
(19) United States 
(12) Patent Application Publication (10) Pub. No.: US 2011/0184834 A1 

US 2011 O184834A1 

Perrochon et al. (43) Pub. Date: Jul. 28, 2011 

(54) DISTRIBUTED ELECTRONIC COMMERCE (52) U.S. Cl. ....................................................... 705/26.8 
SYSTEM WITH VIRTUAL SHOPPING CARTS 
FOR GROUP SHOPPING 

(75) Inventors: Louis Vincent Perrochon, 
Mountain View, CA (US); Arturo (57) ABSTRACT 
E. Crespo, Sunnyvale, CA (US) An electronic commerce system includes a broker that 

(73) Assignee: GOOGLE INC., Mountain View enables third parties to create their own independent shopping 
CA (US) s s carts including items from one or more merchants and/or 

items for group shopping. An agent, customer, or merchant 
(21) Appl. No.: 13/081,281 can create and store a shopping cart containing one or more 

items. One or more customers can view the shopping cart to 
(22) Filed: Apr. 6, 2011 determine whether to purchase the item(s). To make the pur 

chase, the customer(s) are transferred to a broker for the 
Related U.S. Application Data checkout. Where there is more than one customer, the cus 

- - - tomers can pledge to pay a portion of the total price for the 
(62) Division of application No. 1 1/477,012, filed on Jun. cart. The customer(s) can purchase the items in the shopping 

27, 2006, now Pat. No. 7,949,572. cart in a single purchase transaction with the broker, rather 
O O than having to deal with each of the merchants. The broker 

Publication Classification interacts with the merchants to complete the transaction and 
(51) Int. Cl. can charge the customer(s) the appropriate amount or portion 

G06O 30/00 (2006.01) pledged. 

RECEWAGEN-ENE CAR /- 80 

Receive customer NTET to purchase 
ES CAR 8. 

COMMUNICATE WITH MERCHANTS TO 
CCC RANSACION - 614 

AENECA CSOVER 

SAY S. CAR VVV 83 
CASE ONS a 

RECEE RASE ONES k - 820 

AE FRE 
822 

calcular charges an Execute " 53 
RANSACON 

CRNAES- /-624 

{RE: ERC-AN s 88 

  

  

    

    

  



US 2011/O184834 A1 Jul. 28, 2011 Sheet 1 of 8 Patent Application Publication 

${}}. ~~ 

  

  



US 2011/O184834 A1 Jul. 28, 2011 Sheet 2 of 8 Patent Application Publication 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  



US 2011/0184834 A1 Jul. 28, 2011 Sheet 3 of 8 Patent Application Publication 

  



Patent Application Publication Jul. 28, 2011 Sheet 4 of 8 US 2011/O184834 A1 

3 
k 

a 

C. S. 

O 
& 

  



US 2011/0184834 A1 

$ $ $ * 

Jul. 28, 2011 Sheet 5 of 8 Patent Application Publication 

  

  

  

  

  

  



Patent Application Publication Jul. 28, 2011 Sheet 6 of 8 US 2011/0184834 A1 

RECEWAGEN.)N). CAR M-610 

REceive customer intent to purchase 82 
ES N CAR 

communicaTE witH MERCHANT(s) to 
{CONOC RANSACON /r 614 

AEN CAE CSOWER 

Disp AY shopping CART, 
RC-ASE OPONS 68 

82 

DAE PRCE 822 

calculATE charges and Execute 623 
RANSACON 

CCORONAE S.NG "r 624. 

(CRE). ERCHAN ^r 626 

F.G. 6 

    

  

      

  

  

  



Patent Application Publication Jul. 28, 2011 Sheet 7 of 8 US 2011/O184834 A1 

RECEWEAGEN.EN CAR 

E/S N CAR 

(CONC RANSACON 

AUTHENTICATE CJSOMER(S) Y 

—display stoppines car." 
RCASE O-ONS M 

RECEW RCASE OCNS 

communicate with Merchants to 

7 

2 

78 

- 78 

720 

  

  

  

  



Patent Application Publication Jul. 28, 2011 Sheet 8 of 8 US 2011/0184834 A1 

821 N- Y 
M RECEWE EDGES 

822 N. DAE RCE 

823- CACAE ARCE 

824 

1 Sii Y 
ECJAS 

N. O.A. 
NPRICE21 

828 

"83 
COOR NAe SPNG 

832 
CRE MERCHAN 

FG. 8 

  

  

  

  

    

  



US 2011/0184834 A1 

DISTRIBUTED ELECTRONIC COMMERCE 
SYSTEM WITH VIRTUAL SHOPPING CARTS 

FOR GROUP SHOPPING 

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED 
APPLICATIONS 

0001. This application is a divisional of U.S. application 
Ser. No. 1 1/477,012, filed Jun. 27, 2006, entitled “Distributed 
Electronic Commerce System with Independent Third Party 
Virtual Shopping Carts.” which is hereby incorporated by 
reference herein in its entirety, including any appendices or 
attachments thereof, for all purposes. 
0002 This application is also related to U.S. patent appli 
cation Ser. No. 11/112,176, filed Apr. 22, 2005, entitled “Dis 
tributed Electronic Commerce System With Centralized 
Point Of Purchase to U.S. patent application Ser. No. 
11/299,168, filed on Dec. 29, 2005, entitled “Distributed 
Electronic Commerce System with Centralized Virtual Shop 
ping Carts.” to U.S. patent application Ser. No. 1 1/426,833, 
filed Jun. 27, 2006, entitled “Electronic Commerce System 
Utilizing Custom Merchant Calculations.” and to U.S. patent 
application Ser. No. 1 1/426,838, filed Jun. 27, 2006, entitled 
“Determining Taxes in an Electronic Commerce System.” 
each of which is hereby incorporated by reference herein in its 
entirety, including any appendices or attachments thereof, for 
all purposes. 

BACKGROUND 

0003. This invention pertains in general to electronic com 
merce and in particular to a system for centralizing shopping 
from multiple Internet-based merchants. 
0004 Electronic commerce on the Internet has become 
commonplace. There are many merchants offering goods and 
services via web sites on the Internet, and there are an even 
greater number of customers who purchase the goods and 
services. In many cases, the electronic commerce transac 
tions involve physical goods. For example, many customers 
purchase items such as books, compact disks (CDS) and 
DVDs via the Internet. Customers can also purchase elec 
tronic content Such as downloadable text and/or music and 
access to web sites that provide news or entertainment stories. 
0005 Most electronic commerce sites on the Internet use 
adhoc purchasing systems. For example, a web-based music 
merchant typically has a purchasing system that is valid for 
only that merchant's family of web sites. Therefore, a cus 
tomer must establish an account and/or provide payment 
information to each merchant that the customer patronizes. 
These separate accounts are inconvenient to both parties. The 
merchant must maintain a dedicated account management 
and payment system. The customer must establish separate 
accounts with numerous merchants. 
0006. Due to these inconveniences, customers are often 
reluctant to purchase items from smaller or relatively 
unknown merchants. These merchants lack the brand recog 
nition and trust associated with larger, better known mer 
chants. Therefore, the customers hesitate to engage in risky 
behavior, such as providing a credit card number or shipping 
address, to the merchants. In addition, where a customer is 
interested in numerous related items from numerous different 
merchants, it can be cumbersome to collect all of these items 
from these merchants and purchase them one by one. As a 
result, there is a need in the art for an electronic commerce 
system that allows customers to independently create a col 
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lection of items from multiple merchants that can be pur 
chased in a single transaction and in a manner that alleviates 
customer concerns regarding making purchases from Smaller 
or lesser known merchants. 

SUMMARY 

0007. The above need is met by an electronic commerce 
system, method, and non-transitory computer-readable stor 
age medium that can receive information regarding a virtual 
shopping cart created and stored by an agent responsive to a 
customer indicating a desire to purchase items contained 
within the virtual shopping cart. In some embodiments, the 
shopping cart is adapted to hold items offered by different 
online merchants. In some embodiments, the customer is 
further enabled to purchase the items within the shopping 
Cart. 

0008 Another embodiment includes an electronic com 
merce system, method, and non-transitory computer-read 
able storage medium that can receive pledges from customers 
to pay a portion of the total price of an item contained within 
a virtual shopping cart. Each of the customers can be charged 
the portion indicated by that customer in response to a posi 
tive determination. In addition, the customers can be enabled 
to purchase the item. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

0009 FIG. 1 is a high-level block diagram of a computing 
environment according to one embodiment. 
0010 FIG. 2 is a high-level block diagram illustrating a 
functional view of a typical computer system for use as one of 
the entities illustrated in the environment of FIG. 1 according 
to one embodiment. 
0011 FIG. 3 is a high-level block diagram illustrating 
modules within a customer according to one embodiment. 
0012 FIG. 4a is a high-level block diagram illustrating 
modules within a merchant according to one embodiment. 
0013 FIG. 4b is a high-level block diagram illustrating 
modules within an agent according to one embodiment. 
0014 FIG. 5 is a high-level block diagram illustrating 
modules within the broker according to one embodiment. 
0015 FIG. 6 is a flow chart illustrating the operation of the 
broker according to one embodiment. 
0016 FIG. 7 is a flow chart illustrating the operation of the 
broker where multiple customers are purchasing item(s) in a 
shopping cart according to one embodiment 
0017 FIG. 8 is a flow chart illustrating the operation of the 
broker where multiple customers are purchasing item(s) in a 
shopping cart and providing pledges according to one 
embodiment 
0018. The figures depict an embodiment of the present 
invention for purposes of illustration only. One skilled in the 
art will readily recognize from the following description that 
alternative embodiments of the structures and methods illus 
trated herein may be employed without departing from the 
principles of the invention described herein. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

A. Overview 

0019 FIG. 1 is a high-level block diagram of a computing 
environment 100 according to one embodiment of the present 
invention. FIG. 1 illustrates two customers 102A and 102B, 
two merchants 104A and 104B, an agent 105, and a broker 
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106 connected by a network 108. FIG. 1 and the other figures 
use like reference numerals to identify like elements. A letter 
after a reference numeral, such as "104A, indicates that the 
text refers specifically to the element having that particular 
reference numeral. A reference numeral in the text without a 
following letter, such as "104.” refers to any or all of the 
elements in the figures bearing that reference numeral (e.g. 
“104 in the text refers to reference numerals “104A and/or 
“104B' in the figures). 
0020. The customer 102 in this embodiment represents an 
entity that obtains items via the network 108 through pur 
chases or other types of transactions. The customer 102 is 
sometimes referred to as the “buyer' and the transaction is 
sometimes referred to as a “sale' or “purchase.” As used 
herein, these terms also refer to other types of transactions, 
regardless of whether the customer is technically a “buyer' or 
the transaction is technically a “purchase' (e.g., transactions 
in which no money is exchanged). End-users acting as cus 
tomers 102 can include end-users purchasing items for their 
own use or as gifts, and/or end-users purchasing items for the 
use of a company or other enterprise with which the end-users 
are associated, or for other purposes. 
0021. In one embodiment, the customer 102 includes a 
computer system utilized by an end-user to communicate 
with other computers on the network 108 in order to effect a 
purchase. The computer system, for example, can be a per 
Sonal computer executing a web browser Such as 
MICROSOFT INTERNET EXPLORER that allows the end 
user to retrieve and display content from web servers and 
other computer systems on the network 108. In other embodi 
ments, the customer 102 includes a network-capable device 
other than a computer system, such as a personal digital 
assistant (PDA), a cellular telephone, a pager, a Smartphone, 
a television “set-top box' etc. For example, the customer 102 
can be a cellphone communicating via short message service 
(SMS) or another mechanism. Although FIG. 1 illustrates two 
customers 102, embodiments of the present invention can 
have thousands or millions of customers participating in the 
electronic commerce system described herein. Only two cus 
tomers 102 are illustrated in order to simplify and clarify the 
present description. 
0022. Similarly, the merchant 104 represents an entity that 
sells items on the network 108 or makes items available 
through other types of transactions. The merchant 104 offer 
ing the item to the buyer is sometimes referred to as the 
“seller” and the transaction is sometimes referred to as a 
“sale' or “purchase. As used herein, these terms also refer to 
other types of transactions, regardless of whether the mer 
chant is technically a “seller' or the transaction is technically 
a “sale. 

0023. In one embodiment, the merchant 104 includes a 
computer system acting as a web server that is utilized to offer 
the items to potential customers 102. In other embodiments, 
the merchant 104 includes a cellular phone or similar device 
(e.g., that communicates via SMS). The merchant 104 is said 
to be “online.” meaning that the merchant 104 provides a 
presence on the network 108 (e.g., the Internet, a cellular 
network, or other type of network). The items offered by the 
merchant 104 can include tangible items such as books, CDs, 
DVDs, digital cameras and other types of electronic goods, 
etc. The items offered by the merchant 104 can also include 
intangible items such as services and electronic content Such 
as web pages, downloadable files, streaming media, etc. In 
some embodiments, the merchant 104 includes a network 
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capable device other than a computer system (as described 
above with regard to the customer 102. Such as a personal 
digital assistant (PDA), a cellular telephone, a pager, a Smart 
phone, a television “set-top box' etc. Although FIG. 1 illus 
trates only two merchants 104, embodiments of the present 
invention can have many merchants participating in the elec 
tronic commerce system. The two merchants 104 are illus 
trated in order to simplify and clarify the present description. 
0024. The agent 105 represents an entity that allows cus 
tomers 102 to shop using a 'shopping cart' metaphor. In some 
embodiments, the agent 105 creates and displays on a website 
or otherwise makes available a virtual shopping cart includ 
ing items that can be purchased (e.g. via SMS, etc.). Depend 
ing upon the embodiment, a single shopping cart can store 
items being sold by one merchant 104 or by multiple mer 
chants 104 that were collected into a single shopping cart 
(and/or multiple shopping carts) created by the agent 105. 
The shopping cart can store items from the same merchant or 
from different online merchants. Different online merchants 
include merchants that generally operate separately (e.g., 
WALMARTTM and MACYSTM. Subsidiaries or partners of 
merchants, and also merchants that sell products through the 
same mechanism can further be different online merchants. 
For example, TOYS “R” USTM and TARGETTM might both 
sell products through AMAZON.COMTM, but they still rep 
resent different online merchants. A customer 102 who 
desires to purchase one or more items that are present in a 
virtual shopping cart created and stored by the agent can 
indicate that he or she would like to purchase those items. For 
example, the customer 102 might indicate a desire to pur 
chase by selecting abutton (e.g., a “buy' button, a “purchase' 
button, a “checkout” button, and so forth) associated with the 
shopping cart, by clicking on a shopping cart icon, or other 
wise indicating that he/she wishes to purchase the items in the 
shopping cart. The customer 102 can then be transferred over 
to the broker 106 (described below) for checkout and pur 
chase of the items. Thus, by acting as an agent 105, a third 
party can independently create his/her own shopping cart 
containing any items the third party chooses, manage the cart, 
share the cart with other users, etc. In some embodiments, the 
agent 105 includes a network-capable device other than a 
computer system (as described above with regard to the cus 
tomer 102. Such as a personal digital assistant (PDA), a cel 
lular telephone, a pager, a Smartphone, a television "set-top 
box' etc. Although FIG. 1 illustrates only one agent 105, 
embodiments of the present invention can have many agents 
participating in the electronic commerce system. 
0025. The broker 106 represents an entity that serves as an 
intermediary for the transaction between the customer 102, 
the agent 105, and the merchant(s) 104. In one embodiment, 
the broker 106 operates a system that functions as a central 
ized place at which a customer 102 can be directed for a 
checkout process for items stored in the shopping cart that the 
customer 102 wishes to purchase. For example, once the 
customer 102 has indicated a desire to purchase items in a 
shopping cart stored by the agent 105, the customer 102 can 
be redirected from the agent's website to the broker's website. 
The broker 106 interacts with the customer 102 and allows the 
customer to purchase the items in the shopping cart. The 
broker 106 further interacts with the one or more merchants 
104 selling the various items in the cart to manage the trans 
action. Thus, the customer 102 can patronize multiple mer 
chants 104, but use a single shopping cart containing all of the 
items of interest. In addition, the customer 102 only needs to 
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provide payment information to the broker 106, since the 
broker 106 manages the checkout and payment process. 
Although FIG. 1 illustrates only a single broker 106, embodi 
ments of the present invention can have multiple brokers 
participating in the electronic commerce system. 
0026. In one embodiment, the broker 106 is within a dif 
ferent “domain than the customer 102 and/or merchant 104 
and/or agent 105. As used here, the term “domain generally 
refers to a sphere of influence. A broker 106 and merchant 
104, for example, are in different domains when they are 
independent of each other and lack a shared point of control. 
There is not necessarily a relationship between the domain in 
which a broker 106 and/or merchant 104 or agent 105 reside 
and the domain names utilized by those entities on the net 
work 108, although the use of different domain names may 
constitute evidence that the broker 106 and merchant 104 or 
agent 105 are independent and thus are in different domains. 
In some embodiments, the broker 106 is within the same 
domain as some customers 102 and/or merchants 104 and/or 
agents 105, and in a different domain than other customers 
and/or merchants and/or agents. 
0027 FIG. 1 illustrates a shopping cart module 450 within 
the agent 105. The module 450 can create a cart and store 
items in the cart that are available from one or more merchants 
104. When this description refers to “storing an item in a cart.” 
it should be understood that a virtual representation of the 
item is actually stored, and not the item itself. In some 
embodiments, the agent encodes a representation of the shop 
ping cartin XML, and the agent 105 can provide the cart to the 
broker 106 when the customer 102 is ready for checkout. In 
Some embodiments, the virtual representation includes infor 
mation describing the items in the cart. The information can 
include, for example, the merchant's unique identifier for the 
item, the item's price, the type of the item, and so forth. 
Depending upon the embodiment, a shopping cart can store 
all or a subset of this item information. 

0028. In some embodiments, the agent 106 browses web 
sites managed by one or more merchants 104 and selects 
items to be added to the cart. In other embodiments, the agent 
creates a cart (e.g., using a text editor) by referring to a 
document or specification that includes instructions regard 
ing how to create a shopping cart. For example, the document 
with instructions might be published by the broker 106, and 
the agent 105 can review the document and use the informa 
tion to create a cart. The agent can use an identifier to refer 
ence the items offered by the merchants that are listed in the 
cart. For example, the agent 105 can have the cart refer to the 
merchant's stock keeping unit (SKU), a universal product 
code (UPC), a universal archival network code (EAN), an 
international standard book numbering code (ISBN), the cart 
could include a link to the merchant's web page for the item, 
or some other mechanism can be used that allows the broker 
106 to be able the find the merchant/item. 
0029. As one example of a shopping cart, an agent 105 can 
create a cart containing items for a specific purpose. Such as a 
shopping cart containing wedding registry gifts, ingredients 
for a recipe and/or other groceries, music to download, cos 
metics and/or clothes worn by a model or celebrity, items for 
a Halloween costume, parts for a children's puppet theater 
and puppets, items for usage in arranging a child's party with 
a particular theme (e.g., a princess party), etc. Thus, the agent 
105 might display on a website a description of a recipe and 
might also provide a shopping cart containing all of the ingre 
dients for the recipe, even when the ingredients are from 
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different merchants in different domains. In another example, 
the agent 105 might describe a Halloween costume and pro 
vide a shopping cart that includes all of the items for the 
costume, regardless of whether the items are from one or 
multiple merchants 104. 
0030. In one embodiment, the shopping cart module 450 
provides the agent 105 with an interface through which the 
agent 105 can perform manipulations such as creating, modi 
fying, and deleting shopping carts and/or the items stored in 
the carts. Likewise, the agent 105 can use the interface to 
perform manipulations including duplicating shopping carts 
(and the items within them) and moving items among the 
shopping carts. The interface also allows the agent 105 to 
associate names, comments, graphics, and other descriptive 
content with the shopping carts. 
0031. In some embodiments, the customer 102 can also 
use the interface to adjust the contents of the agent's 105 
shopping cart (e.g., modifying, adding, deleting, moving 
items among different carts, duplicating carts, etc.). For 
example, an agent 105 can create a shopping cart for storing 
the supplies to be ordered by a customer 102 wishing to throw 
a birthday party for his/her child with a princess theme. If the 
customer 102 identifies other items that should be purchased 
to throw such a party, the customer 102 can add these items 
before making the shopping cart order. 
0032. In one embodiment, the interface provided by the 
shopping cart module 450 allows a customer 102 to perform 
comparisons of items within one or more of the shopping 
carts. For example, the shopping cart module 450 can provide 
a table that lists features of the various items as specified by 
the item information received from the merchants 104 offer 
ing the items. The customer 102 can thus use the shopping 
cart module 450 to compare items from different merchants 
prior to purchase. 
0033. In some embodiments, the shopping cart module 
450 interface allows an agent 105 to make the cart available 
for viewing by various customers 102. In one embodiment, 
the agent 105 (or the customers 102) can make the cart avail 
able to other people on the network 108 by (e.g., by displaying 
it on a website, publishing a link to the carton a different web 
page. Such as a blog, sending an email or an instant message 
containing the link to other people, make the cart available via 
a chat room, etc.). The other people (e.g., potential customers 
102) can access the shopping cart on the website or by using 
the link or other identifying information to find the location at 
which the shopping cart can be viewed. As used herein, a 
“link' is any identifier or information that uniquely identifies 
the shopping cart (e.g., unique ID number, a URL that 
encodes the cart's identifier, another value, and so forth). 
0034. In some embodiments, the agent 105 can create one 
or more shopping carts on the request of a customer 102 or of 
multiple customers 102. For example, the agent 105 can 
create multiple shopping carts, with each cart containing one 
or more items that a customer 102 may wish to receive as 
gifts. Then, the customer 102 can invite other people to pur 
chase the items in one or more of the carts displayed on the 
agent's website. This technique allows the customer to create 
a gift list from multiple merchants and present the gifts at a 
single location, and is useful for wedding registries, baby 
showers, and the like. Again, the checkout and payment pro 
cess occurs via the broker 106. Upon indication of a desire to 
purchase items in a shopping cart (e.g., by clicking a “buy” 
button, etc.), the purchaser is transferred to the broker 106 to 
complete the transaction. 
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0035. In some embodiments, the customer 102 acts as an 
agent 105 and creates his or her own shopping cart on a 
website and then purchases the items in the cart through a 
purchase transaction with the broker 106. The customer 102 
can then continue to act as an agent 105 and make the shop 
ping cart of items available for purchase by other customers 
102 in the same manner the agent 105 would. 
0036 FIG. 1 illustrates a shopping cart management mod 
ule 515 within the broker 106. As explained above, the cus 
tomer 102 can select a pre-arranged virtual shopping cart 
created by an agent 105 that contains items from one or more 
merchants, and upon selection, the customer 102 is redirected 
to the broker 106 for the checkout and payment process. This 
shopping cart management module 515 can thus receive 
information regarding the shopping cart selected. For 
example, in some embodiments, the shopping cart manage 
ment module 515 receives from the agent 105 one or more 
virtual shopping carts for the customers 102 (e.g., the repre 
sentation of the cart encoded in XML by the agent 105). The 
module 515 can receive a single shopping cart for each cus 
tomer 102 or multiple carts. In some embodiments, the infor 
mation that the module 515 receives includes descriptions of 
items included in the cart, such as information about which 
merchants are selling the items, links to the merchants' web 
sites, the types of items, the prices of the items, and so forth. 
In some embodiments, the module 515 also receives one or 
more merchant identifiers for the items (e.g., a merchant's 
SKU, a UPC, an EAN, an ISBN, a URL that encodes the cart's 
identifier, and so forth). In some embodiments, instead of 
receiving the shopping cart itself, the broker 106 receives a 
link or other identifier pointing to the cart on the agent's 
website. 

0037. In some embodiments, each shopping cart received 
by the shopping cart management module 515 is associated 
with a unique identifier that allows the broker 106 to keep 
track of what shopping carts are received and which customer 
102 is associated with that cart. In some embodiments, the 
broker 106 receives the shopping cart information described 
above directly from the agent 105. The agent 105 can send 
this information (e.g., description of the shopping cart and 
items within the cart, identifiers, etc.) to the broker 106 once 
the customer indicates that he/she is ready to purchase the 
items in the shopping cart. In other embodiments, the agent 
105 sends this information to the broker 106 upon the broker's 
106 request for such information, while the broker 106 is 
managing the transaction with the customer 102. In still other 
embodiments, the broker 106 can obtain information regard 
ing the shopping cart items from the merchant(s) 104. 
0.038. In some embodiments, the shopping cart manage 
ment module 515 deletes information regarding shopping 
carts that have been received by the broker 106, but for which 
checkout/payment is not completed and which carts have not 
been accessed within a certain time period (e.g., 90 days). A 
particular time interval can be set, at the end of which the 
broker 106 will delete the information regarding the aban 
doned cart. 

0039. The network 108 represents the communication 
pathways between the customers 102, merchants 104, agent 
105, and broker 106. In one embodiment, the network 108 is 
the Internet. The network 108 can also utilize dedicated or 
private communications links that are not necessarily part of 
the Internet. In one embodiment, the network 108 uses stan 
dard communications technologies and/or protocols. Thus, 
the network 108 can include links using technologies such as 
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Ethernet, 802.11, integrated services digital network (ISDN), 
digital subscriber line (DSL), asynchronous transfer mode 
(ATM), etc. Similarly, the networking protocols used on the 
network 108 can include multiprotocol label switching 
(MPLS), the transmission control protocol/Internet protocol 
(TCP/IP), the hypertext transport protocol (HTTP), the 
simple mail transfer protocol (SMTP), the file transfer proto 
col (FTP), etc. The data exchanged over the network 108 can 
be represented using technologies and/or formats including 
the hypertext markup language (HTML), the extensible 
markup language (XML), etc. In addition, all or some of links 
can be encrypted using conventional encryption technologies 
such as the secure sockets layer (SSL), Secure HTTP and/or 
virtual private networks (VPNs). In another embodiment, the 
entities can use custom and/or dedicated data communica 
tions technologies instead of, or in addition to, the ones 
described above. The network 108 is not limited to the Inter 
net, but can include other types of networks. Such as a cellular 
network (e.g., data can be sent via SMS, etc.). 

II. SYSTEMARCHITECTURE 

0040 FIG. 2 is a high-level block diagram illustrating a 
functional view of a typical computer system 200 for use as 
one of the entities illustrated in the environment 100 of FIG. 
1 according to one embodiment. Illustrated are at least one 
processor 202 coupled to a bus 204. Also coupled to the bus 
204 are a memory 206, a storage device 208, a keyboard 210, 
a graphics adapter 212, a pointing device 214, and a network 
adapter 216. A display 218 is coupled to the graphics adapter 
212. 
0041. The processor 202 may be any general-purpose pro 
cessor such as an INTEL x86, SUN MICROSYSTEMS 
SPARC, or POWERPC compatible-CPU. The storage device 
208 is, in one embodiment, a hard disk drive but can also be 
any other device capable of storing data, Such as a writeable 
compact disk (CD) or DVD, or a solid-state memory device. 
The memory 206 may be, for example, firmware, read-only 
memory (ROM), non-volatile random access memory 
(NVRAM), and/or RAM, and holds instructions and data 
used by the processor 202. The pointing device 214 may be a 
mouse, track ball, or other type of pointing device, and is used 
in combination with the keyboard 210 to input data into the 
computer system 200. The graphics adapter 212 displays 
images and other information on the display 218. The net 
work adapter 216 couples the computer system 200 to the 
network 108. 
0042. As is known in the art, the computer system 200 is 
adapted to execute computer program modules. As used 
herein, the term "module” refers to computer program logic 
and/or data for providing the specified functionality. A mod 
ule can be implemented in hardware, firmware, and/or soft 
ware. In one embodiment, the modules are stored on the 
storage device 208, loaded into the memory 206, and 
executed by the processor 202. 
0043. The types of computer systems 200 utilized by the 
entities of FIG. 1 can vary depending upon the embodiment 
and the processing power utilized by the entity. For example, 
the customer 102 typically requires less processing power 
than the merchant 104, the agent 105 and broker 106. Thus, 
the customer computer system can be a standard personal 
computer system. The merchant 104, agent 105, and broker 
106 computer systems, in contrast, may comprise more pow 
erful computers and/or multiple computers working together 
to provide the functionality described herein. 
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0044 FIG. 3 is a high-level block diagram illustrating 
modules within a customer 102 according to one embodi 
ment. Those of skill in the art will recognize that other 
embodiments can have different and/or other modules than 
the ones described here, and that the functionalities can be 
distributed among the modules in a different manner (the 
same is true of FIGS. 4a, 4b, and 5). 
0045. As shown in FIG. 3, the customer 102 includes a 
browser module 310 that allows the customer to view web 
pages provided by the merchant 104, broker 106, agent 105, 
and/or other entities on the network 108. In one embodiment, 
the browser module 310 is a conventional web browser, such 
as MICROSOFT INTERNET EXPLORER or MOZILLA 
FIREFOX. In one embodiment, the browser module 310 
maintains a cookie cache 312 that stores cookies associated 
with web sites on the network 108. The agent 105 and/or 
broker 106 can communicate with the browser module 310 
and instruct it to create a cookie in the cookie cache 312 
holding certain information. The browser module 310 pro 
vides the cookie to the agent 105 and/or broker 106 when the 
browser connects to the site that created that cookie or another 
site with authorization to access the cookie. 
0046 FIG. 4a is a high-level block diagram illustrating 
modules within a merchant 104 according to one embodi 
ment. In one embodiment, a broker communications module 
412 communicates with the broker 106 via the network 108. 
In one embodiment, merchant-broker communications are 
conducted using the web services description language 
(WSDL). In one embodiment, the broker communications 
module 412 uses WSDL to describe the services it provides 
and ascertain the services provided by the broker 106. The 
broker communications module 412 uses XML-based remote 
procedure calls (RPCs) to provide information to the broker 
106 and receive information in return. In other embodiments, 
the broker communications module 412 communicates with 
the broker 106 using other techniques and/or protocols, such 
as via XML-encoded messages, HTML web pages intended 
for review by human users, proprietary communications pro 
tocols, etc. 
0047. A commerce module 414 allows the merchant 104 
to engage in electronic commerce transactions. In general, the 
commerce module 414 allows the merchant 104 to create and 
manage a catalog of items available for sale. In some embodi 
ments, the agent 105 can browse the catalog to find items that 
the agent 105 desires to include in a virtual shopping cart that 
the agent 105 is creating. For example, if the agent 105 is 
creating a website describing the items needed to create a 
child's party with a princess theme, the agent 105 might 
search for merchants 104 selling items associated with prin 
cess-themed child's parties. The agent 105 can review the 
websites of merchants 104 that are identified as potential 
sellers of princess party items, and the agent 105 can select 
items of interest to be included in a shopping cart that the 
agent 105 will display on his/her website. The agent 105 can 
thus encode a representation of a cart (e.g., in XML) describ 
ing items of interest available from the merchant 104. The 
agent 105 can obtain from the merchant's website descrip 
tions or other information regarding items the agent 105 
desires to place in a shopping cart (and can include this 
information in the representation encoded). 
0048. A purchase module 416 can interface with the bro 
ker to electronically accept customer and/or payment infor 
mation from the broker 106. For example, a customer 102 can 
provide payment information to the broker 106 and instruct 
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the broker 106 to purchase an item from the merchant 104. 
The broker 106 supplies the payment information to the mer 
chant's purchase module 416 and interacts with the purchase 
module 416 to effect the purchase on behalf of the customer 
102. 

0049 FIG. 4b is a high-level block diagram illustrating 
modules within the agent 105 according to one embodiment. 
As described above, the shopping cart module 450 creates the 
virtual shopping cart (e.g., created by listing items selected by 
the agent 106 from the merchants websites, or created by the 
agent using a shopping cart specification instructing how to 
create the cart via a text editor, or created via another mecha 
nism). 
0050. In some embodiments, a broker communications 
module 454 communicates with the broker 106 via the net 
work 108. The agent-broker communications can be con 
ducted in the same manner as described above regarding the 
merchant-broker communications. The broker communica 
tions module 456 can use XML-based messages or other 
techniques and/or protocols (e.g., HTML web pages, propri 
etary communications protocols, etc.) to provide information 
to the broker 106 and receive information in return. For 
example, the agent 105 can send the shopping cart selected by 
a customer 102 for purchase to the broker 106 via the broker 
communications module 454. 
0051 FIG. 5 is a high-level block diagram illustrating 
modules within the broker 106 according to one embodiment. 
The broker 106 includes a customer communications module 
510, an agent communications module 511, and a merchant 
communications module 512 for respectively communicat 
ing with the customer 102, the agent 105, and the merchant 
104. The customer communications module 510 allows the 
broker 106 to communicate with the customer 102, receive 
payment information, shipping preferences, and other pref 
erences or information that the customer 102 may need to 
provide during checkout. The module 510 communicates 
with the customer 102 via the network 108. In one embodi 
ment, the module 510 includes a web server that provides web 
pages to the customer 102 and receives end-user input sent 
over the network 108 by the customer's browser module 310. 
The customer communications module 510 thus allows a 
customer to navigate the broker's web site. The agent com 
munications module 511 allows the communications 
between the agent 105 and the broker 106, whereby the broker 
106 can receive a shopping cart from the agent 105 when the 
customer 102 has indicated a desire to purchase the cart and 
has been redirected to the broker 106 for checkout. The bro 
ker-agent communications can occur in a manner similar to 
the broker-merchant communications described above 
regarding FIG. 4a. The merchant communications module 
512 allows the broker 106 to communicate with the merchant 
104 regarding purchase of the items in the cart, shipping 
options available, updating of price information, and so forth. 
The broker-merchant communications can occuras described 
above regarding FIG. 4a. 
0.052 An authorization module 514 can authenticate and 
authorize parties with whom the broker 106 interacts in a 
transaction. In some embodiments, the module 514 authenti 
cates and authorizes customers 102 seeking to use the broker 
106 for purchases. In one embodiment, the authorization 
module 514 maintains an ID, password, and/or other infor 
mation for each customer 102. The customer 102 supplies the 
correct information in order to identify and authenticate itself. 
In general, when a customer 102 interacts with the broker 106 
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to make a purchase, the customer's relationship with the 
broker fits into one of three categories: new customer, existing 
customer that has not been active recently, or existing active 
customer. In one embodiment, the authorization module 514 
determines the category of the customer 102 and responds 
accordingly. 
0053. If the customer 102 is new, an embodiment of the 
authorization module 514 presents the customer with one or 
more web pages that allow the customer to create an account 
and select an ID, password and/or other identifying informa 
tion. In one embodiment, the customer 102 also supplies 
payment information specifying a charge account and/or cre 
ating a stored value. The payment information can include, 
for example, a credit card number or a gift certificate identi 
fier. The customer can also supply information including 
mailing/shipping addresses and settings for miscellaneous 
preferences. 
0054 If the customer 102 already has an account but has 
not been active recently (e.g., within the previous 10 min 
utes), in one embodiment the authorization module 514 pro 
vides the customer with the standard login prompt and 
thereby allows the customer to log into the broker 106. If the 
customer 102 has been active recently, one embodiment of the 
authorization module 514 allows the customer to directly 
access the broker 106 without additional authentication pro 
cedures. After each Successful login, one embodiment of the 
authorization module 514 places a cookie in the customer's 
browser module 310 that identifies the customerand indicates 
the time of the customer's last login. In another embodiment, 
the cookie identifies the expiration date/time after which the 
customer's activity is no longer considered “recent.” The 
cookie thus allows the authorization module 514 to determine 
the customer's status with respect to the broker 106 and 
respond appropriately. 
0055. In one embodiment, the authorization module 514 
allows a customer to conduct limited interactions with the 
broker 106 without establishing an account or providing iden 
tifying and/or authenticating information. For example, in 
one embodiment the agent 105 and/or merchant 104 provides 
the customer's web browser 310 with a cookie that identifies 
a shopping cart storing items selected by the customer 102 
from the agent 105. When the customer 102 interacts with the 
broker 106, the customer's browser 310 provides the cookie 
to the broker 106, and the authorization module 514 allows 
the customer to perform limited actions even though the cus 
tomer has not been identified and/or authenticated. 

0056. In some embodiments, the authorization module 
514 authorizes the merchant 104 and/or the agent 105 in a 
manner similar to the authentication of the customer 102. In 
some embodiments, the merchant 104 and/or agent 105 must 
Supply a password or some other identifying information to 
the broker 106 to be authenticated before conducting a trans 
action with or otherwise interacting with the broker 106. For 
example, the agent 105 might be interested in interacting with 
the broker 106 where the agent 105 receives a percentage of 
the transaction from the broker (e.g., to review the commis 
sions made). The agent 105 might be required to enter a 
password or other information to access the commission data. 
As another example, the agent 105 might include a digital 
certificate (e.g., used when Submitting cart, etc.) or a digitally 
signed message that the broker 106 can use to authenticate the 
agent 105. 
0057 The shopping cart management module 515 is 
described above. A transaction module 516 allows a customer 
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102 to purchase the items in a shopping cart created by the 
agent 105 and selected by the customer 102. In one embodi 
ment, the transaction module 516 allows the customer to 
specify the methods of payment and shipping, along with any 
other details that are necessary and/or desired for the trans 
action. The transaction module 516 uses the shipping address 
specified by the customer 102 and the shipping rules received 
from the merchant 104 to calculate the rates for the shipping 
options. Similarly, the transaction module 516 uses the ship 
ping address and taxation rules from the merchant 104 to 
calculate any taxes on the purchase. Some examples of how to 
compute shipping, taxes, and other costs in an electronic 
commerce system are described in U.S. patent application 
Ser. No. 1 1/426,833, filed Jun. 27, 2006, entitled “Electronic 
Commerce System Utilizing Custom Merchant Calcula 
tions, and to U.S. patent application Ser. No. 1 1/426,838, 
filed Jun. 27, 2006, entitled “Determining Taxes in an Elec 
tronic Commerce System, both of which are hereby incor 
porated by reference herein in their entireties for all purposes. 
0058. The transaction module 516 determines the total 
cost of the purchase, determines what to charge the customer 
102, and can provide the customer with a receipt. Therefore, 
the transaction module 516 allows the customer to purchase 
multiple items from multiple different merchants without 
needing to provide each merchant 104 with payment and/or 
shipping information. In one embodiment, the transaction 
module 516 stores payment and/or shipping information for a 
customer 102 so that it does not need to be provided each time 
the customer makes a purchase. By relying on this stored 
information, a customer 102 can purchase the items from 
multiple merchants 104 that are contained in a cart in a single 
transaction. The customer 102 does not have to directly deal 
with each merchant 104 through multiple separate transac 
tions. Alternatively, the customer 102 can designate and pur 
chase only selected items in the cart in the transaction. 
0059. In some embodiments, the transaction module 516 
dynamically updates prices of items in the shopping cart. In 
these embodiments, the customer 102 might be notified in 
advance that the prices of items may change. For example, the 
prices may have increased or decreased since the items were 
initially placed in the shopping cart by the agent 105. In some 
embodiments, the agent 105 regularly updates the prices. 
However, in other embodiments, the broker 106 determines 
the prices at the time of checkout. The broker 106 can contact 
each of the merchants to determine the current price of the 
items. If the prices have increased or decreased, the broker 
106 can adjust the total price for the shopping cart. In some 
embodiments, the broker 106 also displays to the customer 
102 the shopping cart with the updated prices and obtains 
approval from the customer 102 to continue with the transac 
tion. If an item in the cart is no longer available, the broker 106 
can notify the customer 102 and either get approval for the 
revised cart (minus that item) or allow the customer 102 to 
find an alternative item (or the broker 106 can present to the 
customer 102 alternatives available from different merchants 
104). In some embodiments, the shopping cart expires after a 
certain time period (e.g., 30 days, 60 days, 90 days, etc.) to 
minimize the chances that prices have been changed before 
the purchase is made. 
0060. In some embodiments, the customer 102 is not pro 
vided prices for the items in the cart initially, but is notified 
that the items in the cart are priced at checkout. At checkout, 
the broker 106 can determine the prices by reviewing the 
items at the merchant's websites or by contacting the mer 
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chants. The broker 106 can present the shopping cart includ 
ing the newly determined prices to the customer 102. The 
customer 102 can then approve or not the total price deter 
mined by the broker 106 on checkout. 
0061. In other embodiments, the prices of items in the cart 
are static and are not revised by the broker 106. In these 
embodiments, the merchants 104 may have agreed inadvance 
to the quoted price and agreed to honor that price even if the 
price later changed. In some embodiments, the broker 106 
presents the static price to the merchant 104 and the merchant 
104 has the opportunity to refuse to the sell the item for that 
price if the merchant’s listed price for the item has since 
increased. Thus, the customer 102 can purchase the cart with 
out that item, can search for the item from a different mer 
chant 104, can agree to pay a higher price offered by the 
merchant 104, etc. In some embodiments, the broker 106 can 
negotiate with the merchant 104 (or allow the customer 102 to 
negotiate) for a price between what the merchant 104 is now 
requesting and what the customer 102 was initially quoted. 
0062. A shipping coordination module 518 interacts with 
the merchant 104 to inform the merchant 104 of the purchase 
and coordinate shipping of the purchased items to the cus 
tomer 102. In one embodiment, the shipping coordination 
module 518 provides the customer-indicated shipping 
address and shipping options to the merchant 104. In another 
embodiment, the shipping coordination module 518 instructs 
the merchant to ship the items to a placeholder or third-party 
address. In this latter embodiment, the broker 106 electroni 
cally notifies the carrier (e.g., Federal Express or United 
Parcel Service) to redirect the package to the customer's true 
shipping address. This embodiment thus keeps the customer 
102 completely anonymous to the merchant 104. 
0063. An accounting module 520 monitors the transac 
tions that occur using the broker 106, invoices the customers 
102, and credits the merchants 104. In embodiments where 
the agent 105 gets a portion of the revenue for creating the 
shopping cart, the accounting module 510 also credits the 
agent 105. In a typical case, the accounting module 520 
charges the customer's credit card or other method of pay 
ment and credits the merchant's account for the amount of the 
purchase. In another embodiment, the accounting module 
520 aggregates purchases made by the customers 102 and 
then periodically credits each merchant 104 for the value of 
the purchases made within the time period. In yet another 
embodiment, the accounting module 520 aggregates a cus 
tomer's purchases within a given time period and then 
charges the customer's account once for aggregate total of the 
purchases. This latter embodiment might be desirable where, 
for example, the customer 102 makes many Small purchases. 
0064. In some embodiments, instead of having only a 
single buyer, it is possible to have multiple buyers purchasing 
one or more items in a single shopping cart. In one embodi 
ment, a shopping cart might contain only one item and mul 
tiple customers might be interested in contributing to the cost 
of this purchase. For example, where multiple customers wish 
to purchase a Chevrolet Corvette as a birthday gift for a 
friend, the Corvette can be listed in a virtual shopping cart 
created by an agent or otherwise sent to the broker 106. The 
multiple customers wishing to buy the gift can each agree to 
provide a portion of the total cost. Where there are only two 
customers 102, the customers 102 can each agree to pay half 
of the cost, or some other percentage (e.g., one customer 
agrees to pay 40% and the other pays 60%). Where there are 
more than two customers, the cost can be again broken down 
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equally amongst the customers 102 (e.g., five customers each 
agree to pay 20% of the cost) or can be broken down in a 
different manner (e.g., five customers, where two agree to pay 
20%, one pays 10%, one pays 5%, and one pays 45%). Thus, 
the product payment is split into two or more parts, with each 
person pledging to pay a certain portion of the total cost. 
0065. In another embodiment, multiple items are stored in 
the cart and there are two or more customers 102 who wish to 
purchase the items in cart. Again, the customers 102 can each 
pledge a portion of the total cost of the items in the cart. For 
example, a number of customers may each be interested in 
purchasing a few bottles of wine. However, the merchant 104 
may only be offering a discount to a customer 102 who 
purchases a full case of wine. In this scenario, to get the case 
discount, the customers 102 must purchase each of their 
bottles together as a block purchase in order to have pur 
chased enough bottles to form a case. Thus, the customers 102 
can create a shopping cart containing a case of wine and can 
each pledge to pay a portion of the total cost (e.g., the portion 
of the cost equal to the few bottles of interest to the customer 
102). The broker 106 can purchase the entire case for the 
customers 102 in one transaction (thereby obtaining the dis 
count), and the broker 106 can charge each customer 102 
his/her pledged amount (thereby allowing the customers to 
avoid having to work out the payments themselves later). 
0066. In some embodiments, the shopping cart manage 
ment module 515 receives the pledges from the customers to 
pay a portion of the total price of an item or items contained 
within a virtual shopping cart. The shopping cart manage 
ment module 515 can continue to manage receipt of the 
pledges if more pledges are made over time. In some embodi 
ments, there is a master customer or master buyer who ini 
tiates the transaction for the purchase of the item(s) in the 
shopping cart and declares intent to purchase the item(s). In 
these embodiments, the master customer represents the group 
of customers 102 and interacts with the broker 106 to coor 
dinate payment and shipping (e.g., providing shipping pref 
erences, shipping addresses, providing gift certificates or 
coupons if any are available, generally managing the item(s) 
in the cart, etc.). Thus, in these embodiments, the master 
customer controls the transaction, and the other contributing 
buyers in the group only view the shopping cart and agree to 
pay a particular amount. The contributing buyers do not 
modify the shopping cart in these embodiments. In other 
embodiments, all customers 102 have the same abilities to 
modify the cart (including adding and deleting item(s), or 
otherwise modifying the item(s) in the cart) and coordinate 
payment and shipping (e.g., providing shipping preferences, 
shipping addresses, providing gift certificates or coupons if 
any are available, generally managing the item(s) in the cart, 
etc.). In these embodiments, there may still be a single cus 
tomer 102 who initially declares intent to purchase the item(s) 
in the cart, but from that point on the other customers 102 in 
the group transaction can participate in managing the trans 
action. In other embodiments, all customers 102 in the group 
can each declare intent to purchase the item(s). 
0067. In these group-buying embodiments, the virtual 
shopping cart can be created and stored by the agent, as 
described above. In other embodiments, the virtual shopping 
cart can be stored by the merchant 104 (so that the customers 
102 deal directly with the merchant 104), or stored with the 
broker 106 (as described in detail in U.S. patent application 
Ser. No. 1 1/299,168, filed on Dec. 29, 2005, entitled “Dis 
tributed Electronic Commerce System with Centralized Vir 
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tual Shopping Carts.” which is hereby incorporated by refer 
ence herein in its entirety for all purposes). 
0068. Depending on where the shopping cart is stored, the 
pledging of portions of the cost can be provided to the mer 
chant(s) 104, the broker 106, and/or the agent 105. In some 
embodiments, where the shopping cart is stored with the 
agent 105, the pledge can be made to either the agent 105 or 
directly to the broker 106. In embodiments where the pledges 
are made to and managed by the agent 105, the broker com 
munications module 454 provides this pledge information to 
the broker 106 at the time of checkout. In some embodiments, 
the customers 102 simply indicate to the agent 105 a desire to 
purchase items in a shopping cart (e.g., clicking a “buy” 
button), and the pledging of different portions of the cost does 
not occur until the customers 102 are redirected to the broker 
106 for the checkout process. The broker 106 can receive all 
of the pledges at the time of checkout, or the broker 106 can 
collect pledges for the customers 102 over a period of time 
until the total price has been pledged. 
0069. In some embodiments, the authorization module 
514 of the broker can authorize the customer(s) 102 (e.g., the 
master customer 102 in some embodiments, or all of the 
customers 102 in the group in other embodiments). This can 
occur once the customer(s) 102 are ready to checkout and 
make the purchase. In some embodiments, each customer 102 
is authorized before he/she can make a pledge. In some 
embodiments, each customer 102 logs in separately, either at 
the same time or different times, to pledge his/her portion of 
the total cost or to make the payment for his/her portion of the 
total cost. In some embodiments, one of the customers 102 
acts as a representative (e.g., a master customer) and logs into 
provide payment information for each of the other customers 
102. 

0070. In some embodiments, a customer 102 (e.g., a mas 
ter customer 102 in some embodiments or any of the custom 
ers 102 in the group in other embodiments) can create a 
shopping cart and invite others to view the cart and possibly 
participate in the purchase of the item(s) in the cart. For 
example, the customer(s) 102 might publish a link to the cart 
on a web page (e.g., a blog), send out an email containing the 
link, etc. As another example, the customer(s) 102 can send 
references as well as whole shopping carts by instant mes 
saging (IM) (e.g., AOL INSTANT MESSENGER (AIMR), 
YAHOO! MESSENGER (YIM), GOOGLE TALK, etc.). As 
another example, the customer(s) 102 might communicate 
with one another using a chat room or other type of vehicle for 
group discussions. The customer(s) 102 can discuss the shop 
ping cart and item(s) contained within, and can all view the 
cart through this mechanism. The customer(s) 102 can also 
discuss what pledge each is willing to make, and they can 
keep track of the pledges made so far. In some embodiments, 
the customer(s) 102 could create a dynamically-updated tally 
of how much is pledged and remains to be pledged. In some 
embodiments, the broker 106 keeps this tally for the customer 
(s) 102, and the customer(s) 102 can view this tally when 
desired. 

0071 Using these various methods, the customer(s) 102 
can allow other people to access the shopping cart using the 
information provided. In these embodiments, if any of these 
persons are interested in contributing to the purchase, these 
persons can independently access the broker 106 and pledge 
an amount that the person is willing to pay. 
0072. As described above, the shopping cart management 
module 515 can receive the shopping cart and the transaction 
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module 516 can review the total cost of the item(s) and review 
the pledges received so far. If the broker 106 has received 
enough pledges to cover the total cost of the item(s) in the 
cart, the accounting module 520 can charge the customer(s) 
102. If the broker 106 has not yet received the total amount, 
the broker 106 can continue to wait for further pledges to be 
made. If the broker 106 has received more than the total cost, 
the accounting module 520 can indicate so to the customer(s) 
102 (e.g., giving them a chance to modify the pledges) or the 
accounting module 520 can make the purchase and charge 
one or more of the customers 102 less than was pledged. 
0073. The transaction module 516 enables the customers 
to purchase the item. In some embodiments, the accounting 
module 520 charges each of the customers 102 the pledged 
amount before the transaction module 516 executes the trans 
action and enables the purchase. In other embodiments, the 
transaction module 516 makes the purchase before payment 
is received from each of the customers 102. In these embodi 
ments, the broker 106 may require that each customer 102 
Submit payment information (e.g., credit card information) 
before the purchase is made, and the broker 106 can thereby 
ensure that each customer 102 is approved before making the 
purchase. Once the purchase is made, each customer 102 can 
be automatically billed by the accounting module 520 for 
his/her respective portion of the cost. 
0074 The broker 106 can also coordinate shipping and 
credit the merchant, etc. in generally the same manner as 
described above. Instead of shipping the item to the custom 
ers 102, the broker 106 can ship the item to the person for 
whom the customers 102 were purchasing the item (e.g., in 
the Corvette example) or the broker 106 might indicate to the 
merchant that certain items in the cart are to be shipped to 
different customers 102 (e.g., in the wine bottles example). 

III. PROCESS/EXAMPLE 

0075 FIG. 6 is a flow chart illustrating the operation of the 
broker 106 according to one embodiment. Those of skill in the 
art will recognize that other embodiments can perform the 
steps of FIG. 6 in different orders (the same is true of FIGS. 7 
and 8). Moreover, other embodiments can include different 
and/or additional steps than the ones described here. 
(0076 FIG. 6 illustrates steps performed by the broker 106 
in an exemplary transaction where an agent 105 creates a 
shopping cart. Upon indication by a customer 102 of a desire 
to purchase the items in the cart (e.g., selecting a “buy” 
button), the agent 105 sends information regarding the cart to 
the broker 106 (e.g., where the information can include the 
cart itself, including descriptions of the items in the cart, Such 
as type, price, identifiers, etc.) by either going through the 
customer 102 so the customer 102 provides the cart or send 
ing the cart directly. Thus, the broker 106 receives 610 the 
agent-defined cart, including descriptions of items in the cart, 
etc. The broker 106 can further receive 612 indication of 
customer intent to purchase the items in the cart. In some 
embodiments, the broker 106 receives 612 customer intent to 
purchase when the customer 102 is automatically transferred 
over to the broker's 106 website to complete the transaction. 
The broker 106 also communicates 614 with the merchant(s) 
to conduct the transaction and obtain further information 
about the items being purchased including shipping options, 
updated pricing, etc. 
(0077. In order to effect the purchase, the broker 106 
authenticates 616 the customer 102. Authentication 616 can 
occur, for example, by asking the customer for an ID, pass 
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word and/or other identifying information, reading a cookie 
provided by the customer's browser 310, and/or through 
another technique. The broker 106 can display 618 a repre 
sentation of the shopping cart to the customer 102 (e.g., 
reminding the customer of what items the cart contains, the 
descriptions of the items, the costs, etc.). The broker 106 can 
also display 618 web page buttons or another interface that 
the customer 102 uses to select purchase options, such as a 
shipping method and address. The customer 102 selects the 
desired options, and the broker receives 620 the selections 
from the customer's browser 310. 

0078. In some embodiments, the broker 106 updates 622 
the price of one or more of the items, as described above. For 
example, the prices of items in the cart can be dynamically 
updated 623 by the broker 106 and the customer 102 can be 
given the chance to approve the cart with updated pricing 
before purchase. Where the prices are static, the broker can 
update 623 the price by allowing the merchant 104 to refuse 
to the sell the item 104 for the quoted price, allowing the 
customer 102 to find the item elsewhere, etc. If no prices have 
changed, no update is necessary. 
0079. The broker 106 uses the purchase options selected 
by the customer 102 along with the updated pricing (if 
updates occurred) to calculate 623 the total charge for the 
transaction. These calculations typically take into account the 
cost of the items in the cart, shipping method selected by the 
customer 102, applicable taxes, and/or any other charges 
described by the merchant 104 in the shopping cart descrip 
tion. The broker 106 executes 623 the transaction by charging 
the customer's credit card, Subtracting a value from a stored 
value account, and/or performing an equivalent action. In one 
embodiment, the broker 106 executes 623 the transaction by 
interacting with, and Supplying payment information to, the 
merchant 104. 
0080. The broker 106 coordinates 624 shipping with the 
merchant 104, as described above. The broker 106 credits 626 
the merchant 104 for the transaction. In one embodiment, the 
broker 106 keeps percentage of the transaction and/or charges 
the merchant 104 a fee for conducting the transaction. In one 
embodiment, the broker 106 also provides a percentage of the 
transaction to the agent 105. 
0081 FIG. 7 is a flow chart illustrating the operation of the 
broker 106 where multiple customers 102 are purchasing 
item(s) in a shopping cart according to one embodiment. In 
these embodiments, one or more customers 102 indicate a 
desire to purchase one or more items in a single shopping cart. 
In one embodiment, a shopping cart contains only one item 
and the multiple customers 102 pledge to pay a certain portion 
of the purchase price (e.g., three buyers in which one agrees to 
pay 20%, one pays 45% and one pays 35%). In another 
embodiment, multiple items are stored in the cart and there 
are two or more customers 102 who wish to purchase the 
items in cart. Again, the customers 102 can each pledge a 
portion of the total cost of the items in the cart. 
0082. As described above regardingFIG. 6, the broker 106 
can receive 710 the agent-defined cart including descriptions 
of items. The broker 106 can further receive 712 indication of 
intent of one or more of the customers 102 to purchase the 
items in the cart. As described above, in Some embodiments, 
there is a master customer or master buyer who initiates the 
transaction for the purchase of the item(s) in the shopping cart 
and declares intent to purchase the item(s), coordinates pay 
ment and shipping (e.g., providing shipping preferences, 
shipping addresses, providing gift certificates or coupons if 
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any are available), generally manages the item(s) in the cart, 
etc. In other embodiments, all customers 102 have the same 
abilities to modify the cart (including adding and deleting 
item(s), or otherwise modifying the item(s) in the cart) and 
coordinate payment and shipping (e.g., providing shipping 
preferences, shipping addresses, providing gift certificates or 
coupons if any are available, generally managing the item(s) 
in the cart, etc.). 
0083. The broker 106 also communicates 714 with the 
merchant(s) to conduct the transaction and obtain further 
information about the items being purchased including ship 
ping options, updated pricing, etc. In order to effect the pur 
chase, the broker 106 authenticates 716 one or more of the 
customers 102 wishing to purchase the items in the shopping 
cart (e.g., by asking the customer for an ID, password and/or 
other identifying information, reading a cookie provided by 
the customer's browser 310, and/or through another tech 
nique). The broker 106 can display 718 a representation of the 
shopping cart to the one or more customers 102 and can also 
display 718 web page buttons or another interface that the 
customer(s) 102 use to select purchase options, such as a 
shipping method and address. The customer(s) 102 select the 
desired options, and the broker receives 720 the selections 
from the customers’ browsers 310. 

I0084 FIG. 8 is a flow chart illustrating the operation of the 
broker 106 where multiple customers 102 are purchasing 
item(s) in a shopping cart according to one embodiment. The 
broker 106 receives 821 pledges from one or more of the 
customers 102 (or the pledges can be made to the agent 105, 
and passed on to the broker 106). The broker 106 can start 
receiving 821 these pledges as soon as the shopping cart is 
established, and can continue to receive these pledges until at 
least the total price of the items in the cart has been reached. 
In some embodiments, the broker 106 updates 823 the price 
of one or more of the items, as described above. In some 
embodiments, the broker 106 uses the purchase options 
selected by the customer(s) 102 and updated price (if an 
update occurred) to calculate 822 the total charge for the 
transaction, and thus the broker 106 uses this total charge as 
the total price that must be pledged by the customer(s) 102. 
These calculations typically take into account the cost of the 
items in the cart, shipping method selected by the customer(s) 
102, applicable taxes, and/or any other charges provided by 
the merchant 104. In other embodiments, the broker 106 
simply uses the prices listed by the merchants 104 for the 
items and just estimates extra charges, such as taxes, ship 
ping, etc. 
I0085. As pledges are being received 821, the broker 106 
can determine 824 whether the sum of the pledged portions 
equals the total price of the items in the shopping cart. If the 
sum equals the total price, the broker 106 can charge 826 each 
of the customers 102 the portion that the customer indicated 
he would pay. If the Sum does not yet equal the total price, the 
broker 106 can continue to receive 821 pledges until the total 
price is reached. In some embodiments, the total price may 
have to be recalculated or updated by the merchants 104 if the 
pledging process takes too long, since the prices of items in 
the cart may change over time. 
0086. In some embodiments, the broker 106 executes 828 
the transaction and thus enables the customers 102 to pur 
chase the item(s) after receiving payment of the pledged 
portion of the cost from each of the customers 102. In some 
embodiments, the broker 106 executes 828 the transaction 
before receiving payment from each of the customers 102. In 
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these embodiments, the broker 106 may require that each 
customer 102 submit payment information (e.g., credit card 
information) before the purchase is made so the broker 106 
can ensure that the customer 102 is approved before making 
the purchase. The broker 106 coordinates 830 shipping with 
the merchant 104, as described above. The broker 106 also 
credits 832 the merchant 104 for the transaction. In one 
embodiment, the broker 106 keeps percentage of the transac 
tion and/or charges the merchant 104 a fee for conducting the 
transaction. In one embodiment, the broker 106 also provides 
a percentage of the transaction to the agent 105. 
I0087. The broker 106 thus allows customers 102 to pur 
chase items from multiple merchants 104 in different 
domains stored in a single shopping cart (or multiple carts) 
created by an agent 105. The shopping carts can be used for 
baby showers, wedding registries, ordering Supplies for an 
enterprise, and in other scenarios where there is a desire to 
aggregate and purchase items from multiple merchants 104 in 
different domains. Using the broker 106 in this manner also 
provides security because it allows customers 102 to make 
purchases from multiple merchants 104 without providing 
the customers’ personal data to each merchant 104. In addi 
tion, using the broker 106 allows merchants 104 to increase 
their sales by lowering their barriers to purchase and leverag 
ing the reputation and trustworthiness of the broker 106. The 
broker 106 can also allow customers 102 divide up the total 
purchase price for items in the cart and each pay a portion. 
The broker 106 manages the transaction with the merchants 
104 and charges the customers 102 each their pledged por 
tions so the customers 102 do not have to manage the dividing 
up of the payments. 
0088. The above description is included to illustrate the 
operation of the preferred embodiments and is not meant to 
limit the scope of the invention. The scope of the invention is 
to be limited only by the following claims. From the above 
discussion, many variations will be apparent to one skilled in 
the relevant art that would yet be encompassed by the spirit 
and scope of the invention. As used herein any reference to 
“one embodiment” or “an embodiment’ means that a particu 
lar element, feature, structure, or characteristic described in 
connection with the embodiment is included in at least one 
embodiment. The appearances of the phrase “in one embodi 
ment' invarious places in the specification are not necessarily 
all referring to the same embodiment. 
0089. As will be understood by those familiar with the art, 
the invention may be embodied in other specific forms with 
out departing from the spirit or essential characteristics 
thereof. Likewise, the particular naming and division of the 
modules, managers, features, attributes, methodologies and 
other aspects are not mandatory or significant, and the mecha 
nisms that implement the invention or its features may have 
different names, divisions and/or formats. Furthermore, as 
will be apparent to one of ordinary skill in the relevant art, the 
modules, managers, features, attributes, methodologies and 
other aspects of the invention can be implemented as Soft 
ware, hardware, firmware or any combination of the three. Of 
course, wherever a component of the present invention is 
implemented as Software, the component can be imple 
mented as a script, as a standalone program, as part of a larger 
program, as a plurality of separate Scripts and/or programs, as 
a statically or dynamically linked library, as a kernel loadable 
module, as a device driver, and/or in every and any other way 
known now or in the future to those of skill in the art of 
computer programming. Additionally, the present invention 
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is in no way limited to implementation in any specific pro 
gramming language, or for any specific operating System or 
environment. Accordingly, the disclosure of the present 
invention is intended to be illustrative, but not limiting, of the 
scope of the invention, which is set forth in the following 
claims. 

We claim: 
1. A computer-implemented method of conducting elec 

tronic commerce comprising: 
using a processor to execute method steps, comprising: 

receiving pledges from a plurality of customers to each 
pay a portion of a total price of an item contained 
within a virtual shopping cart; 

responsive to determining that a Sum of portions pledged 
equals the total price, charging each of the customers 
the portion pledged by that customer, and 

enabling the plurality of customers to purchase the item. 
2. The method of claim 1, wherein enabling further com 

prises enabling the customers to purchase a plurality of items 
from a plurality of merchants in a single transaction. 

3. The method of claim 1, wherein the shopping cart con 
tains a single item that the customers wish to purchase, the 
customers each pledging a portion of the total price for the 
single item. 

4. The method of claim 1, wherein the shopping cart con 
tains a plurality of items that the customers wish to purchase, 
the customers each pledging a portion of the total price for all 
of the plurality of items in the shopping cart. 

5. The method of claim 1, wherein enabling purchasing of 
the item occurs before the customers are charged, the custom 
ers being invoiced for transaction after purchasing the items. 

6. The method of claim 5, further comprising approving the 
customers before enabling purchasing of the item. 

7. The method of claim 1, wherein the customers invite 
other customers to view the shopping cart and make pledges. 

8. The method of claim 1, further comprising allowing 
more pledges to be received responsive to determining that 
the Sum of the portions pledged equals the total price. 

9. A computer system for conducting electronic commerce 
comprising: 

a non-transitory computer-readable storage medium stor 
ing executable software modules comprising: 
a shopping cart management module for receiving 

pledges from a plurality of customers to each pay a 
portion of a total price of an item contained within a 
virtual shopping cart; 

a accounting module for charging each of the customers 
the portion pledged by that customer in response to 
determining that a Sum of portions pledged equals the 
total price; and 

a transaction module for enabling the plurality of cus 
tomers to purchase the item. 

10. The system of claim 9, wherein the transaction module 
is further configured for enabling the customers to purchase a 
plurality of items in the shopping cart or to purchase a single 
item in the shopping cart, the customers each pledging a 
portion of the total price for the virtual shopping cart. 

11. The system of claim 9, wherein the transaction module 
is further configured for: 

reviewing the pledges received so far for the item contained 
in the virtual shopping cart; 

determining a sum of the portions of the total price 
pledged; and 
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responsive to determining that the sum of the portions 
pledged does not equal the total price, waiting for addi 
tional pledges. 

12. The system of claim 9, wherein the shopping cart 
management module is further configured for collecting 
pledges from the plurality of customers over a period of time 
until the total price has been pledged. 

13. The system of claim 9, wherein the transaction module 
is further configured for enabling purchasing of the item 
occurs before the customers are charged, the customers being 
invoiced for transaction after purchasing the items. 

14. The system of claim 13, further comprising an autho 
rization module for approving the customers before enabling 
purchasing of the item, wherein the authorization module 
authorizes each of the plurality of customers individually or 
authorizes a master customer representing the plurality of 
CuStOmerS. 

15. The system of claim 9, wherein the shopping cart 
management module is configures for receiving pledges from 
other customers responsive to the plurality of customers shar 
ing the shopping cart with the other customers and inviting 
the other customers to view the shopping cart and make 
pledges. 

16. The system of claim 9, further comprising a shipping 
coordination module for shipping the item to a person for 
whom the customers were purchasing the item. 

17. A non-transitory computer-readable storage medium 
storing executable computer program instructions for con 
ducting electronic commerce, the computer program instruc 
tions comprising instructions for: 

receiving pledges from a plurality of customers to each pay 
a portion of a total price of an item contained within a 
virtual shopping cart; 
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responsive to determining that a sum of portions pledged 
equals the total price, charging each of the customers the 
portion pledged by that customer, and 

enabling the plurality of customers to purchase the item. 
18. The storage medium of claim 17, wherein the enabling 

further comprises enabling the customers to purchase a plu 
rality of items in the shopping cart or to purchase a single item 
in the shopping cart, the customers each pledging a portion of 
the total price for the virtual shopping cart. 

19. The storage medium of claim 17, wherein receiving 
pledges further comprises receiving pledges independently 
from multiple different customers over time. 

20. The storage medium of claim 17, wherein receiving 
pledges further comprises receiving a group of pledges at a 
single time from multiple different customers. 

21. The storage medium of claim 17, further comprising 
keeping a tally of pledges received over a period of time, 
wherein the tally is available for the customers to view. 

22. The storage medium of claim 17, wherein charging the 
customers further comprises automatically billing each of the 
customers for their pledged portion of the total price. 

23. The storage medium of claim 17, wherein receiving 
pledges from other customers responsive to the plurality of 
customers inviting the other customers to view the shopping 
cart and make pledges. 

24. The storage medium of claim 17, further comprising 
allowing more pledges to be received from additional cus 
tomers responsive to determining that the Sum of the portions 
pledged equals the total price. 
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