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57 ABSTRACT

In one embodiment, systems and methods for on-line selling
and booking of cruises enable a plurality of customers,
agents, and cruise lines to interact with a cruise selling and
booking system via communication mediums. An interactive
tool is provided for compiling, reviewing, and processing
information obtained from the cruise lines, customers, and
agents. Customers and/or agents may search for and com-
pare various cruise packages to find a cruise that best suits
the customer needs and desires.
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Remember to sell our speciol 7

Phil_Test (555) 5551111
Select A Cruise %] Best Price Motrix
Carnival Cormwel—roprosie — 09/08/2001 (B7WEB)

Tropicole~ 09/08/2001
7-Night Western Caribbeon from
Fort Lauderdole

Princess Dawn Privess 03B

7070

- GG /Promo
Princess Best FIT| Best TRVL . o
Down Princess— 09,/08/2001 CatlUpg|Tope rmee L 55— Best Price Description
7—Night Culf of Alaska Voyage
of the Claciers D »12 SUITE|»} 99999.00; 5500.00 | |4500.00
Royol Coribbean m »6D OUT |»}99999.00] 3400.00} |2900.00
Explorer of the Seas— 09/08/2001| | [|»6C OUT [+]99999.00] N/A N/A
7-Night Miami to Miom Ofee OUT |+]99999.00] 2598.00 | |2200.00
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Goverment Fee 0.00 [H{Goverment Fee 10,00
Transportation Fee 0.000.00 {[|Transportation Fee 20.00
Transportation Toxes 0.00 ||| Transportation Taxes 1.00
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Sot | 08/14 | At Seo [] 1 Sot {03/14 | inside Possage 02
<] | I 4] 1 I3
Rules & Restrictions Rules & Restrictions
Depaosit & Payment: 4 ||| Deposit & Poyment: B
Date and Amount TBD Date and Amount TBD
Age: Age:
Adult: N/A m Aduit: N/A |
Child: 5 yrs+ Child; N/A
Infant: Not Allowed Infant: N/A
o Credit Cards Accepted: VISA fw||| Credit Cords Accepted: AMEX ] o
Y Y

7772 7774
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TOTAL 1,252.00 1,252.00 2,504.00 358.40
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SYSTEMS AND METHODS OF ON-LINE
BOOKING OF CRUISES

RELATED APPLICATION

[0001] This application claims the benefit of U.S. Provi-
sional Application No. 60/168,871 filed Dec. 3, 1999, the
disclosure of which is hereby incorporated by reference.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

[0002] The present systems and methods relate to on-line
booking of cruises and in particular concern applications
designed to facilitate cruise price comparisons, reservations,
booking, and customer management by travel agents as well
as individual customers.

BACKGROUND

[0003] The growth of the cruise industry has created an
increase in the number of passenger cruise lines that sail
each year. Each cruise line offers a variety of sailings that
vary depending on destination, travel date, cruise ship, cabin
category, cabin room, and so forth. While such variety is
appealing to potential customers, finding the cruise package
that best fits the customer’s preferences and budget is often
difficult.

[0004] One of the most daunting tasks for a travel agent is
keeping track of all of the available cruise sailings. The large
amount of information pertaining to each sailing combined
with constantly changing information such as pricing and
availability makes managing the cruise sailing data very
difficult. In addition, each cruise line tends to use its own
format for categorizing, storing, and accessing cruise data.
Commonly, travel agents choose to work with a select
number of the major cruise lines and avoid offering travel
packages from the smaller or less familiar cruise lines
limiting the customer’s choices. In many instances, custom-
ers must call several different travel agents to compile a
complete set of cruise options which is time-consuming and
frustrating for the customer and burdensome for the travel
agents.

[0005] Another common problem is that travel agents do
not offer generic cruise packages, but instead spend large
amounts of time determining the preferences of each indi-
vidual customer. A travel agent spends, on average, well
over one hour with each customer to find cruises that match
the customer’s preferences taking into account, for example,
past cruise bookings and individual preferences. To actually
complete a cruise booking transaction, it takes an average of
ten to fifteen phone calls wherein the travel agent is con-
stantly contacting the customers and the cruise lines. This
process can take several weeks, and on many occasions, the
customer may decide not to book the cruise. Historically,
travel agents have been unable to track and manage this
customer information. For example, if a customer decides
not to book a cruise, but calls back a week later, the travel
agent has to rely on his notes to recall the customer’s
preferences, the cruise packages they discussed, the quotes
given to the customer, and so forth.

[0006] Another limiting factor of conventional approaches
is that separate computer systems are typically required to
complete transactions between the travel agents, their cus-
tomers, and the various cruise lines. For example, one
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system may provide an interface between the cruise line and
the agent, another may allow the agent to process cruise
payments, and another may collect standard contact infor-
mation from the customer. In addition, many of the cruse
lines require travel agents to purchase or lease a dedicated
computer system that will allow the travel agents to directly
tie into and communicate with the specific cruise line. Most
of these “proprietary” computer systems use highly archaic
programs that have a poorly designed interface. Acquisition
of the cumbersome systems is a costly endeavor for small
scale travel agencies that may not have enough business to
support many of the major cruise lines’ systems. Also, these
systems are limited in expandability, are difficult to keep
updated, and may become legacy systems (outdated) the day
that they are installed. A further problem with such systems
is that they typically incorporate information from a single
or a limited number of cruise lines. This results in the travel
agent having to purchase or lease different computer systems
and software packages to have access to multiple sets of
cruise line information increasing the travel agent’s costs
which typically must be passed onto the customer.

[0007] Another difficulty with conventional approaches is
that they fail to factor in customer flexibility. For some
customers, the price may be negotiable; for others, the dates
of travel may be adjusted. Such flexibility is often ignored
and only those cruises that meet a rigid set of criteria are
typically presented to the customer. For example, a customer
may prefer a cruise to Alaska departing on specific date. The
customer may, however, be interested in other cruises to
Alaska that depart before or after the specific date. More-
over, the customer may also want to know about the “special
discount™ cruise to Hawaii departing during the same time
and for the same price. Finding cruise packages that only fall
within a rigid set of criteria leave many cruise packages
ignored, even though the cruise packages may be of interest
to the customer.

[0008] Another common problem is that the large number
of options makes it difficult to compare accurately various
cruise packages. The customer may find prices for compet-
ing cruise packages, but unless the customer knows the exact
details of each cruise package, it is difficult for the customer
to figure out which cruise package is the “best deal.” For
example, suppose X offers a cruise to Panama for $3000 and
Y offers a similar cruise to Panama for $2800. Y appears to
be a better deal until the customer learns that X’s price is for
the Presidential Suite and Y’s price is for a Fourth Class
cabin. The many different categories of cruise cabin levels
further exacerbate these problems. For example, a single
cruise ship may have eight to ten different cabin categories.
In addition, other options such as special promotions may
also affect the comparison. For example, X may offer a
“special” senior citizen rate of $1700 for a cruise to Panama
with lodging in a First Class cabin. Such a promotion may
be of interest to customers that qualify for the special rate.
Cabin category levels and special promotions are just two of
many factors that are part of cruise packages. As more and
more factors are considered, comparing cruise packages
becomes increasingly more complex, thus making a com-
prehensive comparison of all available cruise choices to a
particular destination a daunting task even for a seasoned
travel agent.

[0009] Thus, travel agents are required to rely on expen-
sive, outdated, and proprietary systems, telephone and fac-



US 2003/0004760 Al

simile communication, as well as separate customer man-
agement systems to sell and book cruises.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

[0010] One embodiment of the present invention is a
method for selling and booking cruise packages utilizing a
web browser program to electronically communicate with a
cruise service web server via a data communications net-
work. The method comprises utilizing the web browser
program to log onto the cruise service web server over the
data communications network, submitting to the cruise
service web server customer profile information relating to
a customer, and submitting to the cruise service web server
customer sailing preference information relating to the cus-
tomer. The method also comprises receiving a set of cruise
sailings in a first electronic document from the cruise service
web server that relate to the customer sailing preference
information, selecting a plurality of cruise sailings from the
set of cruise sailings, and submitting the plurality of cruise
sailings to the cruise service web site. The method further
comprises receiving detailed cruise information in a second
electronic document form the cruise service web server
relating to the plurality of cruise sailings, interactively
comparing the detailed cruise information, submitting a
booking request for one of the plurality of cruise sailings to
the cruise service web site, and receiving a booking confir-
mation from the cruise service web site.

[0011] Another embodiment of the present invention is a
cruise booking system implemented in a web server envi-
ronment wherein a plurality of remote users use web
browser programs to electronically communicate with the
cruise booking system via a data communications network
that provides information for a plurality of cruise sailings
and facilitates booking of cruises. The cruise booking sys-
tem comprises a customer database configured to electroni-
cally store customer data, a cruise line database configured
to electronically store cruise line data, and a customer
management program module configured to track and man-
age information relating to a plurality of customers in the
customer database. The cruise booking system also com-
prises a cruise information program module configured to
search for and provide information about requested cruise
sailings in the cruise line database and a cruise booking
program module configured to book reservations for a
selected cruise sailing.

[0012] An additional embodiment of the present invention
is a method for booking cruises utilizing a cruise web server
environment to electronically communicate with a plurality
of remote users using web browser programs. The method
comprises receiving a range of search criteria from a remote
user’s web browser, obtaining cruise package information
that relates to the range of search criteria, and sending cruise
package information to the remote user’s web browser
program. The method further comprises receiving a selected
cruise package from the remote user’s web browser program
and booking the selected cruise package.

[0013] Another embodiment of the present invention is a
network node in a network comprising a user node having a
browser program coupled to the network, the user node
providing requests for information on the network. The
network node comprises a cruise booking node responsive to
a request from the user node to return cruise package
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information that relates to a range of search criteria and a
request from the user node to book a selected cruise package
from the user node.

[0014] An additional embodiment of the present invention
is a system for booking cruises. The system comprises an
electronic data structure of cruise package information
wherein the cruise package information includes informa-
tion from a plurality of cruise lines, a first program module
configured to receive requests for cruise package informa-
tion, and a second program module configured to obtain
cruise package information from the data structure based at
least upon a search request. The system also comprises a
third program module configured to prepare cruise package
information for electronic display, a fourth program module
configured to output cruise package information for elec-
tronic display, and a fifth program module configured to
book a cruise package based at least upon a booking request.

[0015] Another embodiment of the present invention is a
method of assisting the community of travel agents in selling
cruises to a plurality of customers in a computer system that
implements a web site that is accessible to a community of
travel agents using web browser programs to communicate
via a data communications network. The method comprises
receiving an customer identifier from a travel agent’s web
browser program, wherein the customer identifier represents
a customer, using the customer identifier to retrieve from an
electronic customer database corresponding customer infor-
mation, and receiving customer preferences from the travel
agent’s web browser program, wherein the customer pref-
erences include at least one of the customer’s preferred dates
of travel, preferred cruise destination, or preferred cruise
line supplier. The method also comprises using least one of
the customer preferences or the customer information to
retrieve from an electronic cruise sailing database a set of
potential cruise packages, transmitting the set of potential
cruise packages to the travel agent’s web browser program,
wherein the set of potential cruise packages are viewable in
a first electronic web document, and receiving an electronic
identifier representing a selected cruise package from the
travel agent’s web browser program, wherein the selected
cruise package is chosen from the set of potential cruise
packages. The method further comprises booking the cus-
tomer on the selected cruise package.

[0016] An additional embodiment of the present invention
is a method of assisting the community of customers in
selecting and booking cruises in a computer system that
implements a web site that is accessible to a community of
customers using web browser programs to communicate via
a data communications network. The method comprises
receiving a customer identifier from a customer’s web
browser program, using the customer identifier to retrieve
from an electronic customer database corresponding cus-
tomer information, and receiving customer preferences from
the customer’s web browser program, wherein the customer
preferences include at least one of the customer’s preferred
dates of travel, preferred cruise destination, or preferred
cruise line supplier. The method also comprises using least
one of the customer preferences or the customer information
to retrieve from an electronic cruise sailing database a set of
potential cruise packages and transmitting the set of poten-
tial cruise packages for display in a web document to the
customer’s web browser program. The method further com-
prises receiving an electronic identifier representing a






