review. Otherwise, the information is 
providedback to the originating user for communication back 
to the retail system. 
0022. At 250, the originating user reviews the order and 
may further modify the order by adding or deleting other 
items and deleting or adding items selected by other users. 
During the order process, in one embodiment, multiple deliv 
ery points are specified, with other users selecting the delivery 
points, or the originating user selecting the delivery points. 
Items are then associated with each delivery point. Account 
ing is also performed to allocate total costs to each of the users 
based on the total price of the order and the items ordered by 
each user. The open order is then submitted to the retail 
system for fulfillment at 260. In an alternative embodiment, 
the originating user may have the option to pay for Some orall 
of the items. 

0023 FIG. 3 is a block diagram of a computer system 300 
that facilitates a user interfacing with an electronic retail 
system via a network. The computer system is shown in more 
detail than is required for all implementations of a network 
appliance. In one embodiment, the computer system 300 is 
incorporated into a set top box for a television set. In further 
embodiments, computer system 300 comprises a handheld 
wireless device, a cellular telephone device or a combination 
thereof. Other embodiments may also be practiced which 
enable a user to connect to interact with and electronic retail 
system. Such embodiments implement internet browser soft 
ware or other customized software allowing interaction with 
a retail system either directly or via a network. System 300 is 
also representative of an electronic retail system server. Func 
tions of the invention are implemented in eithera user system, 
the retail server, or a combination of both as desired. Software 
to provide the functions of the invention is stored on computer 
readable medium, including carrier waves, and executed on a 
processor. 
0024. As a personal computer system, computer system 
300 comprises a processor 302, a system controller 312, a 
cache 314, and a data-path chip 318, each coupled to a host 
bus 310. Processor 302 is a microprocessor such as a 486-type 
chip, a Pentium(R), Pentium R. II, Pentium(R) III, Pentium R. 4, 
or other suitable microprocessor. Cache 314 provides high 
speed local-memory data (in one embodiment, for example, 
512kB of data) for processor 302, and is controlled by system 
controller 312, which loads cache 314 with data that is 
expected to be used soon after the data is placed in cache 312 
(i.e., in the near future). Main memory 316 is coupled 
between system controller 314 and data-path chip 318, and in 
one embodiment, provides random-access memory of 
between 16 MB and 256 MB or more of data. In one embodi 
ment, main memory 316 is provided on SIMMs (Single In 
line Memory Modules), while in another embodiment, main 
memory 316 is provided on DIMMs (Dual In-line Memory 
Modules), each of which plugs into suitable sockets provided 
on a motherboard holding many of the other components 
shown in FIG.3. Main memory 316 includes standard DRAM 
(Dynamic Random-Access Memory), EDO (Extended Data 
Out) DRAM, SDRAM (Synchronous DRAM), or other suit 
able memory technology. System controller 312 controls PCI 
(Peripheral Component Interconnect) bus 320, a local bus for 
system 300 that provides a high-speed data path between 
processor 302 and various peripheral devices, such as graph 
ics devices, storage drives, network cabling, etc. Data-path 
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chip 318 is also controlled by system controller 312 to assist 
in routing data between main memory 316, hostbus 310, and 
PCI bus 320. 
0025. In one embodiment, PCI bus 320 provides a 32-bit 
wide data path that runs at 33 MHz. In another embodiment, 
PCI bus 320 provides a 64-bit-wide data path that runs at 33 
MHz. In yet otherembodiments, PCI bus 320 provides 32-bit 
wide or 64-bit-wide data paths that run at higher speeds. In 
one embodiment, PCI bus 320 provides connectivity to I/O 
bridge 322, graphics controller 327, and one or more PCI 
connectors 321 (i.e., sockets into which a card edge may be 
inserted), each of which accepts a standard PCI card. In one 
embodiment, I/O bridge 322 and graphics controller 327 are 
each integrated on the motherboard along with system con 
troller 312, in order to avoid a board-connector-board signal 
crossing interface and thus provide better speed and reliabil 
ity. In the embodiment shown, graphics controller 327 is 
coupled to a video memory 328 (that includes memory such 
as DRAM, EDO DRAM, SDRAM, or VRAM (Video Ran 
dom-Access Memory)), and drives VGA (Video Graphics 
Adaptor) port 329. VGA port 329 can connect to industry 
standard monitors such as VGA-type, SVGA (Super VGA)- 
type, XGA-type (extended Graphics Adaptor) or SXGA-type 
(Super XGA) display devices. Other input/output (I/O) cards 
having a PCI interface can be plugged into PCI connectors 
321. Network connections providing video input are also 
represented by PCI connectors 321, and include Ethernet 
devices and cable modems for coupling to a high speed Eth 
ernet network or cable network which is further coupled to the 
Internet. 
0026. In one embodiment, I/O bridge 322 is a chip that 
provides connection and control to one or more independent 
IDE or SCSI connectors 324-325, to a USB (Universal Serial 
Bus) port 326, and to ISA (Industry Standard Architecture) 
bus 330. In this embodiment, IDE connector 324 provides 
connectivity for up to two standard IDE-type devices such as 
hard disk drives, CDROM (Compact Disk-Read-Only 
Memory) drives, DVD (Digital Video Disk) drives, videocas 
sette recorders, or TBU (Tape-Backup Unit) devices. In one 
similar embodiment, two IDE connectors 324 are provided, 
and each provide the EIDE (Enhanced IDE) architecture. In 
the embodiment shown, SCSI (Small Computer System 
Interface) connector 325 provides connectivity for up to 
seven or fifteen SCSI-type devices (depending on the version 
of SCSI supported by the embodiment). In one embodiment, 
I/O bridge 322 provides ISA bus 330 having one or more ISA 
connectors 331 (in one embodiment, three connectors are 
provided). In one embodiment, ISA bus 330 is coupled to I/O 
controller 352, which in turn provides connections to two 
serial ports 354 and 355, parallel port 356, and FDD (Floppy 
Disk Drive) connector 357. At least one serial port is coupled 
to a modem for connection to a telephone system providing 
Internet access through an Internet service provider. In one 
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embodiment, ISA bus 330 is connected to buffer 332, which 
is connected to X bus 340, which provides connections to 
real-time clock 342, keyboard/mouse controller 344 and key 
board BIOS ROM (Basic Input/Output System Read-Only 
Memory) 345, and to system BIOS ROM 346. 
0027. The integrated system performs several functions 
identified in the flowchart of FIG. 2. Such functions are 
implemented in software in one embodiment, where the soft 
ware comprises computer executable instructions stored on 
computer readable media Such as disk drives coupled to con 
nectors 324 or 325, and executed from main memory 316 and 
cache 314. The term “computer readable medium' is also 
used to represent carrier waves on which the software is 
transmitted. 

CONCLUSION 

0028. While several embodiments have been described, 
other configurations may also make use of the methods 
herein. The method of communicating orders to other users 
such as family members allows orders for the same family or 
group to be aggregated and shipped at the same time. This 
saves shipping charges in many situations, since some elec 
tronic retailers may even waive shipping charges for larger 
orders. By combining items for multiple members of a group 
in the same order, shipping charges are reduced when com 
pared to shipping multiple items independently. A further 
advantage of some embodiments of the invention results from 
the ability to specify multiple shipping points. It allows larger 
groups to aggregate their orders, which can result in Volume 
discounts. 

What is claimed is: 
1. An electronic retail system comprising: 
means for generating an order by an originating user on the 

electronic retail system; 
means for communicating the order to a non-originating 

user, 
means for receiving additions to the order from the non 

originating user; and 
means for providing the order, including additions to the 

order, to the originating user for Submission as a com 
bined order. 

2. The electronic retail system of claim 1, wherein the 
means for generating an order comprises a computer system 
coupled via a network to an electronic retail system server. 

3. The electronic retail system of claim 1, wherein the 
means for communicating the order to a non-originating user 
comprises an originating user network appliance. 

4. The electronic retail system of claim 1, wherein the 
means for providing the order to the originating user com 
prises an electronic retail system server. 
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