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E-COMMERCE VOLUME PRICING

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application is a continuation of U.S. application Ser.
No. 09/324,391, filed Jun. 3, 1999 and entitled E-Commerce
Volume Pricing, now abandoned, which claims the benefit of
U.S. Provisional Application Ser. No. 60/133,769, filed May
12, 1999 and entitled E-Commerce Volume Pricing. The
entireties of these applications are incorporated herein by
reference.

TECHNICAL FIELD

The present invention relates to an e-commerce volume
pricing methodology and more particularly to a method and
apparatus of using the e-commerce volume pricing method-
ology to conduct business electronically.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

The buying and selling of goods and services (collectively
referred to as “products™) has resulted in a vast array of
costing schemes which are used to select the price at which
such products are sold.

Ore of the most common costing schemes which con-
sumers encounter everyday is known as fixed pricing.
According to this costing scheme, sellers set a fixed price for
the their products based on a past demand for the product
and/or anticipated firture demand. Buyers desiring to pur-
chase products from the seller are each required to pay the
same fixed price regardless of the number of products
purchased. If a seller finds that the demand for a given
product is greater or less than expected, the seller may later
adjust the fixed price of the product to account for such
findings. Although the fixed pricing provides a simple way
for a seller to conduct business with multiple buyers, one
drawback of this costing scheme is that it fails to reward
buyers willing to purchase greater quantities of products.
Accordingly, the discount quantity pricing scheme evolved.

The discount quantity pricing approach to costing
involves pricing a product at different levels depending on
the quantity of products a customer is willing to purchase.
The more products a customer is willing to purchase, the
lower the price. Sellers have incentive to lower price for
large quantity buyers since the fixed costs associated with
producing the product is spread over more items. Thus,
sellers are able to make equal or greater profits despite the
lowered price of the product. While volume pricing offers a
benefit to larger buyers who are able to purchase large
quantities of goods at one time, smaller buyers are often
unable to obtain the lowered prices and therefore are more
likely to “shop around” for the best available deal. This, in
turn, hurts both the buyer and seller. For instance, the
smaller buyer is burdened with needing to search for alter-
native deals and still often ends up paying a higher price than
larger buyers. The sellers, on the other hand, are faced with
lost business since they are unable to reduce their price for
the smaller buyers and still make sufficient profit.

Another common costing scheme for pricing a product is
an auction. In an auction, a seller sets an initial price for an
item and then multiple buyers are given an opportunity to
bid against each other for the product. The buyer having
placed the highest bid for the product at the end of the
auction purchases the product at the final price bid. In order
to provide a larger forum for buyers and sellers, a recent
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trend has been to auction goods electronically over the
Internet. For example, one company known to operate an
auction site over the Internet is eBay, Inc. Although auctions
provide advantages when selling unique products for which
customers are willing to competitively bid, the auction
forum is not well snited for sellers desiring to sell large
quantities of goods to multiple buyers given the inherent
inefficiencies involved with selling one product at a time in
a bidding environment.

Yet another costing scheme which has been advanced in
recent years is buyer-driven bidding. According to this
costing scheme, a single buyer desiring to obtain a product
communicates a price at which the buyer is willing to
purchase the product from multiple sellers. Each of the
sellers is provided an opportunity to review the buyer’s
price. A sale is complete when one of the sellers agrees to
sell the product to the buyer at the price suggested by the
buyer. A buyer-driven bidding scheme is described in U.S.
Pat. No. 5,794,207 assigned to Walker Asset Management
Limited Partnership of Stamford, Conn. While the buyer-
driven bidding scheme provides advantages for certain types
of transactions when, for example, sellers may be willing to
sell products at lower than normal prices, the uncertainties
involved with whether a buyer’s offer will be accepted is
often problematic for high volume commercial transactions
in which the reliability that a transaction will be complete is
of paramount importance.

While the costing schemes described above have various
advantages and disadvantages in different situations, a com-
monality among all of the costing schemes is that each buyer
operates independently with one or more sellers to set a
purchase price of a product. For example, in the fixed pricing
scheme and discount quantity purchasing scheme, buyers
individually determine whether the sellers preset price
schedule is acceptable regardless of whether other buyers
have decided to purchase the product or not. In an auction,
not only do buyers operate independent of other buyers but,
in fact, each buyer’s decision to place a bid has a negative
effect on all other buyers desiring to purchase the same good
since the price of the good increases. Similarly, in a buyer-
driven bidding scheme, each buyer is completely unaware of
the amount other buyers are bidding for a given product.

The independent operations of the buyers stem from a
combination of the fact that: 1) the costing schemes dis-
cussed above provide little incentive for buyers to work
together and 2) there are large inconveniences for buyers to
facilitate communication about their buying activities to
other buyers. Unfortunately, such independent operation by
buyers can result in missed opportunities for both the buyer
and seller. For example, in instances where two independent
buyers are unable to afford a product, neither buyer informs
the seller of their respective desire to purchase the product.
Accordingly, sales of the product to these buyers do not take
place. However, if the seller had been aware that multiple
buyers are interested in purchasing a product, the seller may
have been able to offer the product at a quantity discounted
price which was affordable for both buyers. Due to the
independent operations by each of the buyers, such infor-
mation is never communicated thereby resulting in missed
opportunities for both the buyers and sellers alike.

Accordingly, there is a strong need in the art for a volume

costing scheme which overcomes the above mentioned
drawbacks and others.
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SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

According to a preferred embodiment of the present
invention, a volume pricing methodology is provided. The
volume pricing methodology is structured to provide incen-
tive for buyers to work together when purchasing products.
By working together, buyers are able to take advantage of
lower pricing due to quantity discounts. To facilitate buying
and selling products using the volume pricing methodology,
an electronic forum is provided whereby buyers and sellers
are able to conveniently exchange information and order
products.

In the volume pricing methodology, a seller initially
establishes a price structure for a product which provides for
lower prices as larger quantities of the product are pur-
chased. The price structure is preferably set up so as to
provide discounted prices based on the cumulative orders
placed by multiple buyers. The price structure is electroni-
cally made available to potential buyers of the product. For
example, the price structure may be displayed on an Internet
site. The sellers further establish an “open session” period
during which orders for the product are accepted. During the
open session, multiple buyers are able to place orders for the
product. At the end of the open session, the total quantity of
products collectively ordered by all of the buyers is deter-
mined. Based on the total quantity ordered, the final price to
all buyers is the lowest price provided from the price
structure regardless of whether the lowest price had been
reached at the time a particular buyer placed their order
during the open session. In other words, at the time of
placing an order, a buyer is gnaranteed not to pay an amount
greater than the corresponding price from the price structure
for the total products purchased thus far. However, as more
buyers purchase products during the open session, the final
price for all buyers may fall.

Accordingly, the volume pricing methodology provides
incentive for multiple buyers to work together to immedi-
ately lower a price of a product. Further, small buyers who
may otherwise not place an order for a product are provided
an opportunity to obtain quantity discounted pricing thereby
making the product affordable. The purchase of products by
smaller buyers also may help larger buyers obtain even
greater quantity discounted pricing. Thus, there is incentive
for all buyers to work together regardless of size. In fact,
upon ordering a product, buyers will likely be motivated to
endorse the product and refer other buyers to purchase the
same product so as to obtain even lower pricing. Accord-
ingly, the costing scheme of the present invention will often
result in the seller’s product being marketed by the buyers
themselves. Further, the convenient electronic forum in
which multiple buyers are able to order and track the current
status of a product up for sale provides further incentive for
the buyers to work together to lower costs for all since little
additional effort is needed.

Thus, according to one aspect of the present invention, a
method of costing is provided. The method of including the
steps of electronically offering a product for sale, receiving
a first order for the product at a first price, receiving a second
order for the product at a second price, the second price
being lower than the first price, and accepting to fill the first
order and the second order at a third price equal to or less
than the second price.

In accordance with another aspect of the present inven-
tion, a method of costing is provided. The method includes
the steps of electronically offering a product for sale in
accordance with a price schedule, the price schedule setting
a price for the product which varies in accordance with a
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quantity of the product ordered, receiving orders for the
product from a plurality of different buyers, calculating a
total quantity of products ordered from the plurality of
different buyers, determining a lowest price for the product
from the price schedule based on the total quantity of
products ordered, and accepting to fill the orders for each of
the plurality of different buyers at the lowest price.

In accordance with yet another aspect of the present
invention, a server is provided. The server includes a pro-
cessor, a memory coupled to the processor, and a network
interface coupled to the processor for transmitting and
receiving data with at least one remote computer systerm,
wherein a price schedule for a product offered for sale
electronically is stored in the memory, the price schedule
providing a price for the product which varies in accordance
with a quantity of the product ordered, and wherein the
server is configured to receive orders for the product from a
plurality of different buyers via the at least one remote
computer system, calculate a total quantity of products
ordered from the plurality of different buyers, and determine
a lowest price for the product from the price schedule based
on the total quantity of products ordered.

In accordance with still yet another aspect of the present
invention, a system for conducting business electronically is
provided. The system includes a central server, at least one
computer system coupled to the server via a network,
wherein a price schedule for a product offered for sale
electronically is stored in the central server, the price sched-
ule providing a price for the product which varies in accor-
dance with a quantity of the product ordered, and wherein
the server is configured to receive orders for the product
from a plurality of different buyers via the at least one
remote computer system, calculate a total quantity of prod-
ucts ordered from the plurality of different buyers, and
determine a lowest price for the product from the price
schedule based on the total quantity of products ordered.

To the accomplishment of the foregoing and related ends,
the invention then, comprises the features hereinafter fully
described and particularly pointed out in the claims. The
following description and the annexed drawings set forth in
detail certain illustrative embodiments of the invention.
These embodiments are indicative, however, of but a few of
the various ways in which the principles of the invention
may be employed and the present invention is intended to
include all such embodiments and their equivalents. Other
objects, advantages and novel features of the invention will
become apparent from the following detailed description of
the invention when considered in conjunction with the
drawings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

In the annexed drawings:

FIG. 1 illustrates a diagrammatic view of a system for
electronically conducting business in accordance with one
aspect of the present invention;

FIG. 2 illustrates a block diagram of a central server in
accordance with one aspect of the present invention;

FIG. 3 illustrates a web page providing options to buyers
and sellers desiring to conduct business electronically in
accordance with one aspect of the present invention;

FIG. 4 illustrates a deal room in which buyers may place
electronic orders for products posted by sellers in accor-
dance with one aspect of the present invention;

FIG. 5 illustrates a flow chart for a buyer desiring to
conduct business electronically in accordance with one
aspect of the present invention;
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FIG. 6 illustrates an on-line registration form for a buyer
in accordance with one aspect of the present invention;

FIG. 7 illustrates a buyer database stored in a central
server in accordance with one aspect of the present inven-
tion;

FIG. 8 illustrates a web page for a buyer to search for a
desired deal room in accordance with one aspect of the
present invention,

FIG. 9 illustrates a flow chart for a seller desiring to
conduct business electronically in accordance with one
aspect of the present invention;

FIG. 10 illustrates an on-line registration form for a seller
in accordance with one aspect of the present invention;

FIG. 11 illustrates a seller database stored in the central
server in accordance with one aspect of the present inven-
tion;

FIG. 12 illustrates a web page for a seller to open or visit
a deal room in accordance with one aspect of the present
invention;

FIG. 13 illustrates a product information sheet completed
by a seller opening a deal room in accordance with one
aspect of the present invention;

FIGS. 14a-14b illustrate a flow chart for a volume costing
methodology in accordance with one aspect of the present
invention; and .

FIG. 15 illustrates an order database maintained by the
central server for each deal room in accordance with one
aspect of the present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
INVENTION

The present invention will now be described with respect
to the accompanying drawings in which like numbered
elements represent like parts.

Referring initially to FIG. 1, a system 10 is shown in
which multiple buyers 15 and sellers 20 are electronically
linked via a central server 25. As discussed in more detail
below, the central server 25 is configured to provide the
buyers 15 and sellers 20 with a convenient forum in which
to buy and sell goods in accordance with a volume pricing
methodology described herein. The forum may, for example,
be a preestablished Internet web page where sellers 26 are
able to post product information and the buyers 15 are able
to order the products. The volume pricing scheme preferably
calls for a seller 20 to post a pricing structure for a product
which provides discounted pricing as more products are
purchased during a preset “open session” period. Each buyer
15 is able to place an order for the product during the open
session at the then current price. At the end of the open
session, the total quantity of products ordered by all buyers
15 is calculated, and the product is sold to all buyers 15 at
the same lowest price based on the preset price for that
quantity amount. In this manner, each of the buyers 15 work
together to increase the total quantity of products purchased
so that all of the buyers 15 realize discounted pricing due to
the cumulative order.

Each of the buyers 15 and sellers 20 may access the
central server 25 in any of a variety of ways. For example,
in the present embodiment, each buyer 15 and seller 20 is
shown to be part of separate establishments 30 which
include one or more respective computer systems 35 and
local servers 40. The computer systems 35 may, for
example, be a desktop or laptop computer with a local area
network (LAN) interface for communicating over a network
backbone 45 to the local server 40. The local servers 40, in
turn, interface with the central server 25 via a network cable
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50 or the like. It will be appreciated that while the present
embodiment depicts the computer system 35 communicat-
ing with the central server 25 via hardwired network con-
nections, in an alternative embodiment the computer system
35 may interface with the central server 25 using a modem,
wireless local area and/or wide area networks, etc. Further,
it will be appreciated, that while the buyers 15 and sellers 20
are shown to communicate with the central server 25 via
different computer systems 35, it will be appreciated that the
buyers 15 and/or sellers 20 may access the central server 25
from the same computer system 25.

Turning now to FIG. 2, a block diagram of the hardware
components of the central server 25 is shown. In particular,
the central server 25 includes a central processor 100 for
performing the various functions described herein. A
memory 105 is coupled to the processor 100 and stores
operating code and other data associated with the operations
of the central server 25. A user interface 119 is also coupled
to the processor 100 and provides an interface through
which the central server 25 may be directly programmed or
accessed. The user interface 110 may, for example, be an
alphanumeric keyboard and mouse. A network interface 115
coupled to the processor 100 provides multiple connections
for transceiving information with buyers 15 and seilers 20
over the network cables 50.

Turmning now to FIG. 3, an exemplary Internet web page
150 which provides buyers 15 and sellers 20 with access to
a forum for conducting business using the volume pricing
methodology described in detail below, is shown. The web
page 150 is shown to include hyperlinks 160 and 165 for
handling both registered and un-registered buyers and sellers
of products.

Turning now to FIG. 4, in accordance with one embodi-
ment of the present invention, registered sellers 20 set up
deal rooms 180 in which registered buyers 15 are able to
order products. The deal rooms 180 provide a convenient
forum for sellers to receive orders from multiple buyers
during an “open session” period. Based on the cumulative
orders received at the end of the open session period, a seller
provides all buyers with the same quantity discount for the
product regardless of what the price of the product was at the
time each buyer placed the order. Thus, in accordance with
the present embodiment of the invention, each buyer is able
to benefit from other buyers ordering the same product since
the cumulative orders received at the end of the open session
determines the price for all buyers 15 placing orders during
the open session.

As will be discussed in more detail below, the deal rooms
180 of the present embodiment are set up to display the
following information which is input from the seller 20
and/or calculated by the processor 100 of the central pro-
cessor 25 during an open session: product name/description
182; minimum order quantity 184; price schedule 186 with
current price level highlighted 188; offer start time 189; offer
end time 190; total quantity of products made available 192;
total quantity purchased to date 194; total quantity available
196; current time and date 197. The time between the offer
start time and the offer end time is referred to as the “open
session” period. Based on such information, buyers 15
visiting the deal room 180 can make an informed decision as
to whether they desire to place an order for the product. If
a buyer 15 desires to place an order, the buyer 15 selects an
order icon 195 displayed within the deal room 180 to
continue the purchasing steps.

For example, in the deal room 180 shown in FIG. 4, a
buyer (Buyer A) visiting the deal room 180 at time t1 may
initially review the current price of a product as highlighted
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at 188 and review the end time 190 for the product offering.
At time t1, the price for the product as highlighted at 188
indicates that the price/product is $80. Further, the total
products ordered to date is shown to be a quantity of 210.
Buyer A next determines whether they are interested in
purchasing the product keeping in mind the minimum order
quantity set by the seller 20 which in this case is 10 units.
If Buyer A decides to order the product, Buyer A selects the
order icon 195 and places an order for a desired quantity. In
the present example, Buyer A places an order for 70 prod-
ucts. After the order is placed, the total products ordered to
data is 280 (210+70) and the price/product remains at $80 as
determined from the pricing schedule 186. Next, at time 2,
another buyer (Buyer B) enters the deal room and decides to
place an order for 30 more products. Afier Buyer B places
the order, the total products ordered to date is 310 (280430)
and the price/product is lowered to $70 as determined from
the pricing schedule 186. The placing of orders by additional
buyers continues until the open session period is over. At the
end of the open session period, the price of the product to all
of the buyers is the price at the time the open session period
ended. For example, in the present instance, if the open
session period ended after Buyer B placed their order, the
price of the product for Buyer A, Buyer B and all other
buyers ordering products during the open session period is
$70 even though orders by one or more buyers may have
been placed at a higher price level. In this manner, the buyers
are able to work together to lower the cost of a product for
all buyers. Further, even small buyers who would otherwise
not be able to obtain volume discount pricing are able to
share in the lowered cost and provide a benefit to the larger
buyers.

Turning now to FIG. 5, the general steps taken by a buyer
15 entering the web page 150 is shown. More particularly,
in step 200 it is initially determined whether a buyer 15 is
registered or not. If the buyer 15 is not registered, the buyer
15 selects hyperlink 165 (FIG. 3) and proceeds to step 205.
In step 205 the processor 100 of the central server 25 request
that the buyer 15 fill out a registration form. For example,
the buyer 15 is requested to fill out a registration form 208
such as that shown in FIG. 6. In the present example, the
registration form 208 requests that the buyer 15 enter the
following information: buyer name; address; primary con-
tact person; phone; fax; e-mail; short description of com-
pany; preferred login user name; and preferred password.
With respect to the user name and password, the processor
100 is configured to determine whether the selected user
name and password combination are available and, if not, to
prompt the buyer 15 to enter a new user name and password
until an available combination is selected.

Continuing to refer to FIG. 5, in step 210, the buyer is
requested to fill out a credit card application so that pur-
chases made on the web site may be immediately approved.
The credit card registration and approval process may be
accomplished via a hyperlink to one of various electronic
credit card approval agencies which check the buyer’s credit
rating and set up a merchant account with a line of credit.
For example, an electronic credit card approval agency
which may be used in conjunction with the present invention
can be found on the Internet at http://www.interent-ecom-
merce.com. Next, in step 215, the processor 100 determines
if the credit card application has been approved by the
electronic credit card approval agency. If the credit card
application has not been approved, the processor 100 pro-
ceeds to step 220 where a message is sent back to the buyer
15 indicating regret that they have not been approved for a
line of credit and therefore have not successfully completed

20

25

30

40

45

50

55

60

65

8

the registration process. In step 220, a customer service
telephone number also is provided to the buyer 15 in case the
buyer has questions and/or desires to pursue registration
further.

Ifin step 215, the processor 100 is informed that the buyer
15 has been provided a line of credit and a credit card
number has been issued, the processor 100 proceeds to step
225. In step 225 the buyer information from the registration
form 208 and the newly issued credit card number are stored
in a buyer database 300 (FIG. 7) in the memory 105 of the
processor 25 (FIG. 2). Next, in step 230, the processor 100
is configured to provide the buyer 15 with the newly issued
credit card number so that the buyer 15 is able to purchase
products. Further, the processor 100 is configured to provide
a report to a system administrator who then mails a confir-
mation copy of the buyer’s information stored in the buyer’s
database to the buyer 15. This completes the buyer’s regis-
tration process.

Continuing to refer to FIG. 5, if in step 200, a buyer has
already registered, the buyer 15 may login as a registered
user by selecting the registered user hyperlink 160 (FIG. 3).
Once selected, the processor 100, in step 240 prompts the
buyer 15 to enter their user ID and password. Upon entry of
such information, the processor 100 in step 240 verifies the
user ID and password with those stored in the buyer database
300 (FIG. 7). If the user ID and password entered by the
buyer 15 does not match any entry in the buyer database 300,
the processor 100 in step 240 returns to step 235 for re-entry
of such information. If, however, in step 240, a valid user ID
and password are entered, the processor 100 proceeds to step
245.

In step 245, the processor 100 provides the buyer 15 with
a search screen where the buyer 15 is able to select various
deal rooms 180 they wish to enter. As discussed above, the
deal rooms 180 provide the buyer 15 with information
regarding the sale of a particular product such as, for
example, the price structure set up by the seller for the
product, the quantity of products sold to date, the time
remaining to purchase a product, etc. In order to allow a
buyer to quickly find deal rooms 180 of interest, the pro-
cessor 100 in step 245 provides the buyer 15 with a search
screen 398 so that active deal rooms 180 of interest may be
found. As shown in FIG. 8, in the present embodiment, the
buyer 15 is provided with the ability to search based on a
variety of different search criteria including “product type”,
“seller name”, and “alphabetical index”. Of course, various
other manners for allowing a buyer 15 to select or find a deal
room could alternatively be used.

Once a search is completed, the buyer 15 in step 250 is
able to select a desired deal room 180 from the results
obtained. For example, the buyer 15 may click on the name
of a desired deal room (FIG. 8) using a mouse associated
with the computer system 35. If the buyer 15 is unsatisfied
with the search results or simply desires to re-perform the
search, the buyer 15 at any time is able to return back to a
previous screen selecting the “back” function available
using an Internet browser such as, for example, Microsoft
Internet Explorer, Netscape, etc. Additionally, a hyperlink to
various screens, such as the search screen, preferably is
provided on each web page.

Upon selecting a deal room 180, the processor 100 in step
255 displays a page of standard terms and conditions which
the buyer 15 must agree to prior to entering the deal room.
The terms and conditions relate to the terms governing the
sale of the product according to which both the buyer and
seller are willing to conduct business. If the terms and
conditions are not accepted, the processor 100 returns the
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buyer 15 to step 245 so that another deal room 180 may be
selected and/or another search may be performed. If, how-
ever, in step 260 the terms and conditions are accepted, the
processor 100 proceeds to allow the buyer 15 to enter the
selected deal room 180. Once within a deal room 15, the
processor 100 operates in accordance with the procedures
discussed below with respect to FIGS. 14a-14b, related to
the purchase of a product by one or more buyers 15.

Proceeding now to FIG. 9, the operations of the processor
100 of the central server 25 in handling sellers 20 is
depicted. In particular, the processor 100 in step 400 initially
determines whether a seller 20 is registered or not based on
which hyperlink 170, 175 (FIG. 3) the seller 20 selects. If the
seller 20 selects hyperlink 175 indicating the seller is not
registered, the processor 100 proceeds to step 405. In step
405, the processor 100 provides the seller 20 with a seller’s
registration form 408 (FIG. 10) to fill out. The registration
form 408 is similar to the registration form 208 for the buyer
20 and allows the seller 20 to select a preferred user ID and
password. Once completed, the processor 100 proceeds to
step 410 where the seller 20 is requested to submit a credit
card application so that all costs and fees associated with
conducting business using deal rooms may be directly billed
to the seller’s credit card. As discussed above, the credit card
approval process may occur by a third party vendor acces-
sible via a hyperlink.

Once the credit card application is submitted by the seller
20, the processor 100 proceeds to step 415 where the
processor 100 determines if the credit card application has
been approved. If the credit card application has not been
approved, the processor 100 proceeds to step 420 where the
seller 20 is informed that their credit card application has not
been approved and the seller 20 is provided with a customer
service telephone number so that the seller 20 may option-
ally set up the account in a different fashion. If, however, in
step 415 the credit card application is accepted, the proces-
sor 100 proceeds to step 425 where the seller information is
stored in a seller database 427 (FIG. 11). Finally, in step 430,
the processor 100 is configured to provide the seller 20 with
the newly issued credit card number so that the seller 20 is
able to open deal rooms. Further, the processor 100 is
configured to provide a report to a system administrator who
then mails a confirmation copy of the seller’s information
stored in the seller’s database to the seller 20. This completes
the seller’s registration process.

Continuing to refer to FIG. 9, if in step 400 a seller has
already registered, the seller 20 may login as a registered
user by selecting the registered user hyperlink 170 (FIG. 3).
Once selected, the processor 100, in step 435 prompts the
seller 20 to enter their user ID and password. Upon input of
the user ID and password, the processor 100 proceeds to step
440 where the processor 100 verifies a valid user ID and
password have been entered by comparison with the infor-
mation stored in the seller database 427 (FIG. 11). If the user
ID and password entered by the seller 20 does not match any
entry in the seller database 427, the processor 100 in step
440 returns to step 435 for re-entry of such information. If,
however, in step 440, a valid user ID and password are
entered, the processor 100 proceeds to step 445.

Upon successful entry of a user ID and password, the
seller 20 is provided with a seller option screen 429 as
shown in FIG. 12. For example, the seller 20 may decide to
open a new deal room 180 where a product may be placed
for sale or the seller 20 may decide to view an current deal
room 180 to determine the status of a given transaction.
Accordingly, if in step 445, the processor 100 determines

—

5

45

60

65

10

that the seller 20 desires to open a new deal room, the
processor 100 proceeds to step 460.

In step 460, the processor 100 requests that the seller 20
enter the product information for the deal room they desire
to open into a product information screen 433. For example,
in the present embodiment the information requested is
shown in FIG. 13 to include: product name and short
description; minimum order quantity accepted; total quan-
tity of products available; start time for offer; end time for
offer; and a product pricing schedule. As discussed above,
the processor 100 utilizes the information input from the
seller 20 to display deal rooms 180 for viewing by registered
buyers 15.

Continuing to refer to FIG. 9, if in step 445, the seller 20
has not selected to open a deal room, the processor 100
determines in step 450 whether the seller 20 has decided to
enter an existing deal room 180. In the present embodiment
of the invention, the seller 20 is limited to entering those deal
rooms which they have opened. Accordingly, if the proces-
sor 100 determines that the seller does desire to enter a deal
room 180, the processor 100 provides the seller 20 with a list
of deal rooms 180 which the seller has opened. Upon
selection of one of the deal rooms 180, the processor 100
proceeds to step 455 where the deal room 180 is displayed
to the seller 20. If a deal room 180 is not entered in step 450,
or following steps 455 and 460, the processor 100 returns to
step 445.

Turning now to FIGS. 144-14b, a flow chart showing the
operations of the processor 100 of the central server 25 for
handling each deal room 180 opened by a seller 20 in
accordance with one embodiment of the volume costing
methodology is provided. Beginning at step 500, the pro-
cessor 100 initially determines for a given deal room 180
whether an open session period has ended or a maximum
quantity of products have been ordered. In determining
whether an open session period has ended, the processor 100
compares the end time entered by the seller 20 in step 460
(FIG. 9) during set up of the deal room 180 with the current
time. If the current time is later than the end time, the
processor 100 concludes that the open session has ended. In
order to determine if a maximum quantity of products have
been ordered, the processor 100 compares the total quantity
of products purchased to date with the maximum quantity of
products available as entered by the seller 20. If the total
quantity of products purchased to date is greater than the
difference between the total quantity available minus the
minimum purchase number (as also entered by the seller 20),
the processor 100 concludes that the maximum quantity is
reached. If in step 500, the processor 100 determines that the
open session period has not ended and the maximum quan-
tity has not been reached, the processor proceeds to step 505.

In step 505, the processor 100 determines if a new order
has been placed at the current price. A new order is placed
by, for example, a buyer 15 selecting the order icon 195
(F1G. 4) and entering a quantity of items to purchase along
with their credit card number. If the processor 100 does not
detect placement of a new order, the processor 100 returns
to step 500. If, however, a new order is placed the processor
100 proceeds to step 510.

In step 510, the processor 100 determines if the buyer 15
has sufficient credit to cover the desired purchase quantity.
In the present embodiment, in order to obtain credit
approval, the processor 100 is configured to electronically
send the credit card number entered by the buyer 15 along
with the total purchase price to the credit agency in charge
of the account. The credit card agency, in turn, transmits an
electronic message indicating whether the buyer 15 has been
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approved or not. The manner in which the processor 100
interfaces with the credit agency to obtain approval for
purchases is well known in the art and therefore further
details related thereto have been omitted for sake of brevity.
If the credit card agency informs the processor 100 that the
transaction has not been approved, the processor 100 pro-
ceeds to step 515, In step 515, the processor 100 provides a
message to the buyer 15 that the order has not been placed
due to disapproval by the credit card agency and requests
that the buyer 15 to check with the credit card agency for
further information or call a posted customer information
number.

If, however, in step 510 the credit card agency informs the
processor 100 that the buyer’s 15 credit has been approved,
the processor 100 proceeds to step 520. In step 520 the
processor 100 determines if the order placed by the buyer
meets the minimum order quantity as set by the seller 20 in
step 460 (FIG. 9) above. If the minimum order quantity has
not been met, the processor 100 proceeds to step 525. In step
525, the processor 100 informs the buyer 15 that the
minimum purchase requirement has not been met and
requests the buyer 15 to enter a new order quantity if desired.
If in step 530 the minimum purchase requirement has been
met, the processor proceeds to step 530. In step 530 the
processor 100 determines if the new order placed by the
buyer 15 would bring the total quantity over the maximum
quantity set by the seller in step 460 (FIG. 9) above. If the
new order would bring the total quantity over the maximum
quantity, the processor 100 proceeds to step 535 where the
processor 100 informs the buyer 15 of the total products
remaining for sale and requests the buyer 15 to enter a new
order quantity if desired. Following steps 525 and 535, the
processor 100 proceeds to step 540 where the processor 100
determines if the buyer has entered a new quantity. If a new
quantity is not entered, the processor 100 ends the order
processing for the buyer 15. If, however, a new order
quantity is entered, the processor 100 returns to step 520.

If in step 530, the processor 100 determines that the new
order would not bring the total over the maximum set by the
seller 20, the processor proceeds to step 545 (FIG. 14b). In
step 545 the processor 100 enters the buyer’s order by
storing the buyer’s name and quantity ordered in an order
database 600 (FIG. 15) for the deal room. Each time a new
buyer places an order for the product, the order database 600
is updated with the buyer name and order quantity informa-
tion. Next, in step 550, the processor 100 updates all of the
information displayed in the deal room 180 in view of the
most recent order. For example, the processor 100 updates
the total quantity of products purchased and the quantity
remaining. Further, if the new order places the total quantity
of products at a new price, the highlighted region 188 (FIG.
4) on the price schedule 186 is updated accordingly. Fol-
lowing step 550, the processor 100 returns fo step 500 (FIG.
14a).

If in step 500 (FIG. 14a), the processor 100 determines
that the product offering time has expired or that the maxi-
mum quantity of products have been ordered, the processor
proceeds to step 555 (FIG. 14b). At step 555, the processor
100 ends the product offering by no longer accepting orders
by new buyers 15. Next, in step 560 the processor 100
updates its displays to display the current status of the
product being sold. For example, the total quantity pur-
chased and current price may be updated if needed. Also, a
conspicuous message is posted in the deal room 180 indi-
cating to the buyers 15 that new orders are not being
accepted due to either the open session period expiring or the
product being sold-out.
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Next, in step 565 the processor 100 electronically for-
wards the order database 600 for the deal room to the
appropriate seller 15 along with a final price for the product.
In this manner, the seller 15 is able to have a complete record
of all of the orders which need to be filled. Finally, in step
570 the processor 100 electronically informs each of the
buyers 15 listed in the order database 600 that the product
offering has ended and reminding the buyer of the total
quantity of products which the buyer 15 has committed to
purchasing. Further, the processor 100 also informs the
buyers 15 of the final price of the product as determined
from the price schedule 186. Thereafter, the buyer and seller
independently communicate with one another to complete
order delivery and the like.

The invention has been described with reference to the
preferred embodiments. Obviously, modifications and alter-
ations will occur to others upon reading and understanding
the preceding detailed description. It is intended that the
invention be construed as including all such modifications
alterations, and equivalents thereof and is limited only by the
scope of the following claims.

What is claimed is:

1. A method of costing, comprising;

electronically offering a product for sale to select buyers

in a private deal room, access which is limited at least
in part to buyers who satisfy and accept a seller’s terms
and conditions;

receiving a first order for the product at a first price;

receiving a second order for the product at a second price,

the second price being lower than the first price; and

agreeing to fill the first order and the second order at a

third price equal to or less then the second price.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the price of the product
is selected from a price schedule set by the seller which
varies as a function of total quality of products ordered.

3. The method of claim 1, wherein the product is elec-
tronically offered for sale over the internet.

4. The method of claim 3, wherein the first order is placed
by a first buyer and the second order is placed by a second
buyer different than the first buyer.

5. The method of claim 1, wherein prior to filling the first
order and the second order, payment for the first order and
the second order is secured via credit lines extended to the
first buyer and the second buyer.

6. The method of claim 1, wherein a seller sets an open
session period during which orders for the product offered
for sale electronically are accepted by the seller.

7. The method of claim 6, wherein a seller places a limit
on a maximum quantity of the products offered for sale
electronically.

8. The method of claim 7, wherein the third price is based
on a total quantity of products ordered up to the limit during
the open session.

9. A method of costing, comprising:

electronically offering a product for sale in a private deal

room in accordance with a price schedule set by a
seller, the price schedule setting a price for the product
which varies in accordance with a quantity of the
product ordered;

limiting access to the deal room to select buyers that meet

and accept seller’s terms and conditions;

receiving orders for the product from a plurality of

different buyers;

calculating a total quantity of products ordered from the

plurality of different buyers;
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determining a lowest price for the product from the price
schedule based on the total quantity of products
ordered; and

agreeing to fill the orders for each of the plurality of
different buyers at the lowest price.

10. The method of claim 9, wherein a first of the plurality
of buyers placed an order for a first quantity of the product
at a first price and a second of the plurality of buyers placed
an order for a second quantity of the product at a second
price, the first price being greater than the second price.

11. The method of claim 10, wherein electronically offer-
ing a product for sale is limited to an open session period
corresponding to a time during which orders to purchase the
product are accepted.

12. The method of claim 11, wherein electronically offer-
ing a product for sale includes a limit on a maximum number
of products available for sale.

13. The method of claim 12, wherein receiving orders is
limited to a quantity of orders received during the open
session up to the maximum number of products available.

14. The method of claim 9, wherein the product is
electronically offered for sale over the Internet.

15. The method of claim 14, wherein the product offered
for sale is displayed to buyers entering a deal room on the
Internet in which information related to current price of the
product is displayed.

16. A server comprising:

a processor;

a memory coupled to the processor; and

a network interface coupled to the processor for trans-
mitting and receiving data with at least one remote
computer system;

wherein a price schedule for a product offered for sale
electronically is stored in the memory, the price sched-
ule providing price for the product which varies in
accordance with a quantity of the product ordered, and
wherein the server is configured to limit viewing of
products and their associated price schedules to select
registered buyers in one or more private deal rooms that
satisfy and agree to seller terms and conditions, receive
orders for the product from a plurality of different
buyers via the at least one remote computer system,
obtain credit approval for each buyer’s order, calculate
a total quantity of products ordered from the plurality
of different approved buyers, and determine a lowest
price for the product from the price schedule based on
the total quantity of products ordered.

17. The server of claim 16, wherein the server is config-
ured to provide the plurality of different buyers access to
view the lowest price via one or more of the at least one
remote computer.

18. The server of claim 16, wherein the server is config-
ured to limit a period during which orders for the product are
accepted to an open session period.

19. A system for conducting business electronically com-
prising:

a central server that stores a price schedule for a product
offered for sale electronically, the price schedule pro-
viding a price for the product which varies in accor-
dance with a quantity of the product ordered, and
wherein the server includes one or more computer
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executable instructions to limit viewing of products and
their associated price schedules to select buyers in one
or more private deal rooms that meet and accept seller
terms and conditions, receive orders for the product
form a plurality of different buyers via the at least one
remote computer system, obtain credit approval for
each buyer’s order, calculate a total quantity of prod-
ucts ordered from the plurality of different approved
buyers, and determine a lowest price for the product
from the price schedule based on the total quantity of
products ordered; and

at least one computer system coupled to the server via a

network.

20. The system of claim 19, wherein a first of the plurality
of different buyers places an order for a first quantity of the
product at a first price and a second of the plurality of
different buyers placed an order for a second quantity of the
product at the second price, the first price being greater than
the second price.

21. The system of claim 20, wherein the server is con-
figured to provide each of the plurality of buyers access to
view the lowest price via the at least one remote computer.

22. The method of claim 9, further comprising determin-
ing whether a buyer’s order meets a minimum order quantity
set by the seller.

23. A computer readable medium having stored thereon
computer executable instructions for carrying out the
method of claim 1.

24. The method of claim 4, wherein the first buyer and the
second buyer electronically registered to place orders over
the internet.

25. A computer readable medium having stored thereon
computer executable instructions for carrying out the
method of claim 9.

26. The method of claim 15, wherein access to the deal
room is limited to buyers who electronically registered on
the Internet to gain access to the deal room and have a
pre-approved line of credit.

27. A business-to-business costing methodology compris-
ing:
electronically offering a product for sale in one or more

private deal rooms each deal room including a custom-

ized price schedule, wherein access to deal rooms is
restricted at least in part to select buyers that accept
seller’s terms and conditions and the price schedule sets
a price for the product which varies in accordance with
a quantity of the product ordered,;
calculating a total quantity of products ordered from a
plurality of different buyers in one or more deal rooms;

determining a lowest price for the product from the price
schedule associated with each buyer based on the total
quantity of products ordered; and

agreeing to fill the orders for each of the plurality of

different buyers at the lowest price.

28. The method of claim 27, wherein the product is
electronically offered for sale over the Internet.

29. A computer readable medium having stored thereon
computer executable instructions for carrying out the
method of claim 27.




