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(57) ABSTRACT 

Virtual bundles of purchasable products are created by a 
person external to an electronic commerce site. In a preferred 
embodiment, the virtual bundles are associated with custom 
store accessible only by members of a group associated with 
the external administrator. 
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VIRTUAL BUNDLES 

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED 
APPLICATION 

0001. This is a Continuation Application of application 
Ser. No. 09/544,718, filed Apr. 6, 2000. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

0002 1. Field of the Invention 
0003. The present invention relates to electronic com 
merce sites. 
0004 2. State of the Art 
0005. In recent years, the Internet has exploded in popu 

larity. In particular, electronic commerce sites using the Inter 
net have become a popular way for consumers to obtain 
products from Vendors. Typically, the consumer uses a web 
browser at their computer to connect to a web site of a vendor 
across the Internet. 
0006 Electronic commerce sites usually are produced 
using servers. The servers include a web server, which pro 
duces the web pages, and an application server, which runs 
applications for the operation of the electronic commerce site. 
The web server can communicate with the application server 
using a protocol such as the Common Gateway Interface 
(CGI). 
0007. In some sites, it makes sense to bundle together a 
number of products and make the bundle available for pur 
chase by a consumer. For example, computer vendor sites 
typically offer bundled computer systems. Unfortunately, the 
bundles selected by the vendor are not always the best solu 
tion for every consumer group. Different groups have differ 
ent needs that can not always be anticipated by the vendor. 
0008. It is desired to have an improved system of provid 
ing bundles of products for purchase by a consumer at a web 
site. 

SUMMARY OF THE PRESENT INVENTION 

0009. The present invention relates to an electronic com 
merce system in which an external administrator can bundle 
together a number of products offered by a vendor via elec 
tronic commerce to produce a virtual bundle. The virtual 
bundle of products can then be offered for sale at an electronic 
commerce site by a vendor. Since the virtual bundle of prod 
ucts is selected by an external administrator, the virtual 
bundle of products will be better suited to the customers 
needs. 
0010. One embodiment of the present invention is a sys 
tem including a server system adapted to allow the production 
of virtual bundle of products to be sold in an electronic com 
merce site of a vendor. The products to be bundled are 
selected from a number of selectable products. The virtual 
bundle is suitable for purchase by a member of a group other 
than the vendor. The system also includes an external group 
administrator computer. The external computer is operably 
connectable to the server system, wherein the external com 
puter is adapted to provide bundle selection data from the 
person to the server system. The server system is adapted to 
use the bundle selection data to produce the virtual bundle. 
0011. Another embodiment of the present invention com 
prises a computer-readable medium containing a program 
that executes a procedure. The procedure includes storing the 
virtual bundle data in a database as a result of virtual bundle 
data sent from an external computer. The procedure also 
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includes providing a virtual bundle of products to be sold at 
the electronic commerce site of a vendor. The products to be 
bundled being selected from a number of selectable products. 
The virtual bundle is suitable for purchase by a member of the 
group other than the vendor. The providing step uses the 
virtual bundle data stored in the database. 

0012 Yet another embodiment of the present invention 
comprises an apparatus including means for receiving virtual 
bundle data sent from an external computer and for storing the 
virtual bundle in a database. The apparatus also includes 
means for providing a virtual bundle of products to be sold at 
an electronic commerce site of a vendor. The products to be 
bundled are selected from a number of selectable products. 
The virtual bundle is suitable for purchase by a member of the 
group other than the vendor. The providing means uses the 
virtual bundle data stored in the database to produce a virtual 
bundle of products. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

0013 FIGS. 1A and 1B are diagrams that illustrate an 
overview of a server system which can be used in one embodi 
ment of the present invention. 
0014 FIG. 2 is a diagram that illustrates the construction 
of virtual bundles in one embodiment of present invention. 
0015 FIG. 3 is a diagram of an administration web site 
that allows the creation of a virtual bundle of products. 
0016 FIG. 4 and FIG. 5 are diagrams that illustrate a 
custom web store that offers the virtual bundles of products to 
members of a group. 
(0017 FIGS. 6A and 6B are diagrams that illustrate the 
dynamic construction of the price of the virtual bundles 
offered for sale at a custom store application. 
0018 FIG. 7 is a diagram that illustrates the data structure 
for one embodiment of the present invention. 
0019 FIG. 8 is a diagram that illustrates a security system 
for one embodiment of the custom store system used with the 
present invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED 
EMBODIMENT 

0020 FIG. 1A is a diagram that illustrates one embodi 
ment of the present invention. The server system 20 includes 
a web server 22, an application server 24, and a database 26. 
Web server 22 is preferably isolated from application server 
24 using a firewall. Customer computers, such as customer 
computer 30, use a browser to access an electronic commerce 
site produced by the server system 20. The browser sends a 
URL (Uniform Resource Locator) to the web server which 
uses the application server 24 to create a web site which is 
provided to the customer computer 30. An interface protocol, 
Such as the Common Gateway Interface is used in the inter 
action of the web server 22 and the application server 24. 
Application server 24 uses an electronic commerce applica 
tion to create the web pages. The electronic commerce site is 
created using data from a database. Such as database 26. 
0021. In the present invention, an external computer, such 
as the virtual bundle selection computer 28, is used to access 
the server system 20. Once the server system 20 has obtained 
authorization information from the user of the external com 
puter 28, the virtual bundle creation application allows for the 
creation of the virtual bundles by the user of the external 
computer 28. 
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0022. The virtual bundle creation application 32 provides 
to the administrator a list of product data 34 available for 
bundling. The administrator at the external computer 28 
selects certain products from the list to be bundled together as 
a virtual bundle. The virtual bundle data 36 is stored in the 
database and is available for the electronic commerce type 
applications 38 to provide the virtual bundle to the customer. 
0023. In a preferred embodiment, the creator of the virtual 
bundle is associated with a group other than the electronic 
commerce site vendor. The customer 30 is preferably a mem 
ber of this group and the product bundle is offered to the 
member of the group when the member goes to the electronic 
commerce site. One way of implementing the virtual bundles 
uses custom electronic commerce sites as shown with respect 
to FIG. 1B. 

0024 FIG. 1B shows a server system in which custom 
electronic commerce stores are created. Additional details of 
the custom store application are given within the patent appli 
cation “Custom Stores. Ser. No. having Attorney 
Docket No. 001580-560/P2513, filed on the same day as the 
present application and incorporated herein by reference. 
0025. In this embodiment, the virtual bundle creation 
application is part of an administration application 40 which 
can be accessed by the custom store administrative computer 
28'. The virtual bundle data is part of the administration data 
42 in the custom store data 44 of the database 26'. In the 
custom store embodiment, the custom store administrator 
computer 28' is used to input configuration data for creating a 
custom store web site. This custom store data is stored in the 
database 26'. Whena customer comes to the custom store web 
site, a custom store web site is created using the configuration 
data in the database 26'. A portion of this configuration data is 
the virtual bundle data which allows agroup membergoing to 
the custom store to select a virtual bundle of products. 
0026. In one embodiment, an instantiation application 46 
in the application server 24' is used to set up the instantiation 
data for the custom store. This instantiation data can include 
the store I.D., discount tier, and logo. This data is stored in an 
instantiation data block 48 in the custom store data 44 of the 
database 26'. Custom store application 50 is used to create the 
custom store web site using the data stored in the database 26'. 
0027 Reconciliation application 52 is used to check the 
virtual bundles to determine whether any products in the 
virtual bundles have become obsolete or could be upgraded. 
Once the reconciliation application 52 finds such products in 
abundle, an e-mail is sent, using mail server 54, to the custom 
store administrator computer 28 so that the custom store 
administrator can modify the virtual bundle. In the preferred 
embodiment, the database 26' includes template data 56 
including a base price list and basic display information that 
is used by each custom stores and by the main web site store. 
0028 FIG. 2 shows the operation of one embodiment of 
the present invention. In step 60, an internal operator sets up 
a new custom store using an instantiation application. This 
results in a change in the database of the server system 58. In 
step 62, an administration web page URL is provided to an 
external administrator (e.g., 20', FIG. 1B). This URL accesses 
a web page used for the selection of a virtual bundle to be 
provided to the administrator. The URL can be loaded into a 
Favorites page of the browser in the external computer. In step 
64, the external administrator uses the URL to go to the 
administrator page. In step 66, the external administrator 
selects the virtual bundles of the products. Additionally, cer 
tain other products can be blocked from purchase. When the 
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administrator is finished, the changes are published which 
causes the virtual bundle in the database of the server system 
58 to be modified. 
0029. The customer goes to a custom page to order the 
virtual bundle of products. In step 68, the user goes to a secure 
page run by an external organization or group. In step 70, the 
users selects and goes to a custom web store. As discussed 
below with respect to FIG. 8, by having a secure page run by 
the external organization, the server system 58 need not store 
a password for each member of the group. Using the secure 
page requires that the external organization, rather than the 
Vendor, to maintain the member I.D.S and passwords. The 
server system 58 checks the “referer” field of the HyperText 
Transfer Protocol (HTTP) header. If the referer header field 
includes the URL of the secure page, then the custom web 
store is created and displayed to the user. Alternatively some 
portion of the URL, such as the host name, could be checked. 
The display indicates the virtual bundles which are selected 
by the administrator. In step 72, the user selects a virtual 
bundle of products to order. In step 74, the reconciliation 
application checks the custom stores for obsolete product 
listings in the virtual bundle. If there is an obsolete product 
listing, a notification e-mail is sent to the administrator. In 
step 76, the external administrator modifies the virtual 
bundles to remove the obsolete products from the custom 
StOreS. 

0030 FIG. 3 illustrates an administration web page which 
allows for the selection of virtual bundles. As shown in FIG. 
3, the system has a description box 110 for a system descrip 
tion of a virtual bundle. The system description given can 
describe the virtual bundle or give an indication of which 
Subgroup the bundle is targeted to. A display order input box 
112 gives the order in which the virtual bundle is displayed at 
the “recommended systems' page. A product information 
URL box 114 can be used to indicate an additional page that 
gives a further description of the virtual bundle. For example, 
a page maintained by the external administrator can describe 
the virtual bundle products. 
0031. A “configurable” box 116 determines whether the 
virtual bundle can be configured. If the virtual bundle can be 
configured, the customer is permitted to modify the system 
before purchase. If the bundle cannot be configured, the user 
cannot make modifications to the system before purchase. 
0032. When the reconciliation application determines that 
an obsolete product is used in a bundle, a “Needs Attention” 
indication (not shown) is displayed. 
0033. An editing button 120 is provided for the editing of 
virtual bundles, and a delete button 122 is provided for delet 
ing of the virtual bundle. To build a new bundle, the admin 
istrator selects the “Add New System” button 124 which 
sends the administrator to a page giving a list of the different 
products which can be bundled into a virtual bundle. In one 
embodiment, the selection of the virtual bundle itself is quite 
similar to the selection of the computer in the normal elec 
tronic commerce site. 

0034. The “Publish” button 128 updates the database so 
that when a group member goes to the custom store, the new 
virtual bundles will be available. 
FIG. 4 illustrates an example of a custom store page. This 
custom store page is based upon the main store pages. In a 
preferred embodiment, the “look and feel of the custom store 
is quite similar to that of the main store. Since the custom 
store uses template data from the database, updates to the 
main store are automatically made to the custom store. 
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0035. The user can click on a “Recommended System' 
button which sends the customer to a “Recommended Sys 
tem' page. Such as the page shown in FIG. 5. This page 
illustrates the virtual bundles selected by the external admin 
istrator. Note that the title provided by the administrator is 
used. In one embodiment, an image can be shown for the main 
product of the bundle. 
0036. The user uses the “Recommended System' page to 
select a virtual bundle for purchase. Note that the virtual 
bundles described with respect to a preferred embodiment are 
computer systems, but the virtual bundles can be any group of 
elements selected by an external administrator. 
0037. The use of the external administrator to select the 
virtual bundles allows the virtual bundles to be selected spe 
cifically for a specific group. In FIG. 5, note that one virtual 
bundle is a computer configured for use by music School 
students. Another bundle is configured for law school stu 
dents. The external administrator will have a good under 
standing of the needs of the group members. 
0038 FIG. 6A is a diagram that illustrates the operation 
and construction of the custom store web page using a virtual 
bundle. In FIG. 6A, a University of X custom store adminis 
trator 80 selects a virtual bundle. In this example, the simpli 
fied virtual bundle is an iMac 400 MHZ processor with an 
iSub speaker system. This data is stored in the University of X 
custom store administration data 82 in the database. When the 
member of the group sends in a custom store I.D. as part of the 
URL for the custom store, the custom store application 84 
checks the instantiation data 81 and determines that the I.D. 
“54” refers to the University of X custom store. The Univer 
sity of X custom store data 82 includes a virtual bundle of the 
iMac 400 MHZ processor with an iSub speaker system. The 
custom store application 84 then determines from the prod 
ucts grouping list 86 the iMac and accessory discount infor 
mation 88 for Tier C, the tier for the University of X. For the 
discount tier C, iMacs have a 2% discount, while accessories 
have a 3% discount. These discounts are applied to the base 
price data 90 so that the custom store application 84 can then 
calculate the discounted price to be provided at the custom 
store. In this way, whenever the base price data 90 is changed, 
the discounted price will also be changed for the members 
going to the custom store. The price of the virtual bundle is 
not fixed but changes as the base price data 90 changes. The 
reconciliation application 92 checks the virtual bundle data in 
the custom store administration data 82. If a product is obso 
lete, an e-mail notification is created and sent to the admin 
istrator to modify the custom store. 
0039 FIG. 6B illustrates an alternate embodiment of the 
present invention. In this alternate embodiment, the reconcili 
ation application 93 includes a product reconciliation module 
93a and a price reconciliation module 93b. The system cal 
culates the discount prices for the recommended systems and 
stores them in the customs store data 82. Periodically, the 
price reconciliation module 93b recalculates the discount 
prices of the recommended systems and stores the recalcu 
lated values in the custom store data 82. Since the discounted 
prices are stored with the other custom store data, the custom 
store web site can quickly be displayed to users. 
0040 FIG. 7 is a diagram illustrating a data structure for 
one embodiment of the present invention. Each custom store 
has a number of associated recommended systems (virtual 
bundles of products). The fields shown include custom store 
customer number, database I.D., deleted product field, 
description, display order, and main product I.D. The main 
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product I.D. indicates the image shown in the recommended 
system page. A "Needs Attention' flag can be used to indicate 
an obsolete product in the bundle. Each of the recommended 
systems products in the bundle references the products and 
additional options, each with specific fields. 
0041 FIG. 8 is a diagram that illustrates the operation of 
the security systems used with the customs stores in one 
embodiment. In this system, the customer goes to a home 
page 100 and inputs the I.D. and password which the allows 
the student to go to a secured student page 102. From the 
secured student page, the customer clicks on to the custom 
store page URL and the custom store page 104 will be dis 
played. The custom store application only needs to check the 
referer header fields and need not keep track of group member 
I.D.S and group member passwords. 
0042. The foregoing has described the principles, pre 
ferred embodiments and modes of operation of the present 
invention. However, the invention should not be construed as 
limited to the particular embodiments discussed. Instead, the 
above described embodiments should be regarded as illustra 
tive rather than restrictive, and it should be appreciated that 
variations may be made in the embodiments by workers 
skilled in the art without departing from the scope of the 
present invention as defined by the following claims. 

1. A system for presenting customized bundled products to 
members of a group for purchase on a vendor's e-commerce 
site, comprising: 

a server application that is responsive to a request from an 
authorized user associated with said group to present a 
first interface that enables said user to define a plurality 
of virtual bundles, where each virtual bundle comprises 
a set of one or more products Supplied by the vendorand 
selected by said user; 

a database that stores information pertaining to the prod 
ucts in each virtual bundle defined by said user; and 

a server application that is responsive to a request at said 
Vendor's e-commerce site, which request identifies the 
requestoras a member of said group, to present a second 
interface that retrieves said information from said data 
base, displays the virtual bundles of products defined by 
said authorized user and allows said requester to select 
one or more of said predefined virtual bundles for pur 
chase. 

2. The system of claim 1, further including a server appli 
cation that determines whether any of the selected products of 
a virtual bundle are obsolete or upgradeable, and provides a 
notification to said authorized user if Such a product is 
detected. 

3. The system of claim 1, wherein said first interface 
enables the authorized user to indicate the order in which the 
defined virtual bundles of products are displayed in said sec 
ond interface. 

4. The system of claim 1, wherein said stored information 
includes an identification of a main product in a virtual bundle 
whose image is displayed on said second interface. 

5. The system of claim 1, wherein the requester is identified 
as being a member of said group by means of information 
indicating that the request is coming from a secure resource 
associated with the group. 

6. The system of claim 1, wherein said database stores base 
prices for the products Supplied by the vendor and a pricing 
tier for the group, and wherein the information stored for each 
virtual bundle includes a group price computed from said 
base price and pricing tier. 
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7. A method for presenting customized bundled products to 
members of a group for purchase on a vendor's e-commerce 
site, comprising the following steps: 

in response to a request from an authorized user associated 
with said group, presenting an interface that enables said 
user to define a plurality of virtual bundles, where each 
virtual bundle comprises a set of one or more products 
supplied by the vendor and selected by said user; 

storing information pertaining to the products in each Vir 
tual bundle defined by said user; and 

in response to a request at said vendor's e-commerce site 
which identifies the requestoras a member of said group, 
retrieving said stored information, and displaying the 
virtual bundles of products defined by said authorized 
user to enable said requester to select one or more of said 
predefined virtual bundles for purchase. 

8. The method of claim 7, further including the steps of 
determining whether any of the selected products of a virtual 
bundle are obsolete or upgradeable, and providing a notifica 
tion to said authorized user if such a product is detected. 

9. The method of claim 7, wherein said interface enables 
the authorized user to indicate the order in which the defined 
virtual bundles of products are displayed to members of the 
group. 

10. The method of claim 7, wherein said stored information 
includes an identification of a main product in a virtual bundle 
whose image is displayed to members of the group. 

11. The method of claim 7, wherein the requestor is iden 
tified as being a member of said group by means of informa 
tion indicating that the request is coming from a secure 
resource associated with the group. 

12. The method of claim 7, further including the steps of 
storing prices for the products Supplied by the vendor and a 
pricing tier for the group, computing group prices from said 
base prices and pricing tier, and storing the computed group 
prices in association with the respective virtual bundles to 
which they apply. 

13. A computer-readable medium containing a program 
that executes the following steps: 
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presenting an interface that enables an authorized user 
associated with a recognized group to define a plurality 
of virtual bundles, where each virtual bundle comprises 
a set of one or more products Supplied by the vendorand 
selected by said user; 

storing information pertaining to the products in each Vir 
tual bundle defined by said user; and 

retrieving said stored information in response to a request 
at said vendor's e-commerce site which identifies the 
requester as a member of said group, displaying the 
virtual bundles of products defined by said authorized 
user, and enabling said requester to select one or more of 
said predefined virtual bundles for purchase. 

14. The computer-readable medium of claim 13, wherein 
said program executes the further steps of determining 
whether any of the selected products of a virtual bundle are 
obsolete or upgradeable, and providing a notification to said 
authorized user if such a product is detected. 

15. The computer-readable medium of claim 13, wherein 
said interface enables the authorized user to indicate the order 
in which the defined virtual bundles of products are displayed 
to members of the group. 

16. The computer-readable medium of claim 13, wherein 
said stored information includes an identification of a main 
product in a virtual bundle whose image is displayed to mem 
bers of the group. 

17. The computer-readable medium of claim 13, wherein 
the requester is identified as being a member of said group by 
means of information indicating that the request is coming 
from a secure resource associated with the group. 

18. The computer-readable medium of claim 13, wherein 
said program executes the further steps of storing prices for 
the products supplied by the vendor and a pricing tier for the 
group, computing group prices from said base prices and 
pricing tier, and storing the computed group prices in asso 
ciation with the respective virtual bundles to which they 
apply. 


