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METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR
FACILITATING ELECTRONIC COMMERCE
THROUGH PROVIDING CROSS-BENEFITS
DURING A TRANSACTION

The present application is a continuation-in-part of U.S.
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issued as U.S. Pat. No. 6,267,670 on Jul. 31,2001. Each of the
foregoing applications is incorporated herein by reference.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates to methods and apparatus for
facilitating electronic commerce.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Electronic commerce is becoming more accepted as grow-
ing numbers of customers find shopping via the World Wide
Web more appealing. However, electronic commerce suffers
many problems that have plagued conventional commerce.
For example, there is a great deal of competition among
merchants to attract and retain customers that actually make
purchases. Price competition is even stronger on the Internet,
where customers can more readily “shop around” and deter-
mine the prices offered by various merchants.

Even when a customer has browsed a merchant’s inven-
tory, he may not make a purchase if an item’s price is greater
than the customer is willing to pay. One way to increase
customer willingness to purchase, via the World Wide Web or
otherwise, is to provide discounts on items purchased. Unfor-
tunately, merchants must use discounts sparingly, since
reducing purchase prices likewise reduces profits and the
reduced profits may not be offset by increased sales.

Itis known for a merchant to offer promotions to provide an
incentive for customers to make purchases. For example, a
merchant may offer a “buy one get one free” promotion
whereby a purchase of an item yields the benefit of an addi-
tional item at no cost. Similarly, a merchant may provide a
discount on a purchase in exchange for signing up for a credit
card account provided by the merchant.

It is known to provide a promotion among more than one
merchant. For example, a first merchant may advertise that if
a product is purchased, a second product may be purchased
from or given away by a second merchant.

It is also known for a promotion to be provided at the point
of'sale. For example, a web site of a merchant may provide a
“banner advertisement” that allows a customer to go to
another site to make a second purchase.

It would be advantageous to facilitate further electronic
commerce in a manner that maintained an acceptable level of
profits for merchants yet increased a customer’s willingness
to make purchases.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

It is an object of the present invention to facilitate elec-
tronic commerce.

Inaccordance with the present invention, a merchant server
of a first merchant receives an indication of items that a
customer is to purchase via a web site. The indication may be,
for example, a signal indicating that the customer is ready to
“Check out” his shopping cart of items on the web site. In
response, the merchant server provides an offer for a benefit
from a second merchant, which may be referred to as a cross-
benefit. The offer is provided before the items are purchased,
and thus the offer is not provided unless and until the cus-
tomer has manifested an intent to make a purchase from the
first merchant. A response to the offer is received from the
customer. If the response indicates acceptance of the offer,
then the benefit is applied to the items purchased. For
example, the total price paid for the items may be reduced, or
the items may even be provided to the customer without
charge.



