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(57) ABSTRACT 

A novel tracking System is disclosed. In one embodiment, 
users obtain access to tracking information by entering a 
destination address in a query. In another embodiment, 
package ShipperS are given a "shipper password” and a 
“recipient password.” In this embodiment, the Shipper may 
query the System with the Shipper password to track all 
packages it has sent, and the recipient may query the System 
with the recipient password (and, optionally, one or more 
portions of the recipient’s address information) to track all 
packages that the Shipper has sent to that address. Different 
amounts of detail may be shown to ShipperS and recipients. 
In another embodiment, a Service bureau may accept pack 
ages from Shippers, collect information about the packages, 
process queries by ShipperS and recipients, and track pack 
ages that it handles using a separate “Service bureau pass 
word. 
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DELIVERY TRACKING SYSTEM 

REFERENCE TO RELATED APPLICATION 

0001. This application is a continuation of U.S. applica 
tion Ser. No. 09/501,505, filed Feb. 9, 2000. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

0002 The present invention is directed to shipment track 
ing, and more particularly, but not exclusively, a query 
System for tracking the Status of deliveries. 
0.003 Present methods of tracking shipments and con 
firming delivery thereof Suffer from ease of use problems 
and a lack of tools for easy administration and measurement 
of delivery performance. An available procedure for inquir 
ing as to the Status of a particular package requires entry of 
a package identifier, which in Some cases may be as many 
as twenty alphanumeric characters. ShipperS and recipients 
typically have identical access to tracking information. 
0004 Such an access system makes it difficult for orga 
nizations mailroom perSonnel to manage and monitor the 
delivery status of their shipments, tens or hundreds of which 
may be en route at any given time. 
0005 Furthermore, such an access system makes it dif 
ficult for the intended recipients to monitor progreSS of their 
Shipments. The package identifier for a given package is 
typically communicated by the Sender to the recipient, who 
then uses that package identifier to query the delivery system 
for the Status of that particular package. The Sender may 
even employ customer Service Staff to perform tracking 
queries on behalf of recipients. For shipperS and receivers 
engaged in an ongoing relationship, communicating a 
unique package identifier or performing queries for each 
package Sent can impose a significant burden. 

0006 There is thus a need for further contributions to 
tracking System technology. 

SUMMARY 

0007 One form of the present invention is a unique 
tracking System. In Some embodiments, the System over 
comes the inconvenience of tracking numbers by allowing 
electronic Searches of tracking data by the name or address 
of the recipient. Other embodiments limit the search results 
available to a user based on the password used, which 
limiting might restrict results to those packages Sent by a 
particular Shipper, those packages addressed to a particular 
recipient, or those packages handled by a particular Service 
provider. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

0008 FIG. 1 is a block diagram of a tracking system 
according to one embodiment of the present invention. 
0009 FIG. 2 is a flow chart of a query session using a 
System according to one embodiment of the present inven 
tion. 

0.010 FIG. 3A is a flow chart of a query session using a 
recipient password according to one embodiment of the 
present invention. 
0.011 FIG. 3B is a flow chart of a query session using a 
Shipper password according to one embodiment of the 
present invention. 
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0012 FIG. 3C is a flow chart of a query session using a 
Service bureau password according to one embodiment of 
the present invention. 
0013 FIG. 4 is a table of sample shipment data sets 
according to one embodiment of the present invention. 
0014 FIG. 5 is a table of sample password data sets 
according to one embodiment of the present invention. 
0.015 FIG. 6 is a table of sample pairs of Service Bureau 
IDs and Service Bureau Passwords according to one 
embodiment of the present invention. 
0016 FIG. 7 is a table of sample tracking data sets 
according to one embodiment of the present invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 

0017 For the purposes of promoting an understanding of 
the principles invention, reference will now be made to the 
embodiment illustrated in the drawings and Specific lan 
guage will be used to describe the same. It will nevertheless 
be understood that no limitation of the scope of the invention 
is thereby intended; any alterations and further modifications 
of the described or illustrated embodiments, and any further 
applications of the principles of the invention as illustrated 
therein are contemplated as would normally occur to one 
skilled in the art to which the invention relates. 

0018. The present invention relates to a system for pro 
Viding tracking data regarding packages that are being or 
have been transported by a carrier from a shipper to a 
receiver. AS used in this application, the terms “package, 
"parcel,”“shipment,” and “item” refer to any object or set 
of objects Sent from one entity to another via a courier or 
delivery Service, regardless of what encloses the item (e.g., 
an envelope or box) or what entity transports it (e.g., postal 
service, Federal Express, United Parcel Service, etc.). 
0019. In the illustrated embodiment, reference will be 
made to a common carrier and a separate Service bureau. It 
will be apparent to those skilled in the art that, in other 
embodiments within the Scope of the present invention, 
these entities functions as described herein could be per 
formed by other Separate organizations or by a single 
organization, Such as a private carrier. 
0020 Generally, in the exemplary embodiment shown in 
FIG. 1 as system 10, service bureau 5 serves local shippers 
1 by accepting packages 3 and forwarding them to their 
intended recipients 2 via carrier 9. Tracking service 15 
collects information about the package and its movement (as 
discussed below) from service bureau 5 and carrier 9. 
Tracking Service 15 then provides ShipperS 1, recipients 2, 
and service bureau 5 with controlled access to that data 
through a query/response interface made available by track 
ing server 8. 
0021. To control this access, service bureau 5 supplies to 
each of its Shipping customers a "shipper password” and a 
“recipient password.” (Alternatively, the shipping customer 
may select its passwords.) Shipper 1 may use the “shipper 
password” to retrieve certain information regarding pack 
ages it ships via service bureau 5 and carrier 9. Shipper 1 
may give the recipient password to the various entities to 
which it sends packages, So that they can retrieve certain 
information regarding those packages. The acceSS method 
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and the Scope of information available using a shipper 
password may be different from the acceSS method and 
information available using a recipient password, as dis 
cussed herein. Although the description herein is given in 
terms of a System using one Shipper password and one 
recipient password per shipper, multiple shipper passwords 
and/or recipient passwords may be given to a single shipper 
within the Scope of the present invention. Such an arrange 
ment would allow the System to provide greater Security and 
a customized interface for each recipient's tracking infor 
mation. 

0022 Service bureau 5 may also have a separate pass 
word for access to data regarding all parcels it handles in 
System 10. This password might be used to gain a still 
different mode of access to a still different collection of data 
regarding parcels it ships on behalf of various ShipperS 1. 

0023 The present invention may also be carried out in 
the context of a different business model. As described 
herein, tracking Service 15 manages Supplemental tracking 
data regarding certain packages 3 being delivered by carrier 
9. Personnel from service bureau 5 may pick up or accept 
packages from various shipperS 1, enter the data for use by 
tracking Service 15, and arrange for the package 3 to enter 
the transit network 11 of carrier 9. Alternatively, the func 
tions of service bureau 5 and tracking service 15 may be 
consolidated with the functions of carrier 9. In Some cir 
cumstances, additional efficiencies may be realized by Such 
combination. 

0024. In some embodiments of the present invention, 
when a single shipper password and/or recipient password 
are used to access all packages Sent by a particular Shipper, 
the difficulty of remembering or managing long Strings of 
alphanumeric characters can be avoided. The Single reusable 
password can allow access to an index of those packages, 
which index can be used to retrieve package identifiers (see 
discussion related to FIG. 4), and the package identifiers can 
be used to access the corresponding tracking data (see 
discussion relating to FIG. 7). This lookup process may be 
performed manually or automatically, greatly reducing the 
administrative burden of managing tracking information for 
Volume shipperS. 

0.025 Referring again to FIG. 1, an overview of an 
exemplary embodiment of the present invention will now be 
given. Shipper 1 delivers package 3 to Service bureau 5. 
Using WorkStation 7, Service bureau 5 acquires data relating 
to package 3, including, for example, it's a shipping or 
package identifier 4 (tracking number), Sender name and 
account number, recipient name and address, parcel weight 
and postage due, and any other accounting information 
desired. A manifest may also be created at WorkStation 7, 
depending on the number and type of parcels Sent together 
and the method of carriage. Workstation 7 sends some or all 
of this information to tracking server 8 where a new record 
or data Set, preferably including a time Stamp, is created 
from that information and inserted into table 401 (discussed 
in relation to FIG. 4, below) for use in responding to queries 
as described below. Packages 3 may then be given by the 
service bureau 5 to the carrier 9 for routing through transit 
network 11. 

0.026 Workstation 7 may comprise one or more CPUs, 
keyboards, monitors, printers, barcode Scanners, Scales, 
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communication and/or networking devices, and Software 
packages as necessary or desired to perform the intended 
functions. 

0027. When package 3 is accepted for transport by carrier 
9, a message containing the package identifier 4 and a time 
Stamp for the acceptance event is preferably Sent to and 
stored as a tracking data set in table 701 (discussed in 
relation to FIG. 7, below) in tracking database 13. When 
package 3 reaches Selected points en route (for example, at 
each distribution facility, or when it is loaded and/or 
unloaded from a vehicle), additional messages are prefer 
ably Sent to and Stored as another tracking data Set in table 
701 of tracking database 13 with the package identifier 4 and 
the date, time, location, and nature of each tracking event. 
When package 3 is delivered to recipient 2, another message 
is preferably Sent to tracking database 13 with the package 
identifier and delivery date, time, and location, and is Stored 
as still another tracking data set in table 701. This message 
may also contain information about the person who accepted 
delivery (e.g., name, title, and Signature image), which may 
also be stored in table 701 or elsewhere in tracking database 
13. 

0028. At any time after a data set regarding package 3 is 
recorded by tracking Server 8, a query may be made at access 
facility 63 using terminal 21 with client software 23. Access 
facility 63 may be an office of shipper 1 or recipient 2, or a 
public access terminal (Such as a public library computer 
with Internet access), a booth for customer access at Service 
bureau 5, in the form of a kiosk provided by the service 
bureau 5 at one or more locations, or other facility as may 
occur to one skilled in the art. Client software 23 may be 
custom software on a dedicated computer, a standard HTML 
browser on a general purpose computer, or any other human 
or machine interface that may occur to one skilled in the art. 
0029 Client software 23 sends the query to tracking 
server 8 via access network 25, which may be the Internet, 
an intranet, a dedicated telecommunications line, or any 
other Suitable communications channel. The query contains 
a password. Tracking Server 8 communicates with client 
Software 23 and customer information database 27 to deter 
mine a parcel list for which tracking information is required. 
(See discussion related to FIGS. 2 and 3a-3c, below.) 
0030 Tracking server 8 queries carrier tracking database 
13 to obtain tracking data for items on the item list. Tracking 
database 13 replies to tracking server 8 with a collection of 
tracking event data related to those items. Tracking Server 8 
filters and formats the tracking event data, then Sends the 
formatted data via access network 25 to terminal 21 for 
display with client software 23. This display may be in the 
form of an HTML World Wide Web page, an XML docu 
ment, a custom report Screen, a printed report, or other 
appropriate form. The tracking event data may also be 
captured and Stored at acceSS facility 63 for record-keeping 
or later processing. 
0031. Although the present description is given with 
tracking Server 8 and customer information database 27 
within the control of tracking Service 15, tracking database 
13 within the control of carrier 9, and workstation 7 physi 
cally located at Service bureau 5, these resources may be 
placed in different configurations. For example, customer 
information database 27 could be located with tracking 
database 13 in the control of carrier 9. Databases 13 and 27 
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might use distributed and/or redundant Storage. Tracking 
server 8 and/or customer information database 27 might be 
kept within the control of service bureau 5. Those skilled in 
the art may appreciate that additional configurations could 
be used within the Scope of the present invention. 
0.032 Referring additionally to FIG. 2, an access session 
100 for one embodiment of the present invention will now 
be described. This aspect of the present invention may be 
implemented in a unified World Wide Web site, or with 
Separate Sites for Shippers, receivers, and Service bureaus, or 
with any other organization that may occur to one skilled in 
the art. 

0033 Access session 100 starts at start block 101. An 
initial Web page prompts for and accepts a user password 
(which may be the shipper's password, the shipper's account 
number, or any other suitable identifier) at block 103. When 
the user enters a password, tracking server 8 at block 104 
queries customer information database 27 with the user 
password, and customer information database 27 returns the 
password type and the Shipper ID (which may be the 
Shipper's password, the shipper's account number, or any 
other Suitable identifier) for the appropriate shipper. Using 
the data in this response, tracking Server 8 determines 
whether the user password is a recipient password at deci 
sion block 105. If so, it proceeds to point A, discussed below 
in relation to FIG. 3A. 

0034). If not, tracking server 8 determines at decision 
block 107 whether the user password entered at block 103 is 
a shipper password. If it is a shipper password, execution 
proceeds at point B, discussed below in relation to FIG. 3B. 
If it is not a shipper password, tracking Server 8 determines 
at decision block 109 whether the user password is a 
password for a Service bureau. 
0035) If the user password is a password for a service 
bureau, execution proceeds at point C, discussed below in 
relation to FIG. 3C. If the user password is not any of the 
password types tested in decision blocks 105,107, and 109, 
an error message is displayed at block 111, and System 10 
prompts for and accepts another password at block 113. 
System 10 processes this password as it processed the user 
password entered at block 103. After returning from the 
procedures specific to recipients (at point A), Shippers (at 
point B), and service bureaus (at point C) (discussed below 
in relation to FIGS. 3A, 3B, and 3C, respectively), execu 
tion resumes with a prompt for another user password at 
block 103. 

0.036 Procedure 210, designed to handle queries by a 
package recipient, will now be described with reference to 
FIGS. 1 and 3A. At block 201, system 10 prompts for and 
accepts a ZIP code, Street number, and optional date range 
for the recipient’s query. Tracking server 8 filters its list of 
Shipment data Sets in customer information database 27 
based on the Shipper ID (received at block 104) and the 
information entered at block 201 to yield a list of candidate 
shipments. At decision block 205, tracking server 8 deter 
mines whether that list is empty. If So, an error message is 
displayed at block 207, and system 10 returns to block 201 
to prompt for a new query from the recipient. 

0037. If tracking server 8 determines at decision block 
205 that the list is not empty, tracking server 8 proceeds to 
block 209 and retrieves tracking data for shipments on the 
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list from carrier tracking database 13. This data is formatted 
and displayed at block 211. This data may include the 
Sender's name and account number, recipient's name and 
address package identifier, date and time of acceptance of 
the package by Service bureau 5; date, time, and location of 
acceptance of the package by carrier 9; the current (or most 
recently noted) transit and/or delivery status of the package 
date, time, location, and nature of tracking events that have 
occurred during transit of the package through transit net 
work 11, date, time, and location of delivery of the parcel; 
and/or any other information desired as would occur to one 
skilled in the art. This data may be displayed in a table, in 
graphic form, as plain text, or in any other form as appro 
priate, or using a combination of Such forms. The user may 
have the opportunity to print or capture the data, Select 
alternative formats, or view an image of the Signature 
received upon delivery of the package, if Such an image was 
captured and he or she So desires. 
0038. At decision block 213, the user is given the option 
to make another query. If the user indicates Such a desire, the 
process returns to the prompt at block 201. Otherwise, 
execution returns to the process in FIG. 2 at re-entry point 
A'. 

0039) Process 220, relating to a query by a shipper, is 
shown in FIG. 3B. System 10 prompts for the shipper's 
query mode (see options below) and parameters, and accepts 
input of that information at block 223. Then at block 224, 
tracking server 8 queries customer information database 27 
to create a list of packages sent by the shipper (identified at 
block 104) in the date range (if any) provided by the user at 
block 223. 

0040 Tracking server 8 checks at decision block 225 
whether a global query was made. If So, execution continues 
at block 235. If the query was not global, tracking server 8 
checks for a destination-based query at decision block 227. 
If the query was also not destination-based, tracking Server 
8 concludes at block 229 that a delivery performance report 
was requested. 

0041) If at decision block 227 tracking server 8 deter 
mined that a destination-based query was made, then the 
shipment data set collection obtained at block 233 is filtered 
further based on the destination information given by the 
user. This filter can preferably function with full or only 
partial destination information; for example, with only the 
first three digits of a destination ZIP code. 
0042. Whether based on a global query (from decision 
block 225) or a destination-based query (block 233), infor 
mation relating to packages on the filtered list is obtained 
from tracking database 13 and displayed for the user at block 
235. This information may include any or all of the items 
listed above in relation to the display at block 211, but may 
comprise a different collection of those items depending on 
the needs or preferences of the parties involved. The user 
may again have the opportunity to print or capture the data, 
Select different display formats, or to view an image of the 
Signature received upon delivery of the package, if Such an 
image was captured and he or she So desires. 
0043. When tracking server 8 determines at block 229 
that a delivery performance report has been requested, the 
collection of items (created at block 224) upon which to 
report is filtered at block 231 based on the additional query 
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parameters, if any, given by the user at block 223. Tracking 
server 8 then calculates (at block 237) the relevant delivery 
performance Statistics for items remaining in the collection, 
then displays a delivery performance Summary of those 
statistics in Suitable form at block 239. Again, the user may 
have the option of capturing and/or printing this Summary, 
or accessing the underlying data. Data meeting certain 
criteria may be displayed differently from other data, as a 
non-limiting example, by highlighting data for items that 
were delivered outside a certain time window after accep 
tance by carrier 9. 
0044) After the display of data at block 235 or block 239, 
execution continues at decision block 241, where the user is 
given the option to Submit another query. If the user exer 
cises that option, execution proceeds with another prompt 
and acceptance of query mode and parameters at block 223. 
If not, execution proceeds at point B' in FIG.2, as discussed 
above. 

0045. If system 10 determines at decision block 109 that 
the user has entered a Service bureau's password, proceSS 
300 shown in FIG. 3C is followed. System 10 prompts the 
user for and accepts input of the query mode and parameters 
at block 323. Then at block 324 tracking server 8 queries 
customer information database 27 to create a list of packages 
sent via the service bureau (which was identified at block 
104) in the date range (if any) provided by the user at block 
323. Tracking server 8 classifies the query at decision blocks 
325, 327, and 329, corresponding to decision blocks 225, 
227, and 229 in FIG. 3B. At block 333, tracking server 8 
filters the collection of items based on destination-based 
query parameters given at block 323. Tracking information 
relating to entries on the resulting list (in the case of a global 
query, the output of the query at block 324) is obtained from 
tracking database 13 and displayed at block 335 in any 
suitable fashion (see block 235 above). This information 
may include one or more of the details of the information 
described in connection with FIGS. 3A and 3B. For a 
delivery performance report query, the list is filtered at block 
331 (like block 231 above) and statistics are calculated at 
block 337 (like block 237 above) and displayed at block 339 
(like the display at block 239 above). 
0046. At decision block 341, the user is given the option 
to request another query. If the user elects to do So, System 
10 prompts for the mode and parameters for the next query 
at block 323. If not, system 10 continues at point C" in FIG. 
2. 

0047. The methods of FIGS. 2, 3A, 3B, and 3C are 
preferably embodied in Software on computer-readable 
media, the Software being executed by terminal 21 and 
tracking server 8 as client software 23 and server software 
24, respectively. 
0048 Turning now to FIG. 4, a table 401 of shipment 
records for one embodiment of the present invention is 
shown. In this example, each line (record) in the table 
corresponds to a package being tracked by System 10, and 
the table is stored in customer information database 27 (see 
FIG. 1). The record in table 401 for a given package 3 is 
created when the initial data regarding that package is 
acquired at WorkStation 7 and transmitted to tracking Server 
8. Information in a record in table 401 identifies and 
characterizes the package; for example, its package identi 
fier, Service classification (e.g., Priority Mail, Express Mail, 
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Overnight Courier), postage cost, Shipper identifier, Shipper 
name, Shipper address, recipient name, destination Street 
number, destination Street, destination city, destination State, 
destination ZIP code, original acceptance date and time, 
service bureau identifier, etc. Table 401 may also store the 
destination street number or Post Office Box number in a 
Separate field for easier access. After the package is deliv 
ered, tracking Server 8 may store the delivery date and time 
in table 401, and may set a flag to indicate whether the 
package has been delivered within an expected time period. 
Any of this information may be used in the filtering pro 
cesses at 106,203,221, 231,233,331, and 333, and may be 
retrieved and displayed at blocks 209, 211,235, 239, 335, 
and 339 in FIGS. 2, 3A, 3B, and 3C, as discussed above. 

0049. An exemplary embodiment of table 501, which 
may also be maintained in customer information database 
27, is given in FIG. 5. Table 501 stores relations between 
shipper identifiers given in the “shipper identifier” field of 
table 401 with corresponding “shipper passwords” and 
“recipient passwords.” The rows (records) in table 501 are 
created when the passwords are initially distributed to or 
Selected by the Shipper (See above). The appropriate col 
umn(s) of this table 501 are searched when tracking server 
8 attempts at decision block 107 to determine whether the 
user's password is a shipper password, and when it attempts 
at decision block 105 to determine whether the user's 
password is a recipient password. 

0050. An exemplary embodiment of table 601, which 
may also be maintained in customer information database 
27, is shown in FIG. 6. Table 601 stores relations between 
Service bureau identifiers and the corresponding Service 
bureau passwords, company names, and other desired 
address and contact information. The rows (records) in table 
601 are created when the password is initially given to the 
service bureau. This table is referenced by tracking server 8 
at decision block 109 to determine whether the user pass 
word entered at block 103 belongs to a service bureau 5. 
0051 Referring additionally to FIG. 7, carrier database 
13 in the present exemplary embodiment contains table 701 
of tracking events relating to packages that have been 
accepted for transport by carrier 9. For each tracking event, 
a row in table 701 is preferably created to store the tracking 
number of the package in question and the type, date, time, 
and location (including, for example, the ZIP code) of that 
event. Entries in table 701 are made to reflect various 
tracking events during transit and delivery of each package; 
for example, when each parcel is accepted for transit by 
carrier 9 and at various points in the transit and/or delivery 
of the parcel as described above in relation to FIG. 1. Table 
701 is queried at blocks 209, 231, 235, 331, and 335 using 
the relevant package identifiers to retrieve tracking event 
data for display at blocks 211,235, 239, 335, and 339. 

0.052 Tables 401, 501, 601, and 701, exemplified in 
FIGS. 4, 5, 6, and 7, may comprise a single database at a 
Single location, a single database distributed among multiple 
locations, multiple databases in multiple locations, or any 
other appropriate Storage Scheme. For example, tables 401 
and 501 may be kept by service bureau 5, while table 601 is 
retained by tracking service 15 (see FIG. 1). Table 701 may 
be located at yet another facility, within the control of carrier 
9, and be connected by dedicated line to tracking server 8 at 
tracking service 15. With this alternative structure, data 
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related to Shipments by each Shipper 1 remains within the 
control of the service bureau 5 with which shipper 1 has a 
busineSS relationship, and probably direct contractual priv 
ity. 

0.053 As another example, tracking service 15 might 
maintain a local copy (not shown) of at least a portion of 
tracking database 13. In this example, carrier 9 may provide 
an update file (not shown) of tracking information to track 
ing Service 15 at regular intervals. Tracking Service 15 may 
then use the update file to update its local copy of tracking 
database 13. When tracking server 8 requires tracking infor 
mation as described herein, tracking Server 8 may query the 
local copy. 
0.054 An alternative arrangement within the scope of the 
present invention has tables 401, 501, and 601 (of FIGS. 4, 
5, and 6, respectively) all within the control of tracking 
service 15. In this scenario, many service bureaus 5 might be 
linked with a Single tracking Service 15, but a Single "front 
end’ access method could link to tracker server 8 to obtain 
all necessary data for responding to the query, regardless of 
which service bureau 5 initially processed the relevant 
packages. 

0.055 Another alternative arrangement allows queries 
from access facility 63 (see FIG. 1) using only recipient 
location information (for example, ZIP code and Street 
number), but no user password. System 10 might provide a 
response comprising a limited Subset of the information 
types discussed in relation to reporting block 235 in FIG. 
3A. 

0056. In still another embodiment, a tracking service that 
is interrogated based on all or part of a Shipment address is 
provided by a Shipper with or without a separate Service 
bureau or password access requirement. 
0057. A further alternative arrangement allows queries 
from access facility 63 (see FIG. 1) using recipient location 
information with a shipper password, or with a recipient 
password, or with a service bureau password. System 10 
would again provide a properly filtered response comprising 
a limited Subset of the information types discussed in 
relation to reporting block 235 in FIG. 3A. 
0.058. In yet another embodiment, one provides for deliv 
ery of a shipment to an address, the shipment corresponding 
to a shipping identifier different from the address, accepts a 
query that includes at least a portion of the address without 
the identifier; and responds to the query by providing 
information regarding the shipment. 
0059. In still another embodiment, a shipper password 
and a recipient password, both associated with a shipper, are 
provided. A first shipment to a first recipient having first 
location information is accepted for delivery. A Second 
Shipment to a Second recipient having Second location 
information is also accepted for delivery. In response to a 
first query including the shipper password, access is pro 
Vided to tracking information related to the first Shipment 
and the Second shipment. In response to a Second query 
including the recipient password and the first location infor 
mation, access is provided to tracking information related to 
the first shipment. In response to a third query including the 
recipient password and the Second location information, 
access is provided to tracking information related to the 
Second Shipment. 
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0060. In a still further embodiment, a server has access to 
a database comprising a table of Shipment data Sets, each 
comprising one of a number of Shipper identifiers, recipient 
location data, and tracking data related to a shipment. The 
Server also has access to a table of Shipper data Sets, each 
comprising one of a number of unique shipper passwords, a 
recipient password, and a Shipper identifier. The Server is 
responsive to a first query including one of Said shipper 
passwords to provide only shipment data Sets corresponding 
to that one of the Shipper passwords. The Server is respon 
Sive to a Second query including one of the recipient 
passwords and corresponding recipient location information 
to provide only Shipment data Sets corresponding to that one 
of the recipient passwords and the corresponding recipient 
location information. 

0061. In still a further embodiment, a network node is in 
communication with a tracking information Server, and a 
transmission line is in communication with the network 
node and with an acceSS facility. A query Signal is carried by 
the transmission line and comprises an address Signal. A 
response Signal carried by the transmission line represents 
tracking data from the tracking information Server, where 
the tracking data is related to a package being transported to 
an address corresponding to the address Signal, and although 
the package has an identifier, the query Signal does not 
contain the identifier. 

0062. In still a further embodiment, a computer readable 
medium is encoded with programming instructions for a 
query-response routine to provide tracking information for a 
parcel tracking System, the programming instructions being 
executable to generate an output corresponding to tracking 
information for a shipment in response to entry of a pass 
word and at least a portion of a destination address for the 
Shipment. 

0063. Other network topologies, database table and stor 
age Structures, and query Schemes may be used as appro 
priate for a particular implementation of the present inven 
tion and would occur to one skilled in the art. 

0064.) Modifications of the present disclosure and claims, 
as would occur to one skilled in the art, may be made within 
the scope of the present invention. While the disclosure 
above has been made in relation to preferred embodiments, 
the Scope of the invention is defined by the claims appended 
hereto. 

What is claimed is: 
1. A method of providing tracking information based on 

electronic queries between networked computers, compris 
ing: 

providing for delivery of a shipment to an address, the 
shipment corresponding to a shipping identifier differ 
ent from the address, 

accepting an electronic query that includes at least a 
portion of the address without the Shipping identifier; 
and 

automatically responding to the query by providing track 
ing data regarding the shipment. 

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the provided tracking 
data comprises the identifier. 
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3. The method of claim 1, wherein the provided tracking 
data comprises information about at least one tracking event 
involving the shipment. 

4. The method of claim 3, wherein the information about 
the at least one tracking event comprises the date of the at 
least one event. 

5. The method of claim 4, wherein the information about 
the at least one tracking event further comprises the time of 
the at least one event. 

6. The method of claim 1, wherein the electronic query 
includes a postal code. 

7. The method of claim 1, wherein the electronic query 
includes a Street number or post office box number. 

8. The method of claim 1, wherein: 

the electronic query further includes a date, and 
the provided tracking data is limited based on the date. 
9. The method of claim 1, wherein: 
the electronic query further includes a password; and 
the provided tracking data is limited based on the pass 

word. 
10. A method of tracking shipments via a network of 

computers, comprising: 
providing a shipper password associated with a Shipper; 
providing a recipient password associated with the ship 

per, 

accepting a first shipment from the shipper for delivery to 
a first recipient having first location information; 

accepting a Second shipment from the shipper for delivery 
to a Second recipient having Second location informa 
tion; 

responding to a first electronic query by providing elec 
tronic access to data describing tracking events con 
cerning the first shipment and tracking events concern 
ing the Second shipment, where the first electronic 
query includes the Shipper password; 

responding to a Second electronic query by providing 
electronic access to data describing tracking events 
concerning the first Shipment, where the Second query 
includes the recipient password and the first location 
information; and 

responding to a third electronic query by providing elec 
tronic access to data describing tracking events con 
cerning the Second shipment, where the third electronic 
query includes the recipient password and the Second 
location information. 

11. The method of claim 10, wherein 

the responding to a first electronic query comprises pro 
Viding data about a first Set of tracking events, 

the responding to a Second electronic query comprises 
providing data about a Second Set of tracking events, 
and 

the Second Set of tracking events is a proper Subset of the 
first Set of tracking events. 

12. The method of claim 10, wherein the first location 
information in the Second electronic query comprises a 
postal code or ZIP code. 
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13. The method of claim 10, wherein the first location 
information in the Second electronic query comprises at least 
one of a Street number and a post office box number. 

14. The method of claim 10, further comprising: 
providing to a Service bureau a Service bureau code; and 
responding to a fourth electronic query by providing 

electronic access to data describing tracking events 
concerning shipments Sent via the Service bureau, 
where the fourth electronic query includes the Service 
bureau code. 

15. The method of claim 14, wherein the shipments sent 
via the service bureau include both: 

Shipments Sent by the Shipper, and 
Shipments Sent by Someone other than the Shipper. 
16. The method of claim 10, further comprising: 
responding to a fifth electronic query by denying elec 

tronic access to data describing tracking events, where 
the fifth electronic query includes the recipient pass 
word but fails to include a predetermined threshold 
amount of the recipient location information. 

17. The method of claim 16, wherein the threshold 
amount of the recipient location information comprises a 
postal code or ZIP code. 

18. The method of claim 16, wherein the threshold 
amount of the recipient location information comprises at 
least one of a Street number or a post office box number. 

19. A system for providing shipment status information 
Via digital communication, comprising: 

a Server having access to a database comprising: 
a table of Shipment data Sets, each shipment data Set 

comprising one of a number of Shipper identifiers, 
recipient location data, and tracking data related to a 
Shipment; and 

a table of Shipper data Sets, each comprising one of a 
number of unique Shipper passwords, a recipient 
password, and a shipper identifier; 

the Server being automatically responsive to: 
a first electronic query that includes one of the Shipper 

passwords to provide only shipment data Sets corre 
sponding to the one of the shipper passwords, and 

a Second electronic query that includes one of the 
recipient passwords and corresponding recipient 
location information to provide only Shipment data 
Sets corresponding to both (1) the one of the recipient 
passwords and (2) the corresponding recipient loca 
tion information. 

20. The system of claim 19, further comprising: 
an interfacing means for accepting input from a user, 

formulating the query from the input, and formatting 
the response for display. 

21. A System for providing shipment Status information 
Via digital electronic communication over a network of 
computers, comprising: 

a network node in communication with a tracking infor 
mation Server, 

a transmission line in communication with the network 
node and with an access facility; 
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a digital query Signal carried by the transmission line, the 
query Signal comprising address data; and 

a digital response Signal carried by the transmission line, 
the response Signal representing data from the tracking 
information Server about tracking events, wherein 
the tracking events are related to a package being 

transported to an address corresponding to the 
address data, 

the package has a tracking identifier, and 
the query signal does not contain the tracking identifier. 

22. The system of claim 21, wherein: 
the query Signal further comprises date information; and 
the tracking data is limited by the date information. 
23. An apparatus, comprising 
a computer readable medium encoded with programming 

instructions for a query-response routine that provides 
information about tracking events, 

the programming instructions being executable to gener 
ate, in response to a user providing a password and at 
least a portion of a destination address for a shipment, 
an output corresponding to information about tracking 
events for the Shipment. 

24. The apparatus of claim 23, the programming instruc 
tions being executable also to generate an electronic 
response to an electronic query, where 

the electronic query includes the Second password but no 
package identifier and no recipient location informa 
tion, and 

the electronic response includes no tracking information. 
25. A method of managing tracking information for pack 

ages being shipped, comprising: 
accepting a plurality of packages for delivery from a 

plurality of Shippers, 
providing a different password to each of the plurality of 

Shippers, and 
providing access to tracking event and billing information 

for Some of the plurality of packages, comprising 
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accepting entry of a first particular password; 
determining that the first particular password was pro 

Vided to a first particular shipper in the plurality of 
Shippers, 

limiting the access to tracking events and billing infor 
mation to that related to those of the plurality of 
packages accepted from the first particular shipper, 

wherein the billing information comprises Shipping 
charges for a Selected plurality of packages. 

26. The method of claim 25, wherein at least a first one of 
the tracking events is an acceptance event. 

27. The method of claim 26, wherein at least a second one 
of the tracking events is a delivery event. 

28. A method of providing limited access to information 
about package tracking events, comprising: 

providing a first password to the shipper of a package; 
providing a Second password to the addressee of the 

package; 

providing a first user interface usable to Search tracking 
information regarding the package in response to the 
first password; and 

providing a Second user interface usable to Search track 
ing information regarding the package in response to 
the Second password; 

wherein the first user interface and the Second user 
interface comprise different Sets of user interface ele 
mentS. 

29. The method of claim 28, wherein: 
the first user interface enables Searching for package 

tracking information using a first Set of query param 
eters, 

the Second user interface enables Searching for package 
tracking information using a Second Set of query 
parameters, and 

the first Set of query parameters and the Second Set of 
query parameters are different. 


