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Systems, methods and computer program products for
enabling a holder of a transaction account linked to a financial
transaction instrument to delegate management of the trans-
action account to an assistant. Information relating to the
transaction account, including at least identification informa-
tion relating to the holder of the transaction account, is stored
in a database. The database stores financial transaction data
relating to financial transactions performed using the finan-
cial transaction instrument. A designation of at least one
assistant to manage the transaction account on behalf of the
holder is accepted and stored. Assistant management authen-
tication data associated with the transaction account is estab-
lished, to be used by the assistant to execute management
instructions at a designated level of management access. An
instruction from the assistant is accepted to access transaction
data associated with the transaction account.
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SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR DELEGATING
MANAGEMENT OF A FINANCIAL
TRANSACTION ACCOUNT TO A
DESIGNATED ASSISTANT

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

[0001] This application is a continuation of, claims priority
to and the benefit of, U.S. Ser. No. 11/246,135 filed Oct. 11,
2005 and entitled “SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR DEL-
EGATING MANAGEMENT OF A FINANCIAL TRANS-
ACTION ACCOUNT TO A DESIGNATED ASSISTANT.”
The 135 application claims priority to, and the benefit of,
U.S. Provisional Patent Application No. 60/689,378 filed Jun.
10,2005. All of which are incorporated herein by reference in
their entirety.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

[0002] 1. Field of the Invention

[0003] Thepresentinvention generally relates to delegating
management of a financial transaction account, and more
particularly to enabling a holder of a transaction account
linked to a financial transaction instrument to delegate a spe-
cific level of management access of an account to a desig-
nated assistant.

[0004] 2. Related Art

[0005] A business executive who has a financial transaction
instrument associated with a transaction account (e.g., a
credit card) may wish to have an executive assistant attend to
the details of managing the account, such as reviewing and
verifying transactions, making inquiries regarding specific
transactions, etc. However, there has been until now a lack of
clear, systematic procedures for delegating management of a
transaction account to an executive assistant. Thus, account
holders must often resort to informal means for effecting such
delegation, which can be cumbersome and inefficient and
may not provide the proper procedural or legal basis for such
delegation.

[0006] One conventional method for informally delegating
management of an account to an assistant is for the account
holder to send a letter or facsimile to the card issuer request-
ing that the assistant be given access to the account. However,
such correspondence, because it is composed by the account
holder, who in most cases is not expert in the applicable legal
considerations, often does not meet the legal requirements or
the card issuer’s procedural requirements for proper authori-
zation. Account holders may also contact the card issuer by
telephone to request delegation of management to an assis-
tant, but again, this informal communication may not meet all
of the procedural or legal requirements for proper authoriza-
tion and may be unacceptable to the card issuer due to con-
cerns regarding account security, as well. In addition, the lack
of'a systematic way of maintaining information relating to the
designation of assistants may result in this information being
inadvertently overlooked by those responsible for retrieving
account information, which may result in the assistant being
denied access to the account information, even where the
assistant has been provided with authorization that complies
fully with the law and the card issuer’s requirements.

[0007] Another conventional method for informally del-
egating management of an account to an assistant involves the
account holder giving their online user-identifier and pass-
word to the assistant to allow access to the transaction account
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via the Internet. However, this raises account security con-
cerns and may violate the online access user agreement
between the account holder and the card issuer. Furthermore,
under this scenario, the account holder cannot control the
level of access granted to the assistant. The assistant may be
allowed to perform functions that the account holder does not
wish to delegate, such as changing the mailing address for the
account, requesting a credit line increase, applying for other
transaction accounts, etc. Even worse, an account holder
might give the assistant personal information, such as their
social security number, and may instruct the assistant to tele-
phone the card issuer pretending to be the account holder.
Such an approach would almost certainly not meet procedural
or legal requirements for proper authorization and raises the
specter of identity theft and other serious security concerns.

[0008] As mentioned above, among the shortcomings of
these ad hoc methods is the concern that such informal
approaches do not satisty all of the procedural or legal
requirements to effectuate proper delegation of transaction
account management. In addition, these methods lack a sys-
tematic mechanism for the account holder to monitor or oth-
erwise control the management functions being carried out on
their behalf. In particular, these conventional methods do not
allow the account holder to control the level of access granted
to the assistant. Moreover, there is at present no convenient
mechanism for an account holder to establish, change, or
revoke delegation of account management, for instance, via
an online system.

[0009] Given the foregoing, what is needed is a system,
method and computer program product for delegating man-
agement of a financial transaction account to a designated
assistant. Specifically, there exists a need for formalized and
systematic delegation of management of the transaction
account by an account holder to a designated assistant, in a
manner that satisfies the procedural and legal requirements
associated with such authorization. There is also a need for a
system that allows the account holder to set a level of access
for the delegation, such that the assistant only has access to a
predetermined set of account management functions. Further
still, there is a need for a system that allows an account holder
to establish, change, or revoke delegation of account manage-
ment via an online system.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION

[0010] The present invention meets the above-identified
needs by providing a system, method and computer program
product for delegating management of a financial transaction
account to a designated assistant.

[0011] In accordance with one embodiment of the present
invention, there is provided a method for enabling a holder of
a transaction account linked to a financial transaction instru-
ment to delegate management of the transaction account to an
assistant that proceeds by storing, in a database, information
relating to the transaction account, the information including
at least identification information relating to the holder of the
transaction account, the database being structured to store
financial transaction data relating to financial transactions
performed using the financial transaction instrument, fol-
lowed by accepting and storing a designation of at least one
assistant to manage the transaction account on the holder’s
behalf. The method further includes establishing assistant
management authentication data associated with the transac-
tion account, to be used by the assistant(s) to execute man-
agement instructions at a designated level of management
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access, and accepting a management instruction from the
assistant(s) to access transaction data associated with the
transaction account.

[0012] In accordance with another embodiment of the
present invention, there is provided a method for enabling a
holder of a transaction account linked to a financial transac-
tion instrument to delegate management of the transaction
account to an assistant that further includes accepting and
storing a designation of the level of management access defin-
ing a set of actions the assistant is authorized to perform in
managing the transaction account. In an instance where the
holder of the transaction account designates more than one
assistant to help manage their account, one version of the
invention the holder is able to designate different levels of
management access for the respective assistants.

[0013] In accordance with another embodiment of the
present invention, there is provided a method for enabling a
holder of a transaction account linked to a financial transac-
tion instrument to delegate management of the transaction
account to an assistant that further includes receiving the
management instructions from the assistant over the Internet.
[0014] In accordance with yet another embodiment of the
present invention, there is provided a method for enabling a
holder of a transaction account linked to a financial transac-
tion instrument to delegate management of the transaction
account to an assistant that further includes accepting and
storing the designation of the assistant and establishing the
assistant management authentication data at a single inte-
grated server.

[0015] An advantage of the present invention is that it
relieves the account holder of the tedium of quotidian account
management functions, such as reviewing and making inquir-
ies regarding transactions on the account, and instead allows
these functions to be more suitably performed by an assistant.
The present invention also obviates the need for account
holders to resort to informal means for effecting such delega-
tion, which, in addition to being inefficient and cumbersome,
can raise legal and procedural concerns over the bases for
such delegation.

[0016] Another advantage of the present invention is that it
provides a systematic way of maintaining information relat-
ing to the designation of assistants, which helps prevent this
information from being inadvertently overlooked by those
responsible for retrieving account information. The present
invention also provides additional security for account hold-
ers by allowing them to select a level of management access
for their designated assistants to help prevent fraudulent or
other unauthorized actions from being performed by a desig-
nated assistant.

[0017] Yet another advantage of the present invention is
that it conveniently allows an account holder to establish,
change, or revoke delegation of account management (e.g.,
via an online system).

[0018] Further features and advantages of the present
invention as well as the structure and operation of various
embodiments of the present invention are described in detail
below with reference to the accompanying drawings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[0019] The features and advantages of the present invention
will become more apparent from the detailed description set
forth below when taken in conjunction with the drawings in
which like reference numbers indicate identical or function-
ally similar elements.
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[0020] FIG. 1 is a block diagram illustrating a transaction
accounts system and a designated assistant system main-
tained by the transaction instrument issuer in accordance with
one embodiment of the present invention.

[0021] FIG. 2 is a block diagram illustrating an integrated
transaction account-designated assistant system maintained
by the transaction instrument issuer in accordance with one
embodiment of the present invention.

[0022] FIG. 3 is a block diagram illustrating a transaction
accounts system and a designated assistant system, both
linked to an online systems server that is connected to a
network and maintained by the transaction instrument issuer
in accordance with one embodiment of the present invention.
[0023] FIG. 4 is a block diagram illustrating an integrated
transaction account-designated assistant system, linked to an
online systems server that is connected to a network and
maintained by the transaction instrument issuer in accordance
with one embodiment of the present invention.

[0024] FIG. 5 is a flowchart illustrating a process for estab-
lishing a transaction account, along with designation of an
assistant for management of the transaction account in accor-
dance with the present invention.

[0025] FIG. 6 is a flowchart illustrating an exemplary man-
agement instruction conducted by a designated assistant on
behalf of the account holder.

[0026] FIG.7is ablock diagram of an exemplary computer
system useful for implementing the present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

1. Overview

[0027] The present invention is described in more detail
herein in terms of an exemplary implementation. This is for
convenience only and is not intended to limit the application
of the present invention.

[0028] Generally, the present invention is directed to a sys-
tem, method and computer program product for allowing an
account holder to designate an assistant to manage a transac-
tion account linked to a financial transaction instrument, such
as a credit card, debit card, rewards card, etc., in order to
relieve the account holder of the burden of having to perform
certain account management functions. An account holder
provides information on the designated assistant, such as, for
example, name, address, and telephone number, to the trans-
action instrument issuer (for instance, American Express)
through one of a variety of mechanisms (e.g., via a paper or
online enrollment form).

[0029] Normally, the designated assistant is restricted to
such management functions as described above. However, in
certain situations, it may be the case that the designated
assistant is authorized to make certain categories of purchases
or make specific representations using the financial transac-
tion instrument, on behalf of the account holder. For instance,
under such circumstances as perhaps in the context of a cor-
porate card, the designated assistant may be authorized to
make travel arrangements, such as purchasing airline tickets
and making lodging reservations, for the account holder.
[0030] Once this information is stored in the issuer’s des-
ignated assistant system, the designated assistant is then
authorized to manage the transaction account on behalf of the
account holder, to an extent dependent on the level of access,
as discussed below. The management functions performed by
the designated assistant may include, for example, obtaining
statements, reviewing and verifying transactions, disputing
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transactions, setting up automated account alerts, and disput-
ing finance changes and late fees.

[0031] The present invention may provide an account
holder with the option of setting a particular level of access at
which the designated assistant is authorized to manage the
transaction account. Each of the levels corresponds to a pre-
determined set of management functions the assistant is
allowed to perform. Alternatively, the system may provide a
single level of access for designated assistants, which
includes a predetermined subset of management functions. It
is also within the scope of the present invention to provide the
account holder with the ability to select individual authoriza-
tion rights, in effect defining a customized level of authoriza-
tion to meet that account holder’s needs.

[0032] If multiple access levels are provided, the broadest
level may give the designated assistant unrestricted access to
perform any function associated with the transaction account
that can be performed by the account holder (apart from
making a purchase). Alternatively, the broadest level of
access may exclude certain functions, such as the ability to
change the mailing address for the account. The other levels
restrict the assistant to particular subsets of the management
functions associated with the transaction account. For
example, a level may be provided that only allows the assis-
tant to view and retrieve transaction data. Another level may
permit the assistant also to request and obtain from an opera-
tor additional detail about and back-up documentation for
particular transactions, to dispute any that the account holder
may believe not to be genuine, and the assistant may in
addition be authorized at this level to advise the transaction
card issuer that the account holder disputes a particular
charge, either by speaking with an operator, via e-mail or
using a web page, according to the means permitted by the
transaction card issuer for such communications. Particularly
if the assistant has a relatively high level of authorization
permitting them to advise the transaction card issuer that a
charge is disputed or to change contact information of the
account holder, the issuer can send a confirmatory communi-
cation to the account holder alone, or to both the account
holder and the assistant. Again, in designating the assistant,
the account holder may be given the ability to select, within
certain limits, to whom and under what circumstances such
confirmatory messages will be sent.

[0033] The assistant may be designated as part of the initial
application process for the transaction account. Alternatively,
the assistant may be designated in an enrollment process
relating to an existing transaction account. In either case,
information on the designated assistant is stored in the trans-
action instrument issuer’s designated assistant system, so that
it may be accessed by customer service operators for verifi-
cation purposes.

[0034] An account holder may designate more than one
assistant to manage the account holder’s transaction account
and, for example, could assign each assistant a different level
of management access. Moreover, one assistant may be des-
ignated by several account holders to manage each of their
respective transaction accounts at desired levels of access.
[0035]

2 < LTINS LTI

The terms “user”, “end user”, “consumer”, “cus-
tomer”, “participant”, “owner”, “requestor’” and/or the plural
form of these terms are used interchangeably herein to referto
those persons or entities capable of accessing, using, being
affected by and/or benefiting from the present invention.

[0036] The term “designated assistant” refers to any indi-

vidual who is given authorization by a transaction account
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holder to manage or administer the transaction account. The
designated assistant may be, for example, an executive assis-
tant who works for or is supervised by the account holder.

[0037] A “financial instrument issuer” is any entity that
maintains a transaction account for customers to conduct
financial transactions using a financial transaction instru-
ment. One example of such entity is American Express, or any
other company that provides members with transaction
instruments and thereby maintains corresponding transaction
accounts.

[0038] “Management” is used interchangeably with
“administration” and may encompass any action or function
performed by a designated assistant with respect to the trans-
action account that could likewise be performed by the
account holder, or a subset of such actions. By extension, the
term “management instruction” includes any means for caus-
ing the account issuer to execute a management action, such
as for example, a telephone call to a customer service opera-
tor. An encryption key is electronically forwarded to the des-
ignated assistant by the transaction account issuer, enabling
them to perform management functions over an online sys-
tem, and in particular, over the Internet.

[0039] The terms “business”, “merchant”, “vendor”, “ser-
vice” and/or “representative” may be used interchangeably
with each other and shall mean any person, entity, distributor
system, software and/or hardware that is a provider, broker
and/or any other entity in the distribution chain of goods or
services. For example, a merchant may be a grocery store, a
retail store, a travel agency, a service provider, an online
merchant or the like.

[0040] A “transaction account” as used herein refers to an
account associated with an open account or a closed account
system (as described below). The transaction account may
existin a physical or non-physical embodiment. For example,
a transaction account may be distributed in non-physical
embodiments such as an account number, frequent-flyer
account, telephone calling account or the like. Furthermore, a
physical embodiment of a transaction account may be distrib-
uted as a financial instrument.

[0041] An “account,” “account number” or “account code”,
as used herein, may include any device, code, number, letter,
symbol, digital certificate, smart chip, digital signal, analog
signal, biometric or other identifier/indicia suitably config-
ured to allow a consumer to access, interact with or commu-
nicate with a financial transaction system. The account num-
ber may optionally be located on or associated with any
financial transaction instrument (e.g., rewards, charge, credit,
debit, prepaid, telephone, embossed, smart, magnetic stripe,
bar code, transponder or radio frequency card).

[0042] The account number may be distributed and stored
in any form of plastic, electronic, magnetic, radio frequency
(RF), wireless, audio and/or optical device capable of trans-
mitting or downloading data from itself to a second device. A
customer account number may be, for example, a sixteen-
digit credit card number. Each credit card issuer has its own
numbering system, such as the fifteen-digit numbering sys-
tem used by American Express Company of New York, N.Y.
Each issuer’s credit card numbers comply with that compa-
ny’s standardized format such that an issuer using a sixteen-
digit format will generally use four spaced sets of numbers in
the form of: N.sub.IN.sub.2N.sub.3N.sub.4 N.sub.5N.sub.
6N.sub.7N.sub.8N.sub.9N.sub.10N.sub.11N.sub.12 N.sub.
13N.sub.14N.sub.15N.sub.16
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[0043] The first five to seven digits are reserved for pro-
cessing purposes and identify the issuing institution, card
type, etc. In this example, the last (sixteenth) digit is typically
used as a sum check for the sixteen-digit number. The inter-
mediary eight-to-ten digits are used to uniquely identify the
customer, card holder or cardmember. A merchant account
number may be, for example, any number or alpha-numeric
characters thatidentifies a particular merchant for purposes of
card acceptance, account reconciliation, reporting and the
like.

II. System

[0044] FIG.1isasystem diagram of an exemplary embodi-
ment of the present invention. The issuer of the transaction
instrument maintains a transaction accounts system 100,
which processes and stores information data relating to the
transaction accounts. Transaction accounts system 100 may
include, for example, a server 105 configured to communicate
with a number of client computers 110 via a network (de-
picted in FIG. 1 as lines connecting the server to the client
computers), e.g., a local area network (LAN), or a mainframe
computer configured to communicate with a number of ter-
minals.

[0045] Transaction accounts system 100 includes a trans-
action database 115 and an account database 120. During
operation, any data regarding a particular account holder is
stored in the appropriate corresponding database associated
with transaction accounts system 100, with server 105 pro-
cessing the data among the several linked databases and cli-
ents.

[0046] Account database 120 stores identification, per-
sonal, and contact information provided to the transaction
instrument issuer by account holders. This account informa-
tion may, for example, include a holder’s name, residence,
Social Security number, employer, contact information, and
the like.

[0047] Transaction database 115 stores all information
relating to transactions conducted with the financial transac-
tion instrument linked to the transaction account. For
example, when an account holder makes a purchase at a
merchant using the transaction instrument, data relating to the
transaction is transmitted by the merchant to the account
issuer. Assuming the transaction is approved, the card issuer
pays the merchant and bills the account holder. The transac-
tion data is stored in transaction database 115 for these pur-
poses and for record keeping purposes, among other uses.
[0048] Of course, the present invention is not limited to the
databases mentioned above, and additional databases for stor-
ing other information may be provided as part of transaction
accounts system 100. These databases may be stored as a
single database or as physically or logically separate data-
bases, as depicted in FIG. 1. The physical storage device or
devices may be either internal or external to transaction
accounts system server 105.

[0049] As noted above, there are one or more client com-
puters 110 associated with transaction accounts system 100
that are capable of accessing this system to retrieve informa-
tion from databases 115 and 120. It is to be understood that
although only one client 110 is depicted in FIG. 1, there may
be numerous clients connected to transaction accounts server
105 via various types of network and direct connections.
[0050] Also illustrated in FIG. 1 is a designated assistant
system 125 in communication with the transaction accounts
system 100 via a network, such as a LAN or the Internet. The
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designated assistant system 125 may, for example, include a
server 130 configured to communicate via a LAN, or any
other conventionally known set of links, with a number of
client computers 110. In such an embodiment, the server 130
processes and stores information relating to designated assis-
tants who are authorized to manage transaction accounts on
behalf of the account holders.

[0051] System 125 includes a designated assistant database
135 that stores management data, which is identification,
personal, and contact information relating to the designated
assistants. Database 135 may be implemented, for example,
as a Microsoft.®. Access database running on a server. The
physical device or devices on which designated assistant
database 135 is stored may be either internal or external to the
designated assistant system server.

[0052] Themanagementdatamay include, for example, the
assistant’s name, Social Security number, contact informa-
tion, the level of access at which they are authorized to man-
age atransaction account, and the like. This data, among other
uses, can be employed as assistant authentication data, allow-
ing the identity of the designated assistant to be verified by the
account issuer. This data also allows the account issuer to
provide the designated assistant with general information
relating to the management of accounts by assistants. For
example, when an assistant is first designated, the account
issuer may send to the assistant information on the various
means of accessing the account holder’s transaction account
and the terms and conditions relating to such access. In addi-
tion, this information relating to the assistant may be used by
the transaction card issuer in sending a confirmatory e-mail to
the account holder and their assistant subsequent to the assis-
tant performing certain management functions on the account
holder’s behalf, as described in more detail below.

[0053] As noted above, a number of client computers 110
are connected to designated assistant system 125 to allow
access to the designated assistant data. For example, a cus-
tomer service operator working for the transaction instrument
issuer may access the designated assistant information to
allow the operator to verify that a caller has proper authori-
zation to assist in managing the account. Alternatively, as
discussed below, the operator may access the designated
assistant information through transaction accounts system
100.

[0054] InFIG.1, transaction accounts system 100 and des-
ignated assistant system 125 are connected by an electronic
link 140, such as a network or other type of electronic link. In
this particular embodiment, link 140 allows information to
pass between systems 100 and 125 in order to synchronize
records in systems 100 and 125. For example, when the
transaction instrument issuer receives the designation of an
assistant from an account holder, the authorization may be
automatically relayed from designated assistant system 125
to transaction accounts system 100 for appropriate process-
ing, updating, and storage in account database 120. Link 140
between systems 100 and 125 may allow for automatic elec-
tronic updating of designated assistant information in trans-
action accounts system 100.

[0055] In an alternative embodiment, designated assistant
system 125 and transaction accounts system 100 need not be
electronically connected. In such case, the designated assis-
tant information may be entered into the corresponding sys-
tems separately. Synchronization between the two systems
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may be carried out by a manual procedure of periodically
updating the information with the appropriate additions,
changes, or deletions.

[0056] FIG. 1 likewise depicts client computers 110 con-
nected both to transaction accounts and designated assistant
systems 100 and 125, respectively. Using these client com-
puters 110, operators are able to access both the transaction
accounts system information and the designated assistant
information. Such clients may take the form of, for example,
personal computers, workstations, or other terminals from
which data, stored on both systems, may be retrieved.
[0057] Inyetanother embodiment of the present invention,
the transaction accounts and designated assistant servers may
be integrated, as illustrated in FIG. 2. In this configuration,
both servers are provided within a single operating unit, an
integrated server 200, that performs the functions of both
designated assistant server 130 and transaction accounts
server 105 in the embodiment of FIG. 1. Integrated server 200
is accessed by individual client computers 110.

[0058] In this embodiment, integrated server 200 is con-
nected with a number of databases, including an account
database 120, a transaction database 115, and a designated
assistant database 135. Of course, the present invention is not
limited to only these databases, and could certainly accom-
modate additional databases. The present databases may be
stored as either a single or, otherwise, as physically or logi-
cally separate databases. Moreover, both an internal and
external physical storage device or devices are contemplated
by the present invention. Advantageously, integrating the two
separate servers obviates the need for manual updating of
each respective server with the corresponding designation
and transaction or account data.

[0059] Integrated server 200 can also be accessed at several
locations through client computers 110. As with the other
embodiments, client computers 110 are not limited to any
particular form, and can be implemented as personal comput-
ers, terminals, workstations, etc.

[0060] Inother embodiments, as illustrated in FIG. 3, trans-
action accounts server 105 and designated assistant server
130 may be connected to an online systems server 300, in
order to make these systems accessible from remote locations
over anetwork 305, e.g., the Internet. As used in this embodi-
ment, the term “remote locations” is intended to cover any
access points outside the facility of the transaction instrument
issuer. As in the previously described embodiments, transac-
tion accounts server 105 is in connection with designated
assistant server 130, both of which are connected to online
systems server 300 and capable of being accessed by client
computers 110. Each of these servers is likewise linked to
various databases as described above, such as an account
database 120, a transaction database 115, and a designated
assistant database 135.

[0061] FIG. 3 presents online systems server 300, linked to
both transaction accounts and designated assistant servers.
Online server 300 may be any server known in the art, capable
of supplying the information from any database linked to
either server 105 or 130 to a plurality of client computers 110
over network 305 such as, for example, the Internet. The
content of the information provided may be written and sub-
sequently viewed in any conventional network language and/
or graphics format including HTML, Java Script, XML, and
the like.

[0062] Information may be retrieved from the online sys-
tems server 300 by a client computer 110, which may be

Jun. 19, 2014

located at the facility of the transaction instrument issuer.
Although in FIG. 3 client computer 110 is only connected to
online server 300 itself, in an alternate embodiment client
computer 110 could, in addition, be connected directly to
designated assistant server 130. Moreover, the present
embodiment is designed to allow both servers to be accessed
from remote locations by client computers 110.

[0063] As shown in FIG. 4, yet another embodiment of the
present invention provides the transaction accounts server
and designated assistant server integrated within a single
server 200, which is connected to an online systems server
300. The online systems server 300 in turn enables access to
the integrated server 200 by client computers 110 over a
network 305. As with the integrated embodiment of FIG. 2,
the present integrated server 200 is in connection with a
number of databases including, but not limited to, an account
database 120, a transaction database 115, and a designated
assistant database 135.

[0064] Integrated transaction account/designated assistant
server 200 can be accessed either through one of client com-
puters 110 directly linked to it or through online systems
server 300. Client computers 110 may be located on the
premises of the transaction instrument issuer for use by cus-
tomer service operators. While only single client computers
110 are represented in FIG. 4 as being linked to online sys-
tems server 300 and integrated server 200, respectively, the
present invention does not preclude a plurality of such clients
from being connected thereto.

II1. Process

[0065] FIG. 5 is a flowchart illustrating a designated assis-
tant enrollment process 500 in accordance with an embodi-
ment of the present invention. The process may begin with a
customer establishing a transaction account associated with a
financial transaction instrument (step 505), or alternatively,
the customer may have an existing transaction account. The
customer may establish the transaction account with a trans-
action instrument issuer by completing an application, which
may be, for example, a paper form mailed or sent by facsimile
to the account issuer, or it may be an online form transmitted
to the account issuer via the Internet. The account issuer
enters the information provided by the customer into a trans-
action accounts system (step 510) that, as discussed above,
handles the storage and processing of transaction and account
data for accounts linked to the financial transaction instru-
ment.

[0066] Once a transaction account is established, the
account holder is able to designate one or more assistants to
administer the account on their behalf (step 515). To do so, the
account holder may complete a designated assistant enroll-
ment form, which is forwarded to the transaction instrument
issuer (step 520). The form may be for example, a paper form
mailed or sent by facsimile to the account issuer, or it may be
an online form transmitted to the account issuer via the Inter-
net. Alternatively, the customer may designate one or more
assistants as part of completing the initial transaction instru-
ment application by filling in a particular portion of the form
provided for that purpose.

[0067] The assistant enrollment form, whether separate
from or combined with the initial application, provides the
procedural and legal basis necessary to effectuate authoriza-
tion enabling the designated individual(s) to manage or
administer the transaction account, including specifying its
applicable terms and conditions. It should be understood that
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the assistant enrollment form is not limited to any specific
format or medium. Information relating to the designated
assistant is stored in the transaction instrument issuer’s des-
ignated assistant system, so that it can be accessed by cus-
tomer service operators for verification purposes. It should be
noted that if the holder of the transaction account wishes to
designate more than one assistant, all the assistants can be
designated at the same time, or an additional assistant can be
designated subsequent to (and in a separate transaction from)
the designation of the first assistant.

[0068] In designating an assistant, the account holder may
select a level of management access at which the assistant
may be authorized to manage the transaction account. For
example, the access level may be selected on the designated
assistant enrollment form. As discussed above, each of the
levels corresponds to a predetermined set of management
functions the assistant is allowed to perform. Alternatively,
the system may provide only a single level of access for
designated assistants, which includes a predetermined subset
of management functions. Also, if the system supports selec-
tion of various access levels, and if more than one assistant is
designated, the holder of the transaction account can option-
ally designate different access levels for different assistants.
Alternatively, the system can be constructed to permit selec-
tion of only one access level for all the assistants designated
with respect to a given transaction account.

[0069] If multiple access levels are provided, the broadest
level may give the designated assistant unrestricted access to
perform any function associated with the transaction account
that can be performed by the account holder. Alternatively,
the broadest level of access may exclude certain functions,
such as the ability to change the mailing address for the
account. The other levels restrict the assistant to particular
subsets of the management functions associated with the
transaction account.

[0070] For example, the level of management access may
permit the designated assistant to perform all functions avail-
able to the account holder, but may exclude the authority to
alter the account holder’s personal information, such as the
account mailing address. As a further example, an account
holder may restrict the designated assistant to the level of
viewing and retrieving transaction information and conduct-
ing general account inquiries.

[0071] As noted above, the designation information is
entered by the account issuer into a designated assistant sys-
tem as management data (step 525). This management data
may, by way of non-limiting example, take the form of an
electronic entry created within the transaction instrument
issuer’s designated assistant database (see element 135 in
FIGS. 1-4). The management data may include personal and
contact information relating to the designated assistant, such
as the name of the assistant, their Social Security number,
address, telephone number, e-mail address, and any other
identifying information the transaction account issuer may
require. When the designated assistant seeks to execute a
management instruction relating to the account, for example,
by making a phone call to the transaction instrument issuer,
the customer service operator accesses the management data
in the designated assistant system to verify the identity of the
assistant and their authority to administer the transaction
account.

[0072] In the embodiment discussed above with respect to
FIGS. 3 and 4, the management data may constitute a man-
agement account that enables the designated assistant to
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access the account holder’s transaction account via an online
system in order to execute management instructions. In such
a case, the designated assistant may obtain access by input-
ting a user identifier and password. With this management
account the designated assistant is able to retrieve informa-
tion from both the designated assistant and transaction
accounts systems, and moreover, to execute account manage-
ment functions in accordance with the assistant’s authorized
level of access. For example, the assistant may be able to
change their own contact information, such as their phone
number or email address, and may also be able to retrieve and
review information relating to transactions performed using
the transaction instrument, track the status of a particular
transaction or management function, or even receive a con-
firmatory e-mail of an executed transaction.

[0073] In addition to the steps described above for desig-
nating an assistant, the account holder may also change the
designated assistant, or cancel the authorization of a desig-
nated assistant altogether. To do so, the account holder may,
for example, submit an appropriate form or access a particular
webpage in the online account management system. Such
forms are not limited to any particular format or medium.
[0074] The account holder may designate more than one
assistant to manage or administer their transaction account.
Under such an embodiment, the account holder proceeds
according to the process described above, but may, for
example, submit a separate designation form for each addi-
tional assistant, indicating on the form that the designation is
made in addition to any previous designations. Alternatively,
a single form may provide for the designation of multiple
assistants. Moreover, the present invention may allow the
account holder to set different levels of access for each of their
designated assistants, thus allowing greater flexibility in dis-
tributing responsibility for account management functions.
[0075] According to the present invention, itis also the case
that a single assistant may be designated by more than one
account holder. That is, in such instance the designated assis-
tant would be authorized to manage a plurality of distinct
transaction accounts, each linked to a separate transaction
account instrument issued to a separate account holder. Under
this particular arrangement, the present invention may addi-
tionally enable the account holders each to select a different
level of management access to which the common designated
assistant is authorized to administer their respective transac-
tion accounts.

[0076] FIG. 6 shows an example of how a designated assis-
tant manages a holder’s transaction account as in the case, for
example, of an executive assistant administering their
employer’s corporate card account (or several executives’
accounts). The account holder establishes a transaction
account with the account issuer and designates an assistant as
described above or may have previously completed these
steps. In this example, the assistant telephones the transaction
instrument issuer (step 605) to dispute a purchase appearing
on the account holder’s monthly statement. A customer ser-
vice operator answers the call and asks for identification
information from the executive assistant before accessing the
account information. The operator, working from a client
computer (e.g., element 110 in FIGS. 1-4), accesses the des-
ignated assistant system and retrieves the management datato
verify the identity of the assistant (step 610). The operator
also determines the level of access specified for the assistant,
which defines the set of management functions the assistant is
authorized to perform.
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[0077] Alternatively, the assistant may encounter an auto-
mated system for account inquiries, set up by the transaction
account issuer. In such instance, the assistant would need to
provide the same identification information prior to gaining
access to management data. [f an automated system is used, it
may be of any of various types, including one in which the
assistant accesses a webpage and enters the required infor-
mation for authentication and for performing the desired
management functions through dialog boxes or the like.
Another form that such an automated system could take is one
accessed viaavoice link, with the assistant receiving stored or
voice-synthesized information in audio form, and inputting
the required information via a keypad.

[0078] The operator or automated system then accesses the
transaction accounts system to retrieve the desired account
and/or transaction data (step 615). For example, the operator
may retrieve the date of the disputed purchase, the vendor,
and the amount. The operator may accept instructions from
the executive assistant for resolving the disputed purchase, if
the assistant has the appropriate level of access to perform this
function (step 620). This may result in the operator updating
the data stored in the transaction database (step 625), such as
to mark the transaction as disputed, depending upon outcome
of the exchange with the assistant.

IV. Example Implementations

[0079] The present invention (i.e., system 100, process 500
or any part(s) or function(s) thereof) may be implemented
using hardware, software or a combination thereof and may
be implemented in one or more computer systems or other
processing systems. Useful machines for performing the
operation of the present invention include general purpose
digital computers or similar devices.

[0080] Infact, in one embodiment, the invention is directed
toward one or more computer systems capable of carrying out
the functionality described herein. An example of a computer
system 700 is shown in FIG. 7.

[0081] Computer system 700 includes one or more proces-
sors, such as processor 704. Processor 704 is connected to a
communication infrastructure 706 (e.g., a communications
bus, cross-over bar, or network). Various software embodi-
ments are described in terms of this exemplary computer
system. After reading this description, it will become appar-
ent to a person skilled in the relevant art(s) how to implement
the invention using other computer systems and/or architec-
tures.

[0082] Computer system 700 can include a display inter-
face 702 that forwards graphics, text, and other data from
communication infrastructure 706 (or from a frame buffer not
shown) for display on display a unit 730.

[0083] Computer system 700 also includes a main memory
708, preferably random access memory (RAM), and may also
include a secondary memory 710. Secondary memory 710
may include, for example, a hard disk drive 712 and/or a
removable storage drive 714, representing a floppy disk drive,
a magnetic tape drive, an optical disk drive, etc. Removable
storage drive 714 reads from and/or writes to a removable
storage unit 718 in a well-known manner. Removable storage
unit 718 represents a floppy disk, magnetic tape, optical disk,
etc., which is read by and written to by removable storage
drive 714. As will be appreciated, removable storage unit 718
includes a computer usable storage medium having stored
therein computer software and/or data.
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[0084] Inalternative embodiments, secondary memory 710
may include other similar devices for allowing computer
programs or other instructions to be loaded into computer
system 700. Such devices may include, for example, a remov-
able storage unit 722 and an interface 720. Examples of such
may include a program cartridge and cartridge interface (such
as that found in video game devices), a removable memory
chip (such as an erasable programmable read only memory
(EPROM), or programmable read only memory (PROM))
and associated socket, and other removable storage units 722
and interfaces 720, which allow software and data to be
transferred from removable storage unit 722 to computer
system 700.

[0085] Computer system 700 may also include a commu-
nications interface 724. Communications interface 724
allows software and data to be transferred between computer
system 700 and external devices. Examples of communica-
tions interface 724 may include a modem, a network interface
(such as an Ethernet card), a communications port, a Personal
Computer Memory Card International Association (PCM-
CIA) slot and card, etc. Software and data transferred via
communications interface 724 are in the form of signals 728
which may be electronic, electromagnetic, optical or other
signals capable of being received by communications inter-
face 724. Signals 728 are provided to communications inter-
face 724 via a communications path (e.g., channel) 726. This
channel 726 carries signals 728 and may be implemented
using wire or cable, fiber optics, a telephone line, a cellular
link, a radio frequency (RF) link and other communications
channels.

[0086] In this document, the terms “computer program
medium” and “computer usable medium” are used to gener-
ally referto media such as removable storage drive 714, a hard
disk installed in hard disk drive 712, and signals 728. These
computer program products provide software to computer
system 700. The invention is directed to such computer pro-
gram products.

[0087] Computer programs (also referred to as computer
control logic) are stored in main memory 708 and/or second-
ary memory 710. Computer programs may also be received
via communications interface 724. Such computer programs,
when executed, enable computer system 700 to perform the
features of the present invention, as discussed herein. In par-
ticular, the computer programs, when executed, enable pro-
cessor 704 to perform the features of the present invention.
Accordingly, such computer programs represent controllers
of computer system 700.

[0088] In an embodiment where the invention is imple-
mented using software, the software may be stored in a com-
puter program product and loaded into computer system 700
using removable storage drive 714, hard drive 712 or com-
munications interface 724. The control logic (software),
when executed by processor 704, causes processor 704 to
perform the functions of the invention as described herein.

[0089] In another embodiment, the invention is imple-
mented primarily in hardware using, for example, hardware
components such as application specific integrated circuits
(ASICs). Implementation of the hardware state machine so as
to perform the functions described herein will be apparent to
persons skilled in the relevant art(s).

[0090] In yet another embodiment, the invention is imple-
mented using a combination of both hardware and software.
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V. Conclusion

[0091] Whilevarious embodiments of the present invention
have been described above, it should be understood that they
have been presented by way of example, and not limitation. It
will be apparent to persons skilled in the relevant art(s) that
various changes in form and detail can be made therein with-
out departing from the spirit and scope of the present inven-
tion. Thus, the present invention should not be limited by any
of the above-described exemplary embodiments, but should
be defined only in accordance with the following claims and
their equivalents.

[0092] In addition, it should be understood that the figures
illustrated in the attachments, which highlight the function-
ality and advantages of the present invention, are presented
for example purposes only. The architecture of the present
invention is sufficiently flexible and configurable, such that it
may beutilized (and navigated) in ways other than that shown
in the accompanying figures.

[0093] Further, the purpose of the foregoing Abstract is to
enable the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office and the public
generally, and especially the scientists, engineers and practi-
tioners in the art who are not familiar with patent or legal
terms or phraseology, to determine quickly from a cursory
inspection the nature and essence of the technical disclosure
of'the application. The Abstract is not intended to be limiting
as to the scope of the present invention in any way.

1. A method, comprising:

accepting, by a computer based system configured for des-
ignating authorization, a transaction account data access
designation of a second user from a first transaction
account holder, wherein the first transaction account
holder has transaction account data authorization and
the second user does not have transaction account data
authorization;

enabling, by the computer based system and based on the

designation, review of transaction account data by the
second user; and

enabling, by the computer based system based on the des-

ignation, inquiries by a transaction account issuer
regarding transaction account data.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the transaction account
data is transaction account usage data.

3. The method of claim 1, further comprising enabling, by
the computer based system, management of the transaction
account data by the second user.

4. The method of claim 1, further comprising storing, by
the computer based system, a respective level of management
access defining the transaction account data access designa-
tions that the second user is authorized to perform in manag-
ing the transaction account data.

5. The method of claim 1, further comprising enabling, by
the computer based system, a second account holder to des-
ignate management of second transaction account data asso-
ciated with a second transaction account to the second user,
wherein the second transaction account holder has second
transaction account data authorization and the second user
does not have second transaction account data authorization.

6. The method of claim 1, wherein the transaction account
data access designation is performed contemporaneously
with an opening of the transaction account.

7. The method of claim 1, wherein the transaction account
data access designation is performed after the transaction
account is opened and used in a financial transaction.
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8. The method of claim 1, further comprising altering, by
the computer based system, a stored level of access of the
second user to a new level of access.

9. The method of claim 1, further comprising enabling, by
the computer based system, the first transaction account
holder to terminate transaction account data access of the
second user.

10. The method of claim 1, wherein the second user
inquires of the transaction account issuer regarding transac-
tion account data.

11. The method of claim 1, wherein the second user is an
employee working for the holder of the transaction account.

12. A system comprising:

a processor configured for designating authorization,

a tangible, non-transitory memory configured to commu-

nicate with the processor,

the tangible, non-transitory memory having instructions

stored thereon that, in response to execution by the pro-
cessor, cause the processor to perform operations com-
prising:

accepting, by the processor, a transaction account data

access designation of a second user from a first transac-
tion account holder, wherein the first transaction account
holder has transaction account data authorization and
the second user does not have transaction account data
authorization;

enabling, by the processor and based on the designation,

review of transaction account data by the second user;
and

enabling, by the processor and based on the designation,

inquiries by a transaction account issuer regarding trans-
action account data.

13. The system of claim 12, wherein the transaction
account data is transaction account usage data.

14. The system of claim 12, further comprising enabling,
by the processor, management of the transaction account data
by the second user.

15. The system of claim 12, further comprising storing, by
the processor, a respective level of management access defin-
ing the transaction account data access designations that the
second user is authorized to perform in managing the trans-
action account data.

16. The system of claim 12, further comprising enabling,
by the processor, a second account holder to designate man-
agement of second transaction account data associated with a
second transaction account to the second user, wherein the
second transaction account holder has second transaction
account data authorization and the second user does not have
second transaction account data authorization.

17. The system of claim 12, further comprising altering, by
the processor, a stored level of access of the second user to a
new level of access.

18. The system of claim 12, further comprising enabling,
by the processor, the first transaction account holder to ter-
minate transaction account data access of the second user.

19. The system of claim 12, wherein the second user
inquires of the transaction account issuer regarding transac-
tion account data.

20. An article of manufacture including a non-transitory,
tangible computer readable storage medium having instruc-
tions stored thereon that, in response to execution by a com-
puter-based system configured for designating authorization,
cause the computer-based system to perform operations com-
prising:
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accepting, by the computer based system , a transaction
account data access designation of a second user from a
first transaction account holder, wherein the first trans-
action account holder has transaction account data
authorization and the second user does not have trans-
action account data authorization;

enabling, by the computer based system and based on the
designation, review of transaction account data by the
second user; and

enabling, by the computer based system based on the des-
ignation, inquiries by a transaction account issuer
regarding transaction account data.

#* #* #* #* #*
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