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(7) ABSTRACT

Methods, systems, and articles of manufacture consistent
with the present invention use a data processing system to
aggregate information reflecting demand for an item based
on input requests associated with the item, each request
having been received from a remote user and including
remote user identification information, provide the aggre-
gated information to a plurality of suppliers, each capable of
supplying the item, receives at least one proposed response
from at least one of the suppliers, including a proposal for
providing the item to the remote users, and provides the
proposed response to the remote users based on the remote
user identification information. Aggregated information is
provided without the remote user identification information
associated the requests.

DEMAND 400
AGGREGATION AND o
DISTRIBUTION
SERVER
DEMAND AGGREGATION 405
PROCESSOR e
425 430
ngaxNgR SUPPLIER
DATASTORE DATASTORE
RESPONSE PACKAGING
PROCESSOR 420
NETWORK
INTERFACE [ 445

I

TO BUYERS,
SUPPLIERS



Patent Application Publication  Apr. 3,2003 Sheet 1 of 6 US 2003/0065591 A1

100

Vi
—_ = /( KEYBOARD ~ MOUSE 102

SERVERA

 —— KEYBOARD  MOUSE
(—] 7
L1 p
A ~——=

SERVER B

%
110 p
112

[

KEYBOARD ~ MOUSE

FIG. 1 EvorRD  OUSE



Patent Application Publication

Apr.3,2003 Sheet 2 of 6  US 2003/0065591 Al
224 228 227
N, Y P P

9T o) | MAss

PROCESSOR f«—= |*—|CONTROLLER[*™| STORAGE
525 229
O 267 Z

NETWORK
MEMORY  [+—= =—= |NTERFACE
~~~—
CLIENT SYSTEM
' 220
100
7y /2/22
23\4,\ | ,‘2/39 SERVER
S SYSTEM

PROCESSOR f+—» |«—s INEE\F/QVS@E
235 . 238 237
N, 236 7 P

RN o) | maAss
MEMORY  [+— «—CONTROLLER[*™| STORAGE
~

FIG. 2




SERVER A

DATA

340

Patent Application Publication

310

315

Apr. 3,2003 Sheet 3 of 6

SERVER B

US 2003/0065591 A1

SERVER C

Toeh net b FSU

ATLANTA«
Georgis Tach can move
Towan K fist Attt Const
Confarsnca crawn in might
yosrs ave fucthar namaga
Florida State 4 league t
toons whan they collcs
Salurgas avaning The No
Yatiow achets
{51 40 ACC) ate the
conferance s kons urbesinn
Inarn sftor ratyng fom a 21
o cefica tmst Saturday %
cweat prevauty
Unos*eated Vigina 41 38
A FSU boss woula all but
sliminata the Sammois (6
13 1) who nave won cr
hared the league
championship 15 all five

100

315

335

Tech net for FSU

ATLANTA
Georgia Tech can move
toward s first Atlantic Coast
Conference crown 10 aight
years and further damage
Flonda State’s league tile
hopes when they colhide
Saturday evening The No
19 Yellow Jackets
(5-1, 4-0 ACC) are the
conference’s lone unbeaten
team after raltying froma 21+
pomt deficit last Saturday to
defeat previously
undefeated Virginia, 41-38
An FSU loss would all but
eliminate the Semingles (6-
1, 3-1), who have won or
shared the league
championship n all five
seasons in the ACC
Game report
Coliege front page

325

S

oo
o 22 Y. D
B Create & book your dream vacation online g Click here to volelP
. with Travelocity com Vacations 35— Y
Travelocity.com~ 2 il —

Go here to start your vacation now

Click here to vole for Travelocityl

Book Rent Reserve Vacanors Special Destination
aflight a Car a Hotel & Cruises Deals Guide
T $ ow for our FREE Segure Transachy
TRAVELTOOLS || CE2iifiets & vaetnewsetsr anGaa
— RESERVATIONS =

« Text-based Reservations
» Become a Free Member
« Your Ticket Status

* Your Reservaions

¢ Your Persona! Profite

¢ Departures & Amvals

+ Fare Listing

o Fare Watcher E-mail

+ Flight Paging

o Travel Agency Locater
+ Consobidator Fares

Features —

[Bouk Your Roundinp Flight Now!

Log in here o search for roundiap flight by lowest fare and special offers

hg?ngl — Password l____]
o[ on
l(.gomg |:] Rem |Feb :I 600 AM jl

Travelocly Special Features

Come see the new Las Vegas!
Las Vegas has over 85 billion in new resorts opening
1n 1939, including The Mandalay Bay, apening in

of our lowes rales at Las Vegas' newest resorts'

March Come here to see haw you can take agvantage

FIG. 3




Patent Application Publication  Apr. 3,2003 Sheet 4 of 6 US 2003/0065591 A1

DEMAND 400
AGGREGATION AND =R
DISTRIBUTION
SERVER DEMAND AGGREGATION
PROCESSOR 405
425 430

ngns/lng SUPPLIER
DATASTORE DATASTORE
RESPONSE PACKAGING 420
PROCESSOR —~—
NETWORK

INTERFACE [ 44°

|

TO BUYERS,
SUPPLIERS

FIG. 4




Patent Application Publication  Apr. 3,2003 Sheet 5 of 6 US 2003/0065591 A1

510
] CONSUMER
-~ PACKAGE
| RESPONSE
A~ COMMITMENT TO
PURCHASE
PACKAGE
)
\ \
\_ )| DEMAND AGGREGATIONAND | 400
DISTRIBUTION SERVER
CONSUMER
DEMAND
AGGREGATED PROVIDE PURCHASE

DEMAND FOR ITEM(S) :

PACKAGE RESPONSE -~ .4+

-~ NOTIFICATION

~

SUPPLIER
INTERFACE

FIG. 5



Patent Application Publication  Apr. 3,2003 Sheet 6 of 6 US 2003/0065591 A1

: 605
INPUT/SUBMIT CONSUMER DEMAND f
Y A
ACCESS SUPPLIERS' f610 | AGGERS SUPPLIERS f650
Sl AL 5 BUETS
OFFERINGS PACKAGE RESPONSE
\ A 4
GENERATE PACKAGE(S) f 615 PROVIDE IDENTIFIED f 655
BASED ON SUPPLIERS’ SUPPLIERS INFORMATION
OFFERINGS ON CONSUMER DEMAND
\ 4 A
620 660
RECEIVE PACKAGE
NOTIFY CONSUMERS OF
PACKAGE RESPONSE(S) J RS ONSE (S EROM J

A4

625 665
RECEIVE COMMITMENT
NOTIFY CONSUMERS OF
TO PURCHASE PACKAGE j PACKAGE RESPONSE(S) f

FROM CONSUMER(S)

A4

Y Y

630 670
SS) oF |/ RECEIVE COMMITMENT |

NOTIFY SUPPLIER

PURCHASE(S TO PURCHASE PACKAGE

FROM CONSUMER(S)

Y

NOTIEY SUPPLIER(S) OF |/ o7
FIG. 6 PURCHASE(S)




US 2003/0065591 Al

DEMAND AGGREGATION AND DISTRIBUTION
SYSTEM

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION
[0001] A. Field of the Invention

[0002] This invention relates to electronic commerce and,
more particularly, to an apparatus and methods for deter-
mining consumer demand for goods and services such as
travel-related products. This invention also relates to an
apparatus and methods for distributing information reflect-
ing consumer demand for goods and services to multiple
suppliers capable of supplying the goods and services in
demand for the purpose of packaging goods and services and
offering those packages to the consumers.

[0003] B. Description of the Related Art

[0004] The Internet has been hailed the marketplace of the
future, a result of its accessibility and usability. A computer
equipped with a communication mechanism such as a
modem and telephone connection is nearly all that is nec-
essary to gain access to the Internet. A program called a
browser, such as the Netscape Navigator from Netscape
Corporation, makes it a simple task to traverse the vast
network of information available on the Internet and, spe-
cifically, its subpart known as the “World Wide Web.”

[0005] The architecture of the Web follows a conventional
client-server model. The terms “client” and “server” are
used to refer to a computer’s general role as a requester of
data (the client) or provider of data (the server). Under the
Web environment, Web browsers reside in clients and spe-
cially formatted “Web documents” reside on Internet (Web)
servers. Web clients and Web servers communicate using a
conventional protocol called “HyperText Transfer Protocol”
(HTTP).

[0006] In operation, a browser opens a connection to a
server and initiates a request for a document. The server
delivers the requested document, typically in the form coded
in a standard such as the “HyperText Markup Language”
(HTML) format. After the document is delivered, the con-
nection is closed. The browser displays the document or
performs a function designated by the document.

[0007] Every day, more people gain access to the Web, and
every day, more of them are shopping online. Online shop-
ping provides a level of convenience they want, need and
will soon demand. Electronic commerce or “e-commerce” is
the term often used to refer, at least in part, to online
shopping on the Web. E-commerce is a unique opportunity
for businesses of any size. E-commerce can expand a
company’s marketplace-and consequently, its customer
database. By simply providing a Web server having infor-
mation on the company’s product offerings and the customer
database, and linking the Web server to the Web, the
company can track visits, sales, buying trends and product
preferences-all at the customer level. The company can then
present its customers with products they are most likely to
buy-on an individual basis. For this reason alone most
marketing professionals consider the Web to be one of the
best direct marketing tools.

[0008] But the number of retailers with online stores is
growing exponentially every year, making it increasingly
difficult for online shoppers to navigate the Web to locate
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particular products at the best prices. This challenge for
consumers also introduces a problem for merchants in
designing campaigns to attract consumers to the merchants’
Web sites and away from their competitors’ sites.

[0009] Certain known business methods, and conventional
implementations of those methods on the Internet, give
consumers greater control over a business deal by permitting
consumers to request products and services and set the price
they are willing to pay for those products and services, such
as travel products like airfare, car rentals, and similar travel
commodities. See, for example, systems disclosed in U.S.
Pat. Nos. 5,794,207 and 5,845,265. One example of this type
of business method is currently available on the Internet at
the Uniform Resource Locator (“URL”) www.priceli-
ne.com. Priceline.com claims to communicate consumer
demand for products and services derived from the requests
directly to suppliers or to their private databases. Consumers
agree to hold their offers open for a specified period of time
to enable priceline.com to fulfill their offers from inventory
provided by the suppliers. By requiring consumers to be
flexible with respect to suppliers, priceline.com claims to
enable suppliers to generate incremental revenue without
disrupting their existing distribution channels or retail pric-
ing structures. But this approach fails to recognize the
importance of the information on consumer demand that is
not satisfied by the inventory provided by the suppliers.

[0010] Other business methods, and conventional imple-
mentations of those methods on the Internet, also collect
demand but for a different purpose. One conventional
approach (currently located at the URL www.accompany-
.com) collects demand for a particular product or service for
the purpose of securing increased savings on that product or
service based on the demand. For example, using this
approach one to five consumers would obtain a particular
discount on a product but if an additional consumer also
seeks to obtain the same product then all six consumers
would obtain a further discount. Like the priceline.com
example, this too fails to recognize the importance of the
information on consumer demand that is not satisfied by the
inventory provided by the suppliers.

[0011] There is therefore a need for a system that can
attract more consumers to a Web server by delivering
products and services based on demand collected from
consumers but not otherwise satisfied by suppliers. Such a
system not only permits the server to expose more consum-
ers to its products and services but also it permits the server
to expose an increasing number of consumers to information
such a advertisements for products and services.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

[0012] Methods, systems, and articles of manufacture con-
sistent with the present invention overcome the shortcom-
ings of existing systems by aggregating and satisfying
demand for items. In one implementation consistent with the
present invention a data processing system aggregates infor-
mation reflecting demand for an item based on input
requests associated with the item each request having been
received from a remote user and including remote user
identification information, provides the aggregated informa-
tion to a plurality of suppliers, each capable of supplying the
item, receives at least one proposed response from at least
one of the suppliers, including a proposal for providing the
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item to the remote users, and provides the proposed response
to the remote users based on the remote user identification
information. Aggregated information is provided without the
remote user identification information associated the
requests.

[0013] In another implementation consistent with the
present invention that aggregates and satisfies demand for
travel products, a data processing system aggregates infor-
mation reflecting demand for a set of travel products based
on input requests, each request having been received from a
remote user and including remote user identification infor-
mation, selects a group travel product based on the aggre-
gated information, and provides information reflecting the
group travel product to the remote users based on the remote
user identification information. To select the group travel
product based on the aggregated information, the data pro-
cessing system may provide the aggregated information to a
plurality of travel product suppliers, and receive responses
from a set of the travel product suppliers, each response
including information reflecting a proposed group travel
product, wherein each proposed group travel product reflects
a discount for the corresponding travel product that is
determined based on the aggregated information. With this
approach for selecting the group travel product, information
reflecting the group travel product may be provided to the
remote users based on the remote user identification infor-
mation by transmitting travel option information related to at
least one of the proposed group travel products to a set of the
remote users based on the aggregated information.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[0014] The accompanying drawings, which are incorpo-
rated in and constitute a part of this specification, illustrate
an implementation of the invention and, together with the
description, serve to explain the advantages and principles
of the invention. In the drawings,

[0015] FIG. 1 is a pictorial diagram of a computer net-
work in which systems consistent with the present invention
may be implemented;

[0016] FIG. 2 shows a computer network containing a
client system and a server system;

[0017] FIG. 3 illustrates the retrieval of remote image and
text and their integration in a document;

[0018] FIG. 4 illustrates a savings discovery server and its
relationship to other computers in a manner consistent with
the principle of the present invention;

[0019] FIG. 5 is a block diagram of the architecture of a
savings discovery server in a manner consistent with the
principle of the present invention; and

[0020] FIG. 6 is a flow chart of the steps performed by a
savings discovery server in a manner consistent with the
principle of the present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

[0021] Reference will now be made in detail to an imple-
mentation consistent with the present invention as illustrated
in the accompanying drawings. Wherever possible, the same
reference numbers will be used throughout the drawings and
the following description to refer to the same or like parts.
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[0022] Introduction

[0023] Systems consistent with the present invention
enable consumers to specify demand for particular goods
and services. The systems use this information to target
particular goods and services to the consumers.

[0024] Systems consistent with the present invention col-
lect consumer demand for particular goods and services. In
the case of travel, this demand may include preferred travel
itineraries, including the location of departure and destina-
tion, travel dates, and period of stay at the destination.

[0025] The systems then derive a package including a set
of goods or services capable of satisfying the consumer
demand. In the travel example, a package may include all
components of the consumers’ preferred travel itinerary, i.e.,
round trip airfare and accommodations during a stay at the
destination.

[0026] The package may be derived from stored informa-
tion reflecting the goods and services available from mul-
tiple suppliers. In another configuration, suppliers capable of
providing the goods and services in demand may be notified
of demand from a pool of consumers and asked to provide
one or more components to a package. Again in the travel
example, a repository such as a computerized reservation
system (“CRS”), an example of which is available from
Sabre Inc., may be used to identify the suppliers as well as
their inventory of travel products such that a set of products
can be combined to form a package. The CRS also has
pricing information with which to properly price the pack-
age. Alternative, the repository, such as a CRS, may be used
to identify potential suppliers for a package for the purpose
of seeking input from each potential supplier on a compo-
nent or components for a package.

[0027] Information reflecting these packages is then pro-
vided to selected consumers based on the demand informa-
tion. If a consumer indicates interest in travel from point A
to point B, he receives information on any packages satis-
fying this interest. The consumer generally does not receive
information on any other packages unless a determination is
made that such other package(s) would be of interest to the
consumer. For example, it may be determined that a package
involving travel from point A to point C might be of interest
to a particular consumer because of a relationship between
points B and C. In this event, the consumer that indicates
interest in travel from point A to point B may also receive
information on a package from point A to point C.

[0028] Systems consistent with the present invention may
also be used to complete a transaction involving a package
offered to the consumers by accepting payment for the
package. Additionally, payment may be made to the suppli-
er(s) of component(s) of the package based on the compo-
nent provided. At this point the component supplier(s) may
learn the identity of the consumer(s) making the purchase
for the first time. This protects the consumer from unwanted
solicitations directly from the suppliers.

[0029] Network Architecture

[0030] FIG. 1 illustrates a conceptual diagram of a com-
puter network 100, such as the Internet. Computer network
100 comprises small computers (such as computers 102,
104, 106, 108, 110 and 112) and large computers (such as
servers 120 and 122). In general, small computers are
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“personal computers” or workstations and are the sites at
which a human user operates the computer to make requests
for data from other computers or servers on the network.
Usually, the requested data resides in large computers. In
this scenario, small computers are clients and the large
computers are servers.

[0031] In this specification, the terms “client” and “server”
are used to refer to a computer’s general role as a requester
of data (client) or provider of data (server). In general, the
size of a computer or the resources associated with it do not
preclude the computer’s ability to act as a client or a server.
Further, each computer may request data in one transaction
and provide data in another transaction, thus changing the
computer’s role from client to server, or vice versa.

[0032] A client, such as computer 102, may request a file
from server A 120. Since computer 102 is directly connected
to server A 120, for example, through a local area network,
this request would not normally result in a transfer of data
over what is shown as “network” of FIG. 1. The “network”
of FIG. 1 represents, for example, the Internet, which is an
interconnection of networks. A different request from com-
puter 102 may be for a file that resides in server B 122. In
this case, the data is transferred from server B 122 through
the network to server A 120 and, finally, to computer 102.
The distance between server A 120 and server B 122 may be
very long, e.g. across continents, or very short, e.g., within
the same city. Further, in traversing the network the data may
be transferred through several intermediate servers and
many routing devices, such as bridges and routers.

[0033] FIG. 2 shows, in more detail, an example of a
client-server system interconnected through network 100. In
this example, a server system 222 is interconnected through
network 100 to client system 220. Client system 220
includes conventional components such as a processor 224,
memory 225 (¢.g. RAM), a bus 226 which couples processor
224 and memory 225, a mass storage device 227 (e.g. a
magnetic hard disk or an optical storage disk) coupled to
processor 224 and memory 225 through an I/O controller
228 and a network interface 229, such as a conventional
modem.

[0034] Server system 222 also includes conventional com-
ponents such as a processor 234, memory 235 (e.g. RAM),
a bus 236 which couples processor 234 and memory 235, a
mass storage device 237 (e.g. a magnetic or optical disk)
coupled to processor 234 and memory 235 through an I/O
controller 238 and a network interface 239, such as a
conventional modem. It will be appreciated from the
description below that the present invention may be imple-
mented in software which is stored as executable instruc-
tions on a computer readable medium on the client and
server systems, such as mass storage devices 227 and 237
respectively, or in memories 225 and 235 respectively.

[0035] Distributed Document Retrieval

[0036] The Internet consists of a worldwide computer
network that communicates using well defined protocol
known as the Internet Protocol (IP). Computer systems that
are directly connected to the Internet each have an unique
address consisting of four numbers separated by periods
such as “192.101.0.3”. To simplify Internet addressing, a
“Domain Name System” was created that allows users to
access Internet resources with a simpler alphanumeric nam-
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ing system. For example, the name “travelocity.com” is the
name for a computer operated by SABRE Inc.

[0037] To further define the addresses of resources on the
Internet, a Uniform Resource Locator system was created
that uses a Uniform Resource Locator (URL) as a descriptor
that specifically defines a type of Internet resource and its
location. URLs have the following format: “resource-type://
domain.address/path-name.” The “resource-type” defines
the type of Internet resource. Web documents, for example,
are identified by the resource type “http”, which indicates
the protocol used to access the document.

[0038] To access a document on the Web, the user enters
a URL for the Web document into a browser program
executing on a client system with a connection to the
Internet. The Web browser then sends a request in accor-
dance with the HT'TP protocol to the Web server that has the
Web document using the URL. The Web server responds to
the request by transmitting the requested object to the client.
In most cases, the object is a plain text document containing
text (in ASCII) that is written in HTML. Such objects often
contain hyperlinks to other Web documents. The Web
browser displays the HTML document on the screen for the
user and the hyperlinks to other Web documents are empha-
sized in some fashion such that the user can selected the
hyperlink.

[0039] In some instances, the HTML document may con-
tain data from more than one server. For example, FIG. 3
illustrates the retrieval of remote text and images and their
integration in a Web document by a client system 340. In
FIG. 3, server A 310 contains an image 315, server B 320
contains a combination of text and image data 325 and
server C 330 contains text data 335. Each of these servers is
remotely located from the other servers and client 340. The
transfer of data is via network 100. It should be appreciated
that the text and image files could be located in the same
server which is remote from client 340.

[0040] Different techniques are available to display these
types of composite Web documents. For example, a program
called a servlet executing on one of the servers may combine
data from the various servers referenced in a selected Web
document and transmit the composite Web document to the
client. In other configurations, the client may utilize a
program called an applet, which may be transmitted to the
client from one of the servers, to access the multiple servers
offering parts of the composite and to build the composite
Web document.

[0041] System Architecture and Operation

[0042] Systems consistent with the present invention
employ a demand aggregation and distribution server, for
example, the server 400 shown in FIG. 4. Server 400 is
connected to a network interface 445 that facilitates com-
munication with consumers and suppliers on the Internet.
Server 400 includes a number of components, demand
aggregation processor 405, response packaging processor
420, consumer demand datastore 425 and supplier datastore
430. The operation of each of these components will be
explained below with reference to FIGS. 5 and 6.

[0043] FIG. 5 shows a demand aggregation and distribu-
tion server 400 and machines distributed in the network
having facilities such as interfaces for a consumer and
supplier to communicate with server 400. These interfaces
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may be, for example, Web browser programs. FIG. 5
illustrates an example of this configuration with consumer
interface 510 and supplier interface 530 communicably
connected to server 400. As shown multiple consumers and
multiple suppliers connect to and communicate with server
400.

[0044] Consumer demand for particular goods and ser-
vices is stored in datastore 425. For example, datastore 425
may include information reflecting a particular consumer’s
interest (i.e., demand) for a particular product. The datastore
425 also includes information identifying the consumer.
This identifying information may be used to contact the
consumer when the product in demand or a product that is
determined to be a comparable product becomes available.
For example, the identifying information may be selected
from the group consisting of the consumer’s name, street
address, telephone number, facsimile number, and e-mail
address.

[0045] 1In one configuration, suppliers provide information
on available goods and services. This information is stored
in datastore 430. For example, datastore 430 may include a
product inventory, such as seats available on scheduled
flights, rooms available in hotels, cars available at airports
for rental, and similar travel resources. This inventory may
be combined in advance by suppliers into packages, or
response packaging processor 420 can perform this function.
In an alternative configuration, datastore 430 may include
information identifying suppliers and reflecting the ability of
suppliers to satisfy demand for particular goods and services
but not specific information on the inventory of the suppli-
ers. In this case, suppliers capable of satisfying consumer
demand for particular goods and services can be identified
with reference to datastore 430 but the selected suppliers
based on the stored information would have to be contacted
to determine whether those suppliers have the necessary
inventory to satisfy the demand.

[0046] In operation, server 400 receives demand informa-
tion from consumers, including for example information
reflecting interest in acquiring particular products and ser-
vices. This information can be gathered using a variety of
conventional approaches. For example, a lottery may be
used with a free prize to the winner. Each consumer (i.e., a
perspective buyer) would fill out an entry form for the lottery
available at the server 400. The form would include fields for
information on the consumer’s travel demand. For example,
a group of consumers may indicate that they all wish to
travel from New York, New York to Miami, Fla. on Dec. 23,
1999 and return to New York on Jan. 5, 2000. One partici-
pant in the lottery would win a free prize, for example, a trip
of the participant’s design or a trip specified by the operator.
The server 400, however, would maintain the demand

[0047] Consumer interface 510 allows each buyer to input
information reflecting demand for products and services.
Datastore 425 persistently stores the consumers’ demand for
subsequent access/marketing analysis. The interface 510
also permits each consumer to receive information from the
server 400, including information on package responses. In
the example where multiple consumers indicate an interest
in round trip travel between New York and Miami on
particular dates, server 400 would offer those consumers a
travel package including, for example, the requested round
trip travel, accommodations during their stay in Miami and
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transportation such as a car rental. Information on such a
package may be stored in the supplier datastore 430. Alter-
natively, server 400 may provide available suppliers with
information on the aggregated consumer demand with the
suppliers providing the package responses. The server 400
would then offer all of the package responses to the con-
sumers or select one or more of the responses and provide
only the selected response(s) to the consumers.

[0048] Supplier interface 530 allows product and service
suppliers to input, configure, target, and maintain products,
including pre-packaged products and services in the datas-
tore 430. This datastore 430 may contain pre-packaged
offerings of products and services that have been pre-
configured and pre-negotiated by consolidators. Alterna-
tively, in the configuration where server 400 provides avail-
able suppliers with information on the aggregated consumer
demand with the suppliers providing the package responses,
the information identifying suppliers in datastore 430 may
be used to locate the available suppliers to whom the
demand information should be transmitted.

[0049] FIG. 6 is a flow chart of the operations performed
by server 400. Two alternative methods of operation are
illustrated (i.e. steps 610 to 630 and steps 650 to 675). In the
first step of both methods the server 400 receives the buyers’
demand for products and/or services (step 605). Preferably,
demand aggregation processor 405 performs this operation.
Then in the first method, after server 400 receives the
demand information (and stores it in datastore 425), server
400 accesses datastore 430 for information on suppliers and
their offerings (e.g., products and services) (step 610) for the
purpose of generating one or more package responses (step
615). Response packaging processor 420 performs this
operation. For example, one supplier may offer round trip air
travel between New York and Miami and another supplier
may offer hotel accommodations in Miami. In this case
server 400 combines information on the offerings of both of
these companies together into a package.

[0050] Server 400 then uses response packaging processor
420 to notify the relevant consumers, based on the demand
information, of the available package(s) that likely satisfy
the consumer demand (step 620). Server 400 uses the stored
identification information for consumers to perform this
notification step. Assuming consumers are interested in
purchasing a package provided by server 400, response
packaging processor 420 may receive a purchase commit-
ment from one or more consumers (step 625). This com-
mitment can take the form of an unsecured reservation or a
purchase using, for example, a credit card or other electronic
payment method. The server 400 then notifies the relevant
supplier(s) of the purchase commitments received from the
consumers (step 630). This notification may simply be a
indication of the purchase commitment or it may include a
payment to the supplier(s) for the purchased package. With
the latter approach, suppliers do not have access to infor-
mation identifying the consumers until after the consumer
commits to a particular package. This protects the consum-
er’s anonymity from the supplier(s) until after a purchase
commitment is made.

[0051] In the alternative operation, server 400 accesses
datastore 430 for information identifying suppliers capable
of providing one or more components to a package derived
from the consumer demand information (step 650). Server
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400 then provides information on the consumer demand to
the identified suppliers (step 655) and receives any
responses with information useful for a package response
(step 660). For example, Alpha Airlines may be identified as
a potential supplier to respond to consumer demand. Alpha
Airlines may respond with information reflecting an offer to
carry 50 or more consumers from New York to Miami on
Dec. 23,1999 at a particular airfare. Hospitality Hotels may
have also been identified as a potential supplier to respond
to consumer demand. The hotel company may have
responded with information reflecting an offer to house 50 or
more consumers between Dec. 23, 1999 to Jan. 3, 2000 at a
particular price per room per night. Server 400 combines this
information into a package response and notifies the relevant
consumers (step 665). Alternatively, one supplier may pro-
vide a complete package response that server 400 passes on
to the consumers. The remaining steps 670 and 675 are the
same as steps 625 and 630 of the first method.

[0052] Conclusion

[0053] As explained, systems consistent with the present
invention permit consumers to specify demand for particular
goods and services. Such systems use this demand informa-
tion to target packages of goods or services to the consum-
ers.

[0054] The foregoing description of an implementation of
the invention has been presented for purposes of illustration
and description. It is not exhaustive and does not limit the
invention to the precise form disclosed. Modifications and
variations are possible in light of the above teachings or may
be acquired from practicing of the invention. For example,
the described implementation includes software but the
present invention may be implemented as a combination of
hardware and software or in hardware alone. The invention
may be implemented with both object-oriented and non-
object-oriented  programming systems. Additionally,
although aspects of the present invention are described as
being stored in memory, one skilled in the art will appreciate
that these aspects can also be stored on other types of
computer-readable media, such as secondary storage
devices, like hard disks, floppy disks, or CD-ROM: a carrier
wave from the Internet or other propagation medium; or
other forms of RAM or ROM. The scope of the invention is
defined by the claims and their equivalents.

What is claimed is:

1. A method for aggregating and satisfying demand for
items, the method comprising the steps performed by a data
processing system, of:

aggregating information reflecting demand for an item
based on input requests associated with the item, each
request having been received from a remote user and
including remote user identification information;

providing the aggregated information to a plurality of
suppliers, each capable of supplying the item without
also providing remote user identification information
from the requests;

receiving at least one proposed response from at least one
of the suppliers, including a proposal for providing the
item to the remote user; and

providing the proposed response to the remote user based
on the remote user identification information.
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2. A method for aggregating and satisfying demand for
travel products, the method comprising the steps performed
by a data processing system, of:

aggregating information reflecting demand for a set of
travel products based on input requests, each request
having been received from a remote user and including
remote user identification information;

selecting a group travel product based on the aggregated
information; and

providing information reflecting the group travel product

to the remote user based on the remote user identifi-
cation information.

3. The method of claim 2, wherein the step of selecting a

group travel product based on the aggregated information
includes the substeps of:

providing the aggregated information to a plurality of
travel product suppliers;

and

receiving responses from a set of the travel product
suppliers, each response including information reflect-
ing a proposed group travel product, wherein each
proposed group travel product reflects a discount for
the corresponding travel product that is determined
based on the aggregated information, and wherein the
step of providing information reflecting the group
travel product to the remote user based on the remote
user identification information includes the substep of:

transmitting travel option information related to at least
one of the proposed group travel products to a set of
remote users based on the aggregated information.
4. A system for aggregating and satisfying demand for
items, comprising:

a processor for executing programs; and

a memory for storing a program executable by the pro-
cessor, the stored program including instructions for (i)
aggregating information reflecting demand for an item
based on input requests associated with the item, each
request having been received from a remote user and
including remote user identification information, (ii)
providing the aggregated information to a plurality of
suppliers, each capable of supplying the item without
also providing remote user identification information
from the requests, (iii) receiving at least one proposed
response from at least one of the suppliers, including a
proposal for providing the item to the remote users, and
(iv) providing the proposed response to the remote
users based on the remote user identification informa-
tion.

5. A system for aggregating and satisfying demand for

travel products. comprising:

a processor for executing programs; and

a memory for storing a program executable by the pro-
cessor, the stored program including instructions for (i)
aggregating information reflecting demand for a set of
travel products based on input requests, each request
having been received from a remote user and including
remote user identification information, (ii) selecting a
group travel product based on the aggregated informa-
tion, and (iii) providing information reflecting the
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group travel product to the remote users based on the
remote user identification information.

6. The system of claim 5, wherein selecting a group travel
product based on the aggregated information includes (a)
providing the aggregated information to a plurality of travel
product suppliers, and (b) receiving responses from a set of
the travel product suppliers, each response including infor-
mation reflecting a proposed group travel product, wherein
each proposed group travel product reflects a discount for
the corresponding travel product that is determined based on
the aggregated information, and wherein providing infor-
mation reflecting the group travel product to the remote
users based on the remote user identification information
includes (a) transmitting travel option information related to
at least one of the proposed group travel products to a set of
the remote users based on the aggregated information.

7. A computer readable medium containing instructions
for controlling a computer system to perform a method for
aggregating and satisfying demand for items, the method
comprising:

aggregating information reflecting demand for an item
based on input requests associated with the item, each
request having been received from a remote user and
including remote user identification information;

providing the aggregated information to a plurality of
suppliers, each capable of supplying the item without
also providing remote user identification information
from the requests;

receiving at least one proposed response from at least one
of the suppliers, including a proposal for providing the
item to the remote users; and

providing the proposed response to the remote users based

on the remote user identification information.

8. A computer readable medium containing instructions
for controlling a computer system to perform a method for
aggregating and satisfying demand for travel products, the
method comprising:

aggregating information reflecting demand for a set of
travel products based on input requests, each request
having been received from a remote user and including
remote user identification information;

selecting a group travel product based on the aggregated
information; and

providing information reflecting the group travel product
to the remote users based on the remote user identifi-
cation information.
9. The computer readable medium of claim 8, wherein
selecting a group travel product based on the aggregated
information includes:

providing the aggregated information to a plurality of
travel product suppliers; and

receiving responses from a set of the travel product
suppliers, each response including information reflect-
ing a proposed group travel product, wherein each
proposed group travel product reflects a discount for
the corresponding travel product that is determined
based on the aggregated information, and wherein
providing information reflecting the group travel prod-
uct to the remote users based on the remote user
identification information includes:
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transmitting travel option information related to at least
one of the proposed group travel products to a set of
the remote users based on the aggregated informa-
tion.
10. A method for aggregating and satisfying demand for
items, the method comprising the steps performed by a data
processing system, of:

receiving information reflecting demand for a set of items
by a plurality of users;

accessing a memory for information on a plurality of
suppliers and their offerings to identify suppliers hav-
ing offerings capable of satisfying the demand;

generating one or more package responses, each package
response reflecting offerings of at least one of the
identified suppliers;

notifying each of the plurality of users of each package
response using stored information identifying a loca-
tion to address any package responses to each of the
user.

11. The method of claim 10, further comprising:

receiving a purchase commitment from a first user of the
plurality of users, including information identifying a
package response selected by the first user and payment
information identifying the first user’s selected form of
payment for the selected package response.

12. The method of claim 11, further comprising:

notifying the supplier associated with the selected pack-
age response the purchase commitment.
13. A method for aggregating and satisfying demand for
items, the method comprising the steps performed by a data
processing system, of:

receiving information reflecting demand for a set of items
by a plurality of users;

providing a plurality of suppliers with a notification
reflecting the demand information;

receiving one or more package responses from suppliers,
each package response representing a supplier’s offer-
ing intended by the supplier to satisfy the demand;

notifying each of the plurality of users of each package
response using stored information identifying a loca-
tion to address any package responses to each of the
user.

14. The method of claim 13, further comprising:

receiving a purchase commitment from a first user of the
plurality of users, including information identifying a
package response selected by the first user and payment
information identifying the first user’s selected form of
payment for the selected package response.

15. The method of claim 14, further comprising:

notifying the supplier associated with the selected pack-
age response the purchase commitment.
16. A system for aggregating and satisfying demand for
items comprising:

means for receiving information reflecting demand for a
set of items by a plurality of users;
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means for accessing a memory for information on a
plurality of suppliers and their offerings to identify
suppliers having offerings capable of satisfying the
demand,;

means for generating one or more package responses,
each package response reflecting offerings of at least
one of the identified suppliers;

means for notifying each of the plurality of users of each
package response using stored information identifying
a location to address any package responses to each of
the user.

17. The system of claim 16, further comprising:

means for receiving a purchase commitment from a first
user of the plurality of users, including information
identifying a package response selected by the first user
and payment information identifying the first user’s
selected form of payment for the selected package
response.

18. The system of claim 17, further comprising:

means for notifying the supplier associated with the

selected package response the purchase commitment.

19. A system for aggregating and satisfying demand for
items, comprising:

means for receiving information reflecting demand for a
set of items by a plurality of users;

means for providing a plurality of suppliers with a noti-
fication reflecting the demand information;

means for receiving one or more package responses from
suppliers, each package response representing a sup-
plier’s offering intended by the supplier to satisfy the
demand; and

means for notifying each of the plurality of users of each
package response a using stored information identify-
ing a location to address any package responses to each
of the user.
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20. The system of claim 19, further comprising:

means for receiving a purchase commitment from a first
user of the plurality of users, including information
identifying a package response selected by the first user
and payment information identifying the first user’s
selected form of payment for the selected package
response.

21. The system of claim 20, further comprising:

means for notifying the supplier associated with the
selected package response the purchase commitment.

22. A computer-implemented method for aggregating and
satisfying demand for items using a network, comprising:

providing an interface in the network for consumer and
supplier to share information concerning items;

permitting each one of a set of consumers access to the
interface to provide consumer demand information
reflecting demand for a set of items;

permitting a set of suppliers access to the interface to
review aggregated demand information that reflects the
information provided by all of the consumers in the set
of consumers, each one of the suppliers in the set of
suppliers being selected based on stored information
reflecting each supplier’s ability to satisfy the demand
for the set of items;

receiving one or more package responses, each package
response reflecting offerings of at least one of the
selected suppliers;

notifying each of the plurality of users of each package
response using stored information identifying a loca-
tion to address any package responses to each of the
user.



