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(57) ABSTRACT

Embodiments include systems and methods of a service that
allows hard copy and electronic media customers to proac-
tively specify, across a broad range of categories, the hard
copy mail and/or electronic media mail that they would or
would not like to receive. Embodiments include methods and
systems configured to allow customers of delivery services to
customize the flow of physical items such as hard copy or
other letters or parcels, for delivery or electronic media mail
from mailers based on highly specific customer-designated
criteria. The delivery service acts as a trusted third party to
serve as the intermediary between the recipient of the items
and mailers to provide privacy and manage a repository for a
customer-selected criteria database. In addition, one embodi-
ment provides verification and/or identification that mail
being sent meets the customer’s designated criteria.
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SYSTEM AND METHOD OF ELECTRONIC
AND PHYSICAL MAIL CATEGORIZATION
AND TARGETED DELIVERY

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

[0001] 1. Field of the Invention

[0002] The present application relates to methods and sys-
tems for delivery of mail and other packages.

[0003] 2. Description of the Related Technology

[0004] Mail customers are finding ways to control what
they receive or what they would like to receive within both
their physical mailbox and their electronic mailbox. For
example, by supporting “Do Not Mail Initiatives” recipients
can block generic types of mail from being delivered; and
with “Spam Filters”, email recipients can block receipt of
specific emails on a case by case basis. However, a need exists
for systems that can integrate such preferences across the
various types of media.

SUMMARY OF CERTAIN INVENTIVE ASPECTS

[0005] The system, method, and devices of the embodi-
ments each have several aspects, no single one of which is
solely responsible for its desirable attributes. Without limit-
ing the scope of the disclosed invention(s) as expressed by the
claims which follow, its more prominent features will now be
discussed briefly. After considering this discussion, and par-
ticularly after reading the section entitled “Detailed Descrip-
tion of Certain Embodiments” one will understand how the
features of the invention(s) provide advantages that include
improved recipient control over delivery of physical items
such as mail and packages and/or electronic mail delivery.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[0006] FIG. 1 is a block diagram illustrating systems for
delivering electronic and physical communications accord-
ing to one embodiment.

[0007] FIG. 2 is an illustration of an example mail item
addressed to a virtual address.

[0008] FIG. 3 is a flowchart illustrating one embodiment of
a method of delivering an item based on a virtual address.
[0009] FIG. 4 is a flowchart illustrating one embodiment of
establishing recipient delivery preferences.

[0010] FIG.5 is aflowchart illustrating one embodiment of
amethod of delivering an item based on recipient preferences.
[0011] FIG. 6 is a flowchart illustrating one embodiment of
another method of delivering an item based on recipient pref-
erences.

[0012] FIG.7 is aflowchart illustrating one embodiment of
another method of delivering an item based on an address list.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF CERTAIN
EMBODIMENTS

[0013] The following detailed description is directed to
certain specific embodiments. However, the invention(s) dis-
closed herein can be embodied in a multitude of different
ways as defined and covered by the claims. In this description,
reference is made to the drawings wherein like parts are
designated with like numerals throughout.

[0014] Reference to the term “mail” or “media” includes
letters, media, cards, periodicals, correspondence, packages
and other items that are handled and distributed in or by a
delivery system, including an electronic delivery system, and
the terms are used interchangeably herein.
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[0015] Many existing systems that provide control of hard
copy or electronic delivery of advertising and other types of
targeted email, provide limited “all or nothing™ options for
recipients. Moreover, such systems are typically imple-
mented ad hoc, on a per mailer basis, thereby requiring sub-
stantial overhead for recipients to express their preferences.
[0016] A service that allows hard copy and electronic
media customers to proactively specify, across a broad range
of categories, the hard copy and/or electronic media or mail
that they would or would not like to receive is hence desirable.
In particular, a need exists to assist customers by providing a
valuable new service to address the customization and direct-
ing of both hard copy and electronic media mail between
recipients and mailers. Moreover, a need exists for such ser-
vices to be provided while maintaining customer privacy.
Embodiments disclosed herein can be configured to provide
such features.

[0017] Embodiments include methods and systems config-
ured to allow postal customers or customers of other delivery
services to customize the flow of mail for delivery based on
highly specific, customer-designated criteria. These mail
items include physical items such as hard copy or other letters
or parcels for delivery, or electronic media from mailers.
Delivery services, such as the United States Postal Service,
act as a trusted third party to serve as the intermediary
between the recipient of the items and mailers in order to
provide privacy and to manage a repository for a customer-
selected criteria database. In addition, embodiments can pro-
vide verification and/or identification that mail being sent
meets the customer’s designated criteria. Embodiments can
allow mailers to send any item at their discretion but provide
the participating mailers with the specific information about
what mail customers do and do not want to receive. Embodi-
ments can also provide customers a designation/identification
option to ensure that mail they are receiving meets the criteria
they designate. Embodiments can also provide an added-
value to customers by allowing customers to provide such
preferences while ensuring the customers privacy. Embodi-
ments also can provide customers value added features such
as expressing a characteristic or personality through the
implementation of virtual vanity addresses.

[0018] Currently, in the electronic media arena, businesses
send or present electronic communication/information to
customers in an electronic format through their Internet pro-
viders as email or via other electronic media mail processes.
The recipients of these messages have limited capability to
proactively identify and/or eliminate what they determine to
be spam, phishing or other undesired or malevolent corre-
spondence. Further, the recipients do not have the capability
of identifying and setting preferences as to what they would
like to receive within that electronic mailbox or via electronic
media.

[0019] Thesesame principles apply to the physical mailbox
where customers may have preferences regarding receipt of
various categories of advertising materials based on not hav-
ing an interest in the subject, environmental reasons for wish-
ing to reduce paper consumption and landfill usage, or a
multitude of other reasons. When using mail or express mail,
unlike with electronic mail, customers do not have an easy
methodology for establishing mail receipt preferences with-
out having their physical or postal mailing address identified.
[0020] Voluntary repositories of physical mail delivery
preferences exist, such as those provided by the Direct Mail
Marketing Association. However, participation by mailing
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entities in these repositories has tended to be voluntary, which
can therefore lead to frustration for customers who receive
unwanted materials from non-participating mailers. More-
over, customers may have privacy concerns about registering
their name and mailing address with such often untrusted
repositories.

[0021] FIG. 1is a block diagram illustrating a system 100
for electronic and physical mail categorization and targeted
delivery. The system 100 includes a preferences manager 102
that receives input from a customer interface 104 to manage a
preferences database 106. A delivery management service
108 provides access to the database 106, as well as to other
delivery management functions as disclosed herein, to a mail
processing system 110. The mail processing system 110
includes mail sorting, processing, labeling, and other mail
processing equipment, which may be located at one or more
mail processing facilities, to effectuate mail delivery prefer-
ences. The delivery management service 108 may be co-
located with, or in communication with via a data communi-
cations network, the mail processing system 110.

[0022] In one embodiment, the delivery management ser-
vice 108 communicates with a network 112, such as the
Internet or other electronic communications network, to
receive electronic communications 114 for management by
the delivery management service 108. In one embodiment
disclosed herein, the electronic communications 114 com-
prise e-mail messages. However, in some embodiments, the
electronic communications may include, for example, e-mail,
text messages, SMS messages, chat messages via protocols
such as ICQ, Yahoo messenger, AIM, MSN, Google Talk, or
Jabber. Moreover, in some embodiments, electronic commu-
nications may include advertisements accessed by customers
via aweb browser, for example, banner ads and/or pop-ups, or
via any other electronic medium.

[0023] It is to be recognized that the system 100 as illus-
trated in FIG. 1 depicts components for performing a number
of functions described herein. However, embodiments may
perform less than all such functions. Accordingly, embodi-
ments of the system 100 may include some or all of the
illustrated components as is apparent to one of skill in the art
in view of the disclosure herein.

[0024] The preference management system 102 comprises
a processor, which, for example, is embodied as a computer
server and associated software. The preference management
system 102 may communicate with the customer interface
104 by a public or private communications interface. The
preference management system 102 receives message and
item delivery preferences from the customer interface 104
and stores data indicative of the preferences to the database
106.

[0025] The customer interface 104 comprises one or more
of'akiosk located in a public facility, software executed by an
electronic device of the customer—such as a personal com-
puter, mobile telephone, or other communications enabled
device, or a web based interface provided via a web browser
associated with an electronic device of the customer and
communicated by a public network, for example a global
communications network such as the world wide web.
[0026] The delivery management service 108 provides an
interface to the preferences database 106 and instructs the
mail processing system 110 on delivery of mail items based
on the information provided by the database 106. In one
embodiment, the delivery management service 108 may con-
trol delivery of electronic communications 114, either
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directly via related electronic communications servers, or
indirectly by providing delivery information to any suitable
system for delivering the electronic communications 114. In
one embodiment, the delivery management service 108 com-
prises a processor, which, for example, is embodied as a
computer server and associated software.

[0027] Desirably, in one embodiment, the database 106
provides a delivery database that associates one or more types
of data. For example, in one embodiment, the database 106
provides data to enable customers to define preferences
indicative of what hard-copy or electronic media mail that
they do/do not want to receive. For example, the database may
store data indicative of customer preferences related to
receiving hard copy and/or electronic communications such
as e-mail on a variety of general to specific topics, categories
and subjects. In addition, the database 106 may store data
indicative of general or specific topics, categories and sub-
jects from which customers do not want to receive mail.
Customers may thus communicate their desires to receive
specific types of by specific categories, characteristics,
classes, or other features via the customer interface 104.
[0028] In one embodiment, customers can configure the
delivery management system 108 to provide a specific des-
ignation to physical or electronic communications that indi-
cates that the particular item has been vetted and is provided
in accordance with the customers’ preferences via the deliv-
ery management system 108.

[0029] In one embodiment, the database 106 stores data
indicative of the customer in the form of a hash value indica-
tive of the physical or mailing address of the customer. The
database 106 relates this hash value with the customer pref-
erence data and other customer related data. The hash value
may comprises a cryptographic hash value such as a SHA-1
hash. The database 106 may comprise computer readable
medium having the herein described data stored thereon. In
one embodiment, the database 106 may further comprise a
processor and/or database management software such as a
relational database server to manage and provide a searchable
interface to the data stored on the computer readable medium.
[0030] In one such embodiment, the database 106 relates
only non-identifying data with the hash value. Desirably, the
database 106 can thus be shared with mailers or can be oth-
erwise distributed without providing customer addresses and
other identifying information because the other information
is only provided when the correct information needed to
generate the stored hash value is submitted. Copies can be
provided to any delivery and/or emergency services for map-
ping the virtual addresses to physical addresses as needed. In
one embodiment, the delivery management service 108 is
configured to provide address data for a virtual address via an
electronic interface. In one such embodiment, the delivery
management service 108 may be configured to communicate
access data to a billing or other account management system
where free access is undesirable such as in response to high
volume commercial mailer inquiries.

[0031] For example, copies of the database 106 can be
distributed to physical or electronic mailers to enable the
mailers to access information in order to know customer
mailing preferences based on the criteria designated by the
recipient. This is done without providing a list of actual cus-
tomer names and/or addresses. Participating mailers can be
provided authorization to provide communications to cus-
tomers via one or both of physical or electronic methodolo-
gies that are identified as being in accordance with the pref-
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erences in the database 106 and hence are more desirable for
the customer to view. Such identification and authorization
may be provided via electronic signatures or other suitable
cryptographic authentication techniques. Electronic commu-
nications such as e-mail, headers or other metadata can
include electronic signature data to authenticate the commu-
nication as being in accordance with the customer’s prefer-
ences stored in the database 106. Physical communications
may be labeled via the sender or via a postmark or other
validating indicia provided during delivery by the delivery
service, such as by the United States Postal Service, for
example.

[0032] A “virtual address™ or “vanity address™ is arbitrary
character data defined by a mail recipient that is other than a
physical address or mailing address of the customer. Desir-
ably, customers may create a virtual/vanity address for use in
lieu of their mailing or physical address via the customer
interface 102.

[0033] FIG.2isanillustration of an example mail item 150
addressed to a virtual address 152. In the example, the virtual
address includes the recipient’s name, city, and state and
virtual address portion “Intelligent Male.” However, in other
embodiments, some, or all, of the name, city, and/or state
portions would not be included or is optional.

[0034] It is to be recognized that while FIG. 2 illustrates a
mailing envelope, the item 150 may comprise any type of
mailer, card, or other mail item including any suitable flat or
parcel. In addition, in one embodiment, the system 100 may
be configured to process electronic messages having an elec-
tronic implementation of the virtual address. For example, in
one embodiment, the virtual address may be applied to a
selected managed domain (Stephen_Dearing_Intelligent_
Male@usps.com), which is recognized and either provided to
the customer if they have opted for USPS domain or redi-
rected to the email address(es) as identified through the cus-
tomer profile. Virtual Addressing could be shared through
licensed link technology (SHA to SHA) to 3rd parties in need
of this information. For example, the virtual address service
includes delivery and/or emergency services where need of
the physical location is necessary. This methodology only
provides the other information when the correct information
is submitted and therefore privacy is maintained.

[0035] In one embodiment, the preference management
service 102 is configured to prevent definition/registration of
duplicate virtual addresses by customers. The preference
management service 102 may also be configured to do things
such as: reserve specified ‘candidate’ virtual addresses for
premium use; either restrict or effectively manage common
names such as ‘Robert Johnson’ or ‘Mary Smith’ (Robert
Johnsonl, Robert Johnson2, etc.); and reserve ‘likely’
requests for virtual addresses such as registered trademarks or
other terms anticipated to have high demand. The preference
management service 102 may also be configured to manage
the ‘selling’ or other distribution of previous assigned virtual
addresses to a new customer via mutual agreement. The pref-
erence management service 102 may charge a percentage or
fee for the transaction going to the USPS or other delivery
service for oversight and management.

[0036] The preference management service 102 may also
be configured to restrict use of profanity, obscenity, vulgarity,
or other controversial or offensive terms. In addition, the
preference management service 102 may be configured to
manage ‘expired’ virtual addresses to convert such addresses,
for example, via a mail forwarding mechanism, back to mail-
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ing or physical addresses or to instruct the delivery manage-
ment system 108 to provide an ‘Undeliverable’ indication for
items addressed to such expired addresses. The preference
management service 102 may also be configured to allow
customers of virtual addresses or other preference services to
‘opt’ in for additional physical mail security such as detection
and irradiation as a delivery option.

[0037] FIG. 3 is a flowchart illustrating one embodiment of
a method 300 of delivering the item 150 based on the virtual
address 152. The method 300 begins at a block 302 in which
the mail processing system 110 receives data indicative of
addressing information from a source associated with the
item to be delivered. In one embodiment, the addressing
information comprises one or more of a name, virtual
address, and a city and/or state. The addressing information
may be received via an optical character recognition (OCR)
device, a barcode reader, or any other suitable electronic
reading device, including manually entered data from an
input device when, for example, the information on the item
is not electronically legible. In some embodiments, if the
address information on the item is unable to be processed, for
example, if the mail processing system 110 is unable to read
the addressing information or if no address, virtual or other-
wise, matches, an operator may manually key in the address-
ing information.

[0038] Nextatablock304,the mail processing system 110,
or optionally, the delivery management service 108, gener-
ates a hash value based on the received addressing informa-
tion data. In one embodiment, generating the hash value
comprises generating a cryptographic hash. Generating the
cryptographic hash may comprise performing a “Secure Hash
Algorithm” (SHA), e.g., a SHA-1, SHA-2, etc. hash.

[0039] Moving to a block 306, the delivery management
service 108, in response to a query from the mail processing
system 110, searches for the hash value in a copy of the
database 106 that associates at least one hash value indicative
of character data such as a virtual address 152, with a delivery
address associated with the character data. A master copy of
the database 106 may be accessed or the instance of the
delivery management service 110 may have a distributed
copy of the virtual address information from the database
106. Next at a block 308, a delivery address for the item is
identified based on the information in the database 106 for the
item 150 as a result of the searching. The delivery address
may be a physical address or a mailing address such as a
postal box.

[0040] Proceeding to a block 310, the mail processing sys-
tem 110 applies an indicia of the delivery address to the item
150. The indicia of the address may comprise a text address or
abarcode. In one embodiment, the indicia comprises an Intel-
ligent Mail® (trademark of the US Postal Service) Barcode
which is a barcode that comprises information indicative of
delivery point routing. In one embodiment, such barcodes
further comprise indicia such that if an item were undeliver-
able, the item is destroyed rather than returned to sender so as
to maintain the privacy of the actual delivery address by
preventing the return of the addressed item. The indicia may
be applied via any suitable mechanism including application
of'a forwarding label such as is employed by mail forwarding
systems.

[0041] As noted above, the database 106 can also store mail
preferences, both electronic and physical, of customers based
onahash value of the customer’s specified address. Such hash
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values may also comprise a cryptographic hash. The database
106 relates the cryptographic hash with a delivery address.

[0042] FIG. 4 is a flowchart illustrating one embodiment of
amethod 400 of establishing recipient delivery preferences in
the database 106. The method begins at a block 402 in which
the preference management service 102 receives data indica-
tive of subject matter categories of electronic or hardcopy
communications. Such categories can be used by the delivery
management service 108 to direct delivery of communica-
tions according to the recipients stored preferences in the
database 106.

[0043] Inone embodiment, mail categories are relationally
tiered. For example, the categories may comprise a selection
of generalized major top-level categories, where all the sub-
categories are inclusive, or to specify in more detail the sub-
categories. The mail categories may be established and
defined by the general consumer and/or managed by the
delivery service, for example, the USPS. In one embodiment,
users may post suggestions for categories via the customer
interface 104. In one such embodiment, a consensus type
process may thus be established that incorporates customer
input and changes into the mail categorization database.
Mailers may also provide input to help establish categories
that can be readily determined by the mail.

[0044] As an example of the category development process
and category database structure, a Customer A defines a
major category of ‘Food’ and defines ‘Fast Food’ as a sub-
category of ‘Food. Consensus received via the customer
interface 104 provides acceptance of this request, and the
change is incorporated into the database and therefore
reflected in the customer profile application. In another
example, Customer B defines a major category of ‘Restau-
rants’ and defines a sub-category of ‘Fast Food.” The consen-
sus established via users through the customer interface 104
provides acceptance of this request, and the change is incor-
porated into the database. Customers may subsequently
reflect the categorization in their profile. For example, cus-
tomers who have selected ‘Fast Food’ in their profile would
now be associated with ‘Food’—‘Fast Food’ and ‘Restau-
rants’—‘Fast Food”.

[0045] In one embodiment, the management of the mail
categorization information is structured by use of a logical
and relational directory structure. For example, a unique set
of IDs is assigned to major categories. The subcategories
under the major categories then have a unique set of IDs
‘under’ and related to the major category and so on and so
forth for each subcategory underneath. For example; the
major category of ‘Food” might have an ID of 12345, and the
subcategory of ‘Fast Food” might have an ID under 98765. If
a customer were to select the major category of ‘Food’ for
advertisement and/or media as being preferred to be received
by the customer, the major ID of 12345 would represent all
subcategories “‘underneath’ and be considered primary. If the
customer were to select ‘Fast Food’ that falls underneath
‘Food’, the new ID value becomes 1234598765 relating the
major category to the subcategory. In the latter example, the
major category no longer applies and the next level of sub-
category becomes primary.

[0046] Moving to a block 404, the preference management
system 102 receives data identifying a customer and delivery
address from the customer interface 104. In one embodiment,
customer profiles are per person or a defined group of persons
at a particular address. In another embodiment, customer
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profiles are at the address level (and apply to addressees at that
address) as, for example, assigned by the USPS or other
delivery service.

[0047] To establish a profile, a customer’s credentials may
be established via any suitable system or method. For
example, the preference management system 102 may be
configured to validate customer credentials through a combi-
nation of bank card (credit or debit) validation and/or hard-
copy letter verification similar to that employed by the USPS
for move validation letters used in the change of address
process. Following initial establishment of the customer’s
credentials, the customer may be assigned a unique user
identification and password to subsequently access the ser-
vice 102. In one embodiment, a unique system identifier may
also be established for the customer for use, for example, in
relating information in the database 106.

[0048] Subsequent to establishing a user name to log into
the service 102, the customer may set up a basic profile such
as Name, Physical Address, Mailing Address, City, State, ZIP
Code, Phone*, email-1*, email-2*, email-3*, etc. In addition,
the customer may establish the scope of the profile, such as
the individual, other specified household members, and/or the
entire address, along with whether the profile is to apply to
physical mail and/or electronic communications. The prefer-
ence management system 102 may also assign an indicator of
the selected profile type.

[0049] In one embodiment, the preference management
system 102 may also receive and store virtual address infor-
mation as part the user name established for mail preference
information. The preference management system 102 may
also provide additional services to registered users such as the
ability to generate electronic postage. Other postal delivery
options such as optional irradiation or other processing of
mail may also be selected via the customer interface 104 to
the preference management system 102.

[0050] In one embodiment, the delivery management ser-
vice 108 may also be configured to provide a gateway from
physical mail to electronic mail and from electronic mail to
physical mail. For example, in one embodiment, based on
profile preference data, the delivery management service 108
is configured to receive electronic communications, identify
particular electronic communications based on preferences
from the database 106 for the recipient, and selectively gen-
erate and instruct delivery of hardcopy to the recipient.
Hence, a customer who was unable to receive hardcopy deliv-
ery of a physical mailing, for example, due to his or her
physical condition or other reasons, is able to receive elec-
tronic communications. Further, by using the selectivity pro-
vided by the database 106, such conversion can be performed
automatically with reduced likelihood of overwhelming the
customer.

[0051] In one embodiment, preference management sys-
tem 102 may identify hardcopy communications that are to be
converted into electronic communications. Once identified,
the communications are sent to the provided email or other
electronic address. Desirably, customers who are away from
home are able to receive important communications which
maybe determined by postal class and size or weight. For
example, only small first class mail communications may be
converted. Hence, the option may be set to email only such
that hardcopy mail is redirected to a process that opens the
mail, scans the contents, and converts it to electronic media
for sending to the recipient via their service provider. Emails
provided to the customer through this feature of the delivery
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management service 108, in one embodiment, receive an
electronic Postmark with an acknowledgement or receipt
optionally sent back to the sender. In one embodiment, a
profile of the sender may be identified such that such receipt
is sent electronically to an email address identified by the
sender’s preference account. The delivery management ser-
vice 108 may be further configured to communicate with
email service providers that participate in the system 100. The
communication would provide, for each mailing and to each
sending customer, information confirming that the mailing
was processed through the system 100 and optionally identi-
fying the delivery service, such as the USPS.

[0052] If the option is set to hardcopy only, any intended
emails are converted to hardcopy mail at the closest managed
mail generating facility, the appropriate postage is applied,
and funds are deducted from the recipients account. The
hardcopy communications may be optionally tracked, for
example, via an Intelligent Mail® Barcode applied to the
hardcopy. If the option is set to “both’, an additional option is
provided to manage the receipt of the information. For
example, in one embodiment the option includes a time frame
for acknowledgement or ‘receipt’ of the electronic commu-
nication. If the ‘receipt is not received within the set time
frame, an option for ahardcopy mail piece to be generated and
sent to the mailing address with an Intelligent Mail® Barcode
that enables physical tracking is provided.

[0053] Moreover, while the above discussion includes
establishment of a customer profile in the database 106 via the
preference management system 102, it is to be recognized the
customer interface 104 may also be used to subsequently
update profile information via the preference management
system 102.

[0054] As discussed above, the customer may use the cus-
tomer interface 104 to define mail, including advertisements,
and/or media preference based on the received subject matter
categories. In one embodiment, the customer may also define
geographical preferences such as ‘Local’, ‘Regional’,
‘National’ and/or ‘International’ The geographical prefer-
ences may be defined for each mail category or subcategory,
for each recipient covered by the profile, and/or globally for
the profile. In one embodiment, the geographic preferences
are based on the originating company location. If no prefer-
ence is set for this feature, the default is ‘All’.

[0055] Inoneembodiment, the database 106 may comprise
a relational geographical reference database which is used to
share this information with various industry partners such as
mailers using the system 100. In one embodiment, the geo-
graphical reference database uses the geo-coordinates of a
postal facility that has responsibility for the City, State and/or
ZIP Code and applies a mileage parameter based on the
customer profile to determine what the customer considers
their local or regional territory. All City, State, and or ZIP
Codes associated with the postal facilities that fall within the
radius set by customer preference may apply and relate to the
originating company’s location (City, State, and/or ZIP
Code). The geographical reference information may be fur-
ther defined by radially distant regions defined based on the
physical address in the customer profile. In one embodiment,
a customer can select any other defining parameter for use in
determining what a customer considers their local or regional
territory. A local or regional territory may be determined, for
example, using a parameter associated with a geographic
region. Such a geographic region associated with a parameter
may be contiguous or non-contiguous, and may include, for
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example, a governmentally defined region such as a county,
state, or country, a communication region such as a zip code,
IP address, or area code, or any other regional designation.
The “National” preference may, for example, encompass the
US and its territories and the “International” preference may
be everything outside of the US and its territories. The geo-
graphical delivery preferences may be configured to apply to
hardcopy and/or email.

[0056] Moving to a block 408, the customers preferences
are stored in the database 106 using the hash value of the
selected address to map to the preferences for that address.
Additional indices, for example, between user login and pref-
erences, may also be stored in the database 106.

[0057] Next, at a block 410, the preference management
system 102 receives data identifying a mailer and mailer
preferences for sending mail to be processed according to
customer profiles. In one embodiment, mailers participate in
the process through a portion of the customer interface 102 or
other suitable interface. Similar to recipients, the mailer
establishes and uses a login via web site or retail kiosk and
provides base profile information such as Company Name,
Physical Address, Mailing Address, City, State, ZIP Code,
Phone*, email-1%*, email-2*, email-3*, etc. Mailer credentials
may be established and validated through a combination of
bank card, credit or debit, validation and/or hardcopy letter
verification similar to the move validation letters used in the
change of address process. Similar to recipients, mailers are
assigned user IDs and passwords and unique IDs by the
system 100. In addition, mailers profiles in the database 106
include indicators, selections of categories, of the type of
advertisement and/or communications they send via the sys-
tem 100. The mailer profile may further include all City, State,
and/or ZIP Codes in which the mailer conducts business in
order to provide geographical related preference selectivity to
recipients of communications from the mailer. Electronic
postage and postage charges, including those incurred
through participation in the system 100, may be provided via
the user account of the mailer. In one embodiment, the mailer
may be assigned a unique ID from the system 100 that may be
used in communication/media to provide customers/recipi-
ents the ability to report misuse or to effect an ‘opt out” option
from communications of the mailer.

[0058] Moving to a block 410, information in the stored
profile database 106 is distributed. In some embodiments,
information stored in the profile database 106 is distributed
via transmission of information, and on some embodiments,
information stored in the profile database 106 is distributed by
providing database access. In one embodiment, the portion of
the database comprising the hash values along with their
corresponding category and/or geographic preferences is dis-
tributed to participating email service providers and/or via an
email service provided, for example by the delivery manage-
ment service 108 for filtering, identification and mail man-
agement. In one embodiment, filtering includes blocking
messages that do not contain matching hash values. In one
embodiment, identification includes identifying matching
hash values as being associated with the system 100 through
the delivery management service 108 and providing such an
indication to the recipient. In one embodiment, mail manage-
ment includes processing return, read, opened and similar
type receipts.

[0059] Inone embodiment, the portion of the database 106
comprising the hash values, customer category and geo-
graphic preference profile information is provided to sub-
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scribing mailers to enable them to identify the customers in
their database that want to receive a particular mailing based
on mail category. The mailer may use the hash value to probe
this portion of the database 106 such that if the hash value
matches, the mailer can mail items to the customer knowing
the customer has indicated that they desire to receive such
mail. Incentives can be structured to provide rate discounts
for matches, certification for demonstrated performance in
suppression of mail where there is no match, and/or other
methods to ensure compliance. Moreover, non-compliant
mailers may have privileges and access to the database 106
revoked.

[0060] FIG.5 is aflowchart illustrating one embodiment of
a method 500 of delivering an item based on recipient pref-
erences stored in the database 106. The method 500 begins at
a block 502 in which the delivery management service 108,
via a reader, such as OCR or a barcode reader, of the mail
processing system 100, receives data via the reader indicative
of'addressing information from an item to be delivered. In one
embodiment, the addressing information comprises the mail-
ing address and, optionally, the recipient name. Moving to a
block 504, the delivery management service 108 generates a
hash value, for example, a cryptographic hash, indicative of
the received address data. The delivery management service
108 may generate a hash for the address including the recipi-
ent and a hash for the address without the recipient.

[0061] Proceedingtoablock506, the delivery management
service 108 searches for the hash value, or hash values of the
addressing information with and without the addressee, in the
database 106. Next at a block 510, the delivery management
service 108 identifies delivery preference information for the
item based on the searching of the database 106.

[0062] Proceeding to the block 512, the delivery manage-
ment service 108 provides delivery instructions for the item
based on the identified delivery preference information. In
one embodiment, the instructions are based on a comparison
of geographic data associated with a sender of the item
against the recipient’s identified preferences. In one embodi-
ment, one or more categories associated with the item are
compared to categories of the recipient’s identified prefer-
ences to determine the delivery instructions. In one embodi-
ment, the sender and the associated address is determined
based on a return address that may also be read by the mail
processing system 100 along with the addressing information
for the item. In this embodiment, this sender address infor-
mation is used to apply the recipient’s geographic prefer-
ences. In one embodiment, categories for non-participating
mailers are determined based on the determined sender based
on categories for that sender’s communications that are pro-
vided by recipients.

[0063] In the case of participating mailers, the mailers’
profile may be obtained by generating a hash value for a
return address of the item, or it may be obtained directly from
anadditional endorsement or barcode provided on the item by
the mailer. The category for the item may then be determined
based on information in the mailers’ profile, for example,
global categories for all mail pieces from that mailer, or a
particular profile of the mailer used on the particular mail
piece. The category may also be determined based on addi-
tional category information that the mailer provides on the
item such as part of the barcode, for example, an Intelligent
Mail® Barcode, that includes, or is additional to, the hash
value.
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[0064] In one embodiment, the delivery management ser-
vice 108 is configured to provide an interface to direct mar-
keters. The service 108 provides a portion of the database 106
comprising hash values representing individual customer
preferences based on mail categorization and customer pro-
file to mailers for their desired target market. Desirably, only
the non-identitying hash value is provided to the mailer so as
to maintain the privacy of the customers and their profiles.
The respective hash value of each recipient is included in the
email and/or electronic correspondence to an email server
associated with the delivery management service 108. These
hash values may also be placed directly on mail pieces or
contained within an Intelligent Mail® Barcode and presented
for acceptance to the delivery service, for example the USPS,
via the mail processing system 110. After acceptance, a por-
tion of the mail processing system 110 reads the hash value or
barcode, matches it to the correlating customer information,
and applies the appropriate delivery address information.
Additional features such as automated billing, delivery sum-
mary information, and mail performance may be provided for
the mailer.

[0065] FIG. 6 is a flowchart illustrating one embodiment of
a method of delivering an item addressed with a hash value
from a direct marketer. In particular, at a block 602, delivery
management service 108 and/or mail processing system 110
reads the hash value, as text or a barcode, associated with the
mail item. Next at a block 606, the delivery management
service 108 matches the hash value to the respective customer
profile information. Moving to a block 608, the delivery man-
agement service 108 identifies a mailing address from the
matched customer profile. Proceeding to a block 610, the mail
processing system 110 redirects to the correlating customers
based on the preferences set in their profile by applying indi-
cia of the delivery address to the item.

[0066] FIG. 7 is a flowchart illustration of one embodiment
of'a method of delivering an item based on an owner’s exist-
ing address list. To make use of the virtual or hashed
addresses, an owner of an address list first contacts the deliv-
ery service, for example, the USPS or UPS. At state 702, the
list owner submits data indicative of the address list to the
delivery service, which is then in receipt of the address list
from the list owner.

[0067] In one embodiment, at a state 704 the delivery ser-
vice performs a filtering or validity check of the address list.
In one example of a validity check 704, the delivery service
first submits the addresses through a known database, such as
a change of address or delivery point validation database, to
ensure the address is correct. Addresses that are found to be
invalid are stored in a separate area of storage and are iden-
tified to the list owner so that the list owner can correct
incorrect information or delete the addresses from the list.

[0068] Next, at state 705, the delivery service applies a
hashing algorithm, as described previously, to the address list
provided by the list owner, such that each of the hashed or
virtual addresses corresponds to one of the addresses on the
list submitted by the owner. In one embodiment, in order to
facilitate the hashing or encoding of addresses, the delivery
service may allow certain address list owners to hash or
encode their own addresses. This entails the use of an
approved encoding or hashing method. The hashed or
encoded address results are then be communicated to the
delivery service, for example, the USPS, for inclusion into the
preferences database 106.
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[0069] Inone embodiment, the list owner may also choose
to incorporate a code into the encoding or hashing. This code
provides options to the list owners that may facilitate lever-
aging the list for monetary gain or ensuring proper use of the
addresses. Thus, in some embodiments, a list owner may use
code incorporated into the encoding or hashing to track mail-
ings using the address list and to verify proper use of the
address list. The code that is incorporated into the hashing or
encoding process may contain a delivery service internal code
for service, for example, a USPS code for privacy, a deter-
mined code for preferences, a private code or company code.
The code may be used to show the list owner, preferences,
service requests, services or use limitations for the address,
origination, and/or other security features. If the list owner
uses an encoding or hashing process on his list, the resultant
list of hashed or encoded addresses is then be communicated
to the delivery service along with the relevant requests for
services. The delivery service then obtains a list of the
encoded addresses, as discussed below, along with relevant
add-on services that the delivery service is to perform.
[0070] At state 706, the delivery service filters the
addresses sent by the list owner based upon a database of
preferences supplied by the customer/addressee. The filter
may be based upon, for example, an expected campaign by
the owner, a location, a geographical area or other informa-
tion supplied by the customer. In this way the owner may
receive a list of addressees back from the delivery service that
is tailored to the specific request. For instance, if the list owner
wants to know who is interested in a certain topic or item, the
owner sends the addresses to the delivery service (as outlined
above at 702). At 706, the delivery service submits the
addresses through the preferences database 106 to correlate
the addresses from the owner’s list to the specific criteria for
which the owner is seeking. The type of address returned by
the delivery service depends on the requirements of the list
owner. The delivery service can return the virtual address that
the customer has on record at the delivery service, for instance
the USPS, if the customer so allows. The owner may also
request certain services from the delivery service. These ser-
vices are explained below and may be encompassed in the
hashed or encoded returned address.

[0071] Advancing to state 708, the delivery service then
provides the list of addresses to the list owner. In one embodi-
ment, the addresses are in plain form. In another embodiment,
the addresses are in virtual form based on the customer pref-
erence, hash form or encoded form. If a hashed or encoded
form is used, the actual address of the person with this pref-
erence is anonymous. The list owner will know that one or
more of his customers lives in the specified area and is inter-
ested in the desired subject matter, but he will not be able to
identify which customer. The owner of the list may then
proceed to use the addresses as intended or needed.

[0072] In view of the above, one will appreciate that
embodiments desirably provide one or more of the following
features and advantages. For example, the system 100 can
provide advantages such as enabling a trusted party, e.g., the
United States Postal Service to manage and/or direct the
delivery or presentation of “customer-directed” hard copy
and electronic communications while protecting customer
privacy.

[0073] Itisto be recognized that depending on the embodi-
ment, certain acts or events of any of the methods described
herein can be performed in a different sequence, may be
added, merged, or left out all together. Not all described acts
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or events are necessary for the practice of the method. More-
over, in certain embodiments, acts or events may be per-
formed concurrently, for example, through multi-threaded
processing, interrupt processing, or multiple processors,
rather than sequentially.

[0074] Those of skill will recognize that the various illus-
trative logical blocks, modules, circuits, and algorithm steps
described in connection with the embodiments disclosed
herein may be implemented as electronic hardware, computer
software, or combinations of both. To clearly illustrate this
interchangeability of hardware and software, various illustra-
tive components, blocks, modules, circuits, and steps have
been described above generally in terms of their functionality.
Whether such functionality is implemented as hardware or
software depends upon the particular application and design
constraints imposed on the overall system. Skilled artisans
may implement the described functionality in varying ways
for each particular application and embodiment.

[0075] Thevarious illustrative logical blocks, modules, and
circuits described in connection with the embodiments dis-
closed herein may be implemented or performed with a gen-
eral purpose processor, a digital signal processor (DSP), an
application specific integrated circuit (ASIC), a field pro-
grammable gate array (FPGA) or other programmable logic
device, discrete gate or transistor logic, discrete hardware
components, or any combination thereof designed to perform
the functions described herein. A general purpose processor
may be a microprocessor, but in the alternative, the processor
may be any conventional processor, controller, microcontrol-
ler, or state machine. A processor may also be implemented as
a combination of computing devices, for example, a combi-
nation of a DSP and a microprocessor, a plurality of micro-
processors, one or more Microprocessors in conjunction with
a DSP core, or any other such configuration.

[0076] The steps of a method or algorithm described in
connection with the embodiments disclosed herein may be
embodied directly in hardware, in a software module
executed by a processor, or in a combination of the two. A
software module may reside in RAM memory, flash memory,
ROM memory, EPROM memory, EEPROM memory, regis-
ters, hard disk, a removable disk, a CD-ROM, or any other
form of storage medium known in the art. An exemplary
storage medium is coupled to the processor such the proces-
sor can read information from, and write information to, the
storage medium. In the alternative, the storage medium may
be integral to the processor. The processor and the storage
medium may reside in an ASIC. The ASIC may reside in a
user terminal. In the alternative, the processor and the storage
medium may reside as discrete components in a user terminal.

[0077] While the above detailed description has shown,
described, and pointed out novel features of the improve-
ments as applied to various embodiments, it will be under-
stood that various omissions, substitutions, and changes in
the form and details of the device or process illustrated may
be made by those skilled in the art without departing from the
spirit of the invention. As will be recognized, the present
invention may be embodied within a form that does not pro-
vide all of the features and benefits set forth herein, as some
features may be used or practiced separately from others. The
scope of the invention is indicated by the appended claims
rather than by the foregoing description. All changes which
come within the meaning and range of equivalency of the
claims are to be embraced within their scope.
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What is claimed is:

1. A method of processing items to be delivered, the
method comprising:

receiving data indicative of addressing information from a

source associated with the item to be delivered;
generating a hash value based on the received data;

searching for the hash value in a database stored on a

computer readable medium, wherein said database asso-
ciates at least one hash value indicative of character data
with a delivery address associated with the character
data;

identifying a delivery address for the item based on the

searching; and

applying indicia of the delivery address to the item.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein generating the hash
value comprises generating a cryptographic hash.

3. The method of claim 2, wherein generating the crypto-
graphic hash comprises calculating a SHA-1 value.

4. The method of claim 1, wherein receiving data indicative
of addressing information from a source associated with the
item to be delivered comprises receiving the data from an
optical reader.

5. The method of claim 4, wherein receiving the data from
an optical reader comprises receiving the data from an optical
character recognition device.

6. The method of claim 1, wherein applying indicia of the
delivery address to the item comprises applying a mailing
label to the item, wherein the mailing label has displayed
thereon indicia of the delivery address of the item.

7. The method of claim 1, wherein the delivery address
comprises one of a mailing address or a physical address.

8. The method of claim 1, wherein the addressing informa-
tion comprises data other than a name of an intended recipient
of the item and other than geographic indicia.

9. The method of claim 1, wherein the addressing informa-
tion comprises arbitrary character data defined by the
intended recipient of the item.

10. The method of claim 1, wherein the addressing infor-
mation comprises a virtual address defined by the intended
recipient of the item.

11. The method of claim 1, wherein the database further
comprises data indicative of delivery preferences associated
with at least one category and the hash value.

12. The method of claim 11, further comprising:

determining a category associated with the item;

accessing delivery preferences for the hash value from the
database; and

providing the item for delivery based on the delivery pref-

erences.

13. The method of claim 11, wherein the delivery prefer-
ences include requesting physical delivery.

14. The method of claim 11, wherein the delivery prefer-
ences include requesting electronic delivery

15. The method of claim 14, wherein mail is converted to
electronic format prior to electronic delivery.

16. The method of claim 15, wherein a piece of mail is
converted to electronic format through scanning.

17. A system for processing items to be delivered, the
system comprising:

acomputer readable medium configured to store a database

that associates at least one hash value indicative of char-
acter data with a delivery address associated with the
character data;
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at least one processor configured to:

receive data indicative of addressing information from
the item to be delivered;

generate a hash value based on the received data;

search for the hash value in the database;

identify a delivery address for the item based on the
searching; and

provide indicia of the delivery address associated with
the item, the delivery address to be applied to the item
for delivery.

18. The system of claim 17, wherein the processor is con-
figured to generate the hash value by generating a crypto-
graphic hash.

19. The system of claim 18, wherein the processor is con-
figured to generate the hash value by calculating a SHA-1
value.

20. The system of claim 17, wherein the processor is con-
figured to receive data indicative of addressing information
for the item to be delivered by receiving the data from an
optical reader that images a surface of the item.

21. The system of claim 20, wherein the processor is con-
figured to receive data indicative of addressing information
by receiving the data from an optical character recognition
device.

22. The system of claim 17, wherein the processor is con-
figured to provide data for printing a mailing label to be
applied to the item, and wherein the mailing label has dis-
played thereon indicia of the delivery address associated with
the item.

23. The system of claim 17, wherein the delivery address
comprises one of a mailing address or a physical address.

24. The system of claim 17, wherein the addressing infor-
mation comprises data other than a name of an intended
recipient of the item and other than geographic indicia.

25. The system of claim 17, wherein the addressing infor-
mation comprises arbitrary character data previously
received from the intended recipient of the item.

26. The system of claim 17, wherein the addressing infor-
mation comprises a virtual address previously received from
the intended recipient of the item.

27. The system of claim 17, wherein the database further
comprises data indicative of delivery preferences associated
with at least one category and the hash value.

28. The system of claim 27, wherein the processor is fur-
ther configured to:

determine a category associated with the item;

access delivery preferences associated with the hash value
from the database; and

provide delivery instructions for the item based on the
delivery preferences.

29. A system for processing items to be delivered, the

system comprising:
a computer readable medium in communication with a
database that associates at least one hash value indica-
tive of address information with delivery preferences
associated with the address information;
at least one processor configured to:
receive data indicative of addressing information from a
surface associated with an item to be delivered;

generate a hash value based the received data;

search for the hash value in a database stored on a com-
puter readable medium;

identify delivery preference information for the item
based on the searching; and
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provide delivery instructions for the item based on the
identified delivery preference information.

30. The system of claim 29, wherein the processor is fur-
ther configured to:

determine a category associated with the item;

provide delivery instructions for the item based on the

delivery preferences and the category.

31. The system of claim 29, wherein the delivery prefer-
ence information comprises geographically related delivery
preference information.

32. The system of claim 31, wherein the delivery prefer-
ence information comprises geographically related delivery
preference information.

33. A method of processing items to be delivered, the
method comprising:

receiving from a user a list of data indicative of addressing

information;

receiving at least one user criteria for filtering the list;

generating a hash value based on the received data;

searching for the hash value in a database stored on a

computer readable medium, wherein said database asso-
ciates at least one hash value indicative of character data
with a delivery address associated with the character
data;

accessing delivery preferences for the hash value from the

database;

filtering the list based on the user criteria;

identifying a delivery address for the item based on the

searching; and

providing to the user, a revised list of data indicative of

addressing information wherein the revised list is based
on at least the filtering.

34. The method of claim 33, wherein the hashing is pro-
vided by the user.

35. The method of claim 33, wherein the filtering is based
on geographic location.

36. The method of claim 33, wherein the revised list of data
indicative of addressing information is comprised of virtual
addresses.

37. The method of claim 33, further comprising incorpo-
rating user-generated code into the hash value.

38. A method of setting user-defined preferences for
receiving communications, the method comprising:
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receiving data indicative of delivery preferences from a
user associated with a delivery address;
associating the data indicative of delivery preferences with
the delivery address;
generating a representation of the data in a form such that
the represented data is unidentifiable to an unauthorized
party;
storing the representation of the data in a preferences data-
base; and
evaluating at least a portion of the preferences that the user
has defined and processing the communication in accor-
dance with the user-defined preferences.
39. The method of claim 38, wherein the communications
include one or more of a letter, a parcel, an email, and a
package.
40. The method of claim 38, wherein generating a repre-
sentation of the data comprises generating an encoded value
based on at least the delivery preferences and the associated
delivery address.
41. The method of claim 38, wherein generating the
encoded value comprises generating a cryptographic hash.
42. A system for defining user preferences for items to be
received, the system comprising:
a computer readable medium configured to store a database
that associates at least one customer-defined delivery
preference for each delivery address;
at least one processor configured to:
receive data indicative of delivery preferences;
receive data indicative of an address associated with the
delivery preferences;

generate a representation of the data in a form such that
the represented data is unidentifiable to an unautho-
rized party;

store the representation of the data in a preferences data-
base stored on a computer readable medium; and.

evaluate at least a portion of the preferences that the user
has defined and processing the communication in
accordance with the user-defined preferences.

43. The system of claim 42, wherein the processor is fur-
ther configured to generate an encoded value based on at least
the delivery preferences and the associated delivery address.

44. The system of claim 43, wherein the encoded value
comprises a cryptographic hash.
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