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Where a product has been identified in advance by the
builder 26, a category cell may inclnde the identified product
as a standard option. The category cell may contain other
standard options as well as extras options. Where no product
has been identified (1.e., the contractor has given the cus-
tomer an allowance for purchase of a product), the category
cell may include hyperlinks to a website 38 of a manufac-
turer 30 who offers products which fall withiu the category
cell, or may simply calculate a credit for no product selec-
tion.

To simplify selection of product offerings, a builder 26
may maintain a hist of standard preduct offerings on his
website 16 or on the system’s 12 website. Information ahout
standard product offerings may be accessed by customers
22, 24 to purchase a product offering or to simply compari-
son shop among builders 26. Builders 26 and new homes
associations will be able to co-brand or cooperatively adver-
tise their services in conjunction with this information.

Following is a detailed example of a product offering set
in the context of a home purchase. While the detailed
example is set into the context of home buying, it should be
understood that a product offering may be made in com-
mercial, office, retail, or any other specialty construction.
Further, such a product offering may be set in any context
ivalving the transfer of goods in conjunction with intetre-
lated services.

FIGS. 16-22 are flow charts that are specifically related to
the methods described above and set in the context of home
building. Reference shall be made to FIGS. 16-22 as appro-
priate to an understanding of the invention.

The customer 22, 24 may access the information of
webpage 34 of the builder 26 using several different routes.,
As a first route, the customer 22, 24 may enter the builder's
website 16 through the front door (directly from the cus-

tomer 22, 24 to the website 16 through the Internet 20} and 3

view product information and options. The steps of logging-
in under this process may be better understood by reference
to the left side of FI1G. 16. Using this approach, the customer
22, 24 does not have local storage at the website 16.

Alternatively, the customer 22, 24 may access the
webpage 34 of the builder through ancther door (i.e., the
back door). Accessing the builder’s webpage 34 through the
back door is accomplished through the customers’ website
14. Reference may be made to FIGS. 19 and 20 for a better
nnderstanding of the log-in procedure. Customers also may
access builder information through the system’s 12 start
page, or by traveling to the system 12 from one of the
system’s 12 promotional or related links.

If the customer is a new user, then he may be asked for a
name or other identifying indicia. The user may also be
asked to select and use a password. Further, as shown in
FIG. 19, more than one user may share a customer file 42.
The ability for more than one user to share a file 42 may be
of use when a buyer wishes (0 share information associated
with a home purchasc with another party, such as a mother-
in-law, a spouse, a broker, an interior designer, or other
Tamily.

The customer 22, 24 may locate the webpage 34 of the
builder 26 through a local directory of builders olfered
through the website 14, Upon locating the webpage 34 of the
builder 26, the customer 22, 24 may review and siore
information from the builder within the customer’s file 42.

If a customer 22, 24 has not already requested a persanal
webpage 32, a webpage 32 may be opened once the cus-
tomer has reached agreement with the builder 26 as shown
in FIG. 18. Before or after a customer 22, 24 signs a building
contract, the builder 26 may help the customer 22, 24 open
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a customer file 42 in the DB 11. The builder 26 may also
provide a personalized file or webpage 32 for the customer
22, 24 on the customer's website 14, customized to the
house selected by the customer 22, 24, so that the customer
22, 24 may further customize his honse. The customer 22, 24
and builder 26 may share passwords for access to the
customer file 42,

If the customer 22, 24 had already opened his own
webpage 32, then the customer 22, 24 may already have
downloaded information (FIG. 20) regarding the selected
house, or a generic typical house to his file 42. In either case,
the customer 22, 24 may or may not be required to share use
of the file 42 with the builder 26.

Using the webpage 32, the customer 22, 24 may view and
select standard options and extras for his particular choice of
homes, which may be stored in the customer file 42. As the
customer 22, 24 selects standard options and extras through
his webpage 32, the builder 26 may review those selections
through his website 16, if he has been given access to the
customer file 42. Altemnatively, the customer 22, 24 may
e-mail a file containing one or more selections te the builder
26.

Under the illustrated embodiment, an owner of the third-
party website provider 12 may receive a fee or commission
for processing the selections of each customer 22, 24, The
commission may be a flat fee, a percentage of purchases, or
third-party revenues, such as advertising or data sales. The
details, scope and situations giving rise to a commission will
be discussed in greater detail below.

FIG. 2 depicts a builder’s directory webpage 50 that may
appear on the customer’s terminal 22, 24. The builder’s
directory 50 may be viewed either through the builder's
website 16 or though the customer’s website 14, As shown,
a customer 22, 24 may be offered the opportunity of viewing
webpages 34 of any of a number of builders, or of a
particular builder’s homes andfor product selections. A
customer 22, 24 may view a webpage of a particular builder
by activating a softkey 52, 54, 56 associated with a selected
builder.

F1(5. 3 depicts a webpage 60 that may be presented to the
customer 22, 24 based upon activation of a particular softkey
{e.g., 52) of FIG. 2. (Webpage 60 is depicted as webpage 34
of FIG. 1 where the customer 22, 24 accesses the website
directly through the builders website 16 or as webpage 32
where the customer 22, 24 accesses the builders information
through the customers website 14.) As shown on the build-
er's webpage 60, the customer 22, 24 may be presented with
a number of product offerings (e.g., eppliances, foorings,
fixtures, house models, or room changes) 62, 64 oflered by
that particular builder. As shown, each model or product
may have a description of each model or product 68, 74 as
well as a picture of the model or product 70, 76. Each model
or product may alse have a softkey 66. 72 which may be
used to obtain more information (e.g., manufacturer or
warranty infonnation).

Upon activation of a softkey (e.g.. 66) of FIG. 3, the
webpage 78 of FIG. 4 may appear on the customer’s
ternuinal 22. 24 showing details of the selected product
offering. As shown, floor plans 80, 82, 84 may be provided
of the selected model as weli as a fist of standard features
(standards) 86. Details of the standards 86 may be viewed by
activation of a particular feature key 10§, 102

Also shown in FIG. 4 is a list of optional features 88.
Shown associated with each option 104, 106 is a price adder
or credit. Details of the option 104, 106 may be obtained by
first activating a view detail key 108 and then activating a
softkey 104, 106 associated with the option 104, 106,
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Activating (e.g., double-clicking on) the option key 104, 106
results i selection of the option 104, 106 for purchase. The
selected option will then be included in the overall house
purchase.

Selection of options 88 causes a price window 90 to
change based upon the number of options selected. The price
shown in price window 90 may be exclusive of the cost of
the lot. To select 4 lot, the customer 22, 24 may activate a
select lot key 92.

Upon activating a select lot key 92, the webpage 110 of
FIG. 5 may appear. Shown on the webpage 110 may be a
subdivision map 112 showing available lots. Also shown
may be a softkey 114, 116, 118 showing a lot number and
price associated with each lot.

Upon identifying a suitable lot by activating a softkey
114, 116, 118, the customer 22, 24 may activate a return key
120, Activation of the retum key 120 may take the customer
22, 24 back to the previous webpage 78.

By retumning to the previous webpage 78, the selected lot
may now be identified in a lot window 92 along with a legal
description of the lot in another window 94. The total cost
of the house may now be displayed in a total price window
95,

Upon reviewing the details the customer 22, 24 may now
accept the purchase by activating the purchase sofikey 98. In
response, the purchase offer webpage 122 of FIG, 6 may be
presented to the customer 22, 24. Included within the
purchase offer webpage 122 may be the home model number
124, the selected options 126, the legal description of the
selected lot 128 and 2 total price 130.

A buyer’s window 132 is presented for entry of identify-
ing mformation about the customer 22, 24. Within the
buyer's window 132, the customer 22, 24 enters his name in
a name window 142, address in an address window 144 and
telephone number in a phone window 146. The customer 22,
24 is also provided with a credit reference window 148 for
entry of credit references as well as an e-mail window 150
for entry of an e-mail address.

A customer file identifier window 152 is also provided in
the case where the customer 22, 24 accesses the builder’s
webpage 34 through the customer’s website 14 and has
already established a customer file 42, The identifier of the
customier file 42 may be automatically inserted into the
identifier window 152 by the CPU 12.

Included on the purchase offer webpage 122 is a required
deposit window 134 showing the deposit required to close
the deal. Also included is a window 136 where the customer
22, 24 may eoter a method of deposit payment,

Once the customer 22, 24 has entered his personal infor-
mation, the customer 22, 24 may activate a print softkey 138
o print 2 copy of the product offering contract 122. The
information entered into the various boxes 124, 126, 128
130, 132, 134, 146 may be incorporated into the appropriate
fields of & real estate contract or contract amendment for
upgrades that the cnstomer 22, 24 may sign and forward to
the builder 26. A second, submit purchase offer softkey 140
is also provided to submit an unsigned copy of the offer to
the builder. Additional output forms can be generated in
support of the processing of the butlding order, such as a
jobsite copy, purchase order, lender information, etc.

In conjunction with the product offering contract, the
system 10 may include a forms library to provide a variety
of related forms 418 and services 420 (FIG. 35). Forms 418
may include contract 421, financing 422, closing 424, and
post-sale 426 forms. Services 420 may include lending 428,
clasing 430, title 432, tax 434, government 436, permits 438,
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10
insurance 440, inspection 442, appraisal 444, RESPA 446,
utility 448, warrantee 458, and moving 452.

The builder 26 may access offers through a second
webpage 35 of the builder’s website 16. Upon accessing the
webpage 35, the screen 142 of FIG. 7 may be presented to
the builder 26. As shown, the builder 26 may be required to
enter 2 name and password in & name and password window
144, 146.

Upon entry of a name and password (and verification by
the CPU 12), the CPU 12 may present the builder 26 with
a menu webpage 150 (FIG. 8). The process of builder access
to the website 16 may be better understood by reference to
FIG. 17. From the men: webpage 150, the builder 26 may
activate a purchase offers softkey 152 and be presented with
a list of purchase offers in a purchase offers webpage 160 of
FIG. 9.

Within the purchase offers webpage 160, the builder 26
may select purchase offer #1 162 for review. In response, a
summary page 170 of FIG. 10 may be provided for review
by the builder 26. Contained within the screen 170 may be
a window 172 containing the purchase information entered
by the customer through screen 122. The builder 26 may
review the information and activate either an accept sofikey
174 or a reject softkey 176. The builder 26 may condition-
ally accept or refect the offer before the signed copy of the
contract arrives or if the deposit is insufficient. The builder
26 may also condition his acceptance or rejection on field
conditions or his sub-contractors.

Upon acceptance of an offer, the CPU 12 first checks to
see if the customer 22, 24 has a customer file 42. If the
customer 22, 24 does not, the CPU 12 opens a file 42 for the
customer 22, 24 In addition, the CPU 12 retrieves a features
and options list from the builder’s file 44 and transfers the
features and options list to the customers file 42. Each entry
of the features and options list has a field that relates the
feature and option to a product space. The features and
options List represents a list of choices that a customer 22, 24
may have in the construction of the purchased home.

For example, the features and options list may include
options for standard featurcs and extras. Standard features
options may include fixtures that may be selected at no extra
cost. Extras opticns may be options that may available
among the upgrades that may have previously selecied or
may now be added. Extras options may be unigue, or may
replace standards features.

As a final step, the CPU 12 may compose an e-mail {or
printed) message to the customer 22, 24 announcing accep-
tance of the offer. If the customer 22, 24 did not previously
have a customer file 42, the e-mail message may identify the
file and provide instructions for accessing the file 42 through
the customer’s website 14, The message may also inclnde
general instructions as to the types of selections that the new
home buyer may need 1o make, and procedures and due
dates for making selections.

The e-mail may also include instructions as to how to
transfer selections to the builder 26. The customer 22, 24
may be given the option of sharing a password with the
builder, allowing the builder 26 to access the cuslomer’s file
42. Alternately, the customer 22, 24 is given the options and
nstructions of how 10 e-mail selections to the builder 26.

Following the instructions of the e-mail, the customer 22.
24 may access the customer’s website 14 and be presented
with the virtual showroom oplions webpage 180 of FIG. 11
based upon the builder’s features and options list transferred

5 from the builder file 44 to the customer file 42. The process

of custemer access to the virtua) showroom may be better
understood by reference to FIG. 22. The entries of the
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showroom options webpage 180 may be divided by product
space (e.g., kitchen 182, living rcom 184, bath #1 188, hath
#2190, bedroom #1 192, bedroom #2 194, bedroom #3 196),
by overall function (e.g., heating 198, air conditioning 200,
house exterior options 202, fireplace 204), or by design
criteria {e.g., modem 199, traditional 201, chrome 203, brass
205). Further, some entries (e.g., kitchen 182, baths #1 #2
188, 190) may be accompsnied with drawings to further
clarify the scope of the optional features.

If'the customer 22, 24 were to activate the kitchen softkey
182 of FIG. 11, then the screen 210 of FIG. 12 may be
presented to the customer. Included within the screen 210 of
FIG. 12 are a set of choices that the customer 22, 24 may
have regarding construction of the kitchen.

As a first step, the customer 22, 24 may activate a “view
kitchen™ softkey 211. In response, a graphical image (FIG.
23) may be presented to the customer 22, 24 providing the
customer 22, 24 with the opportunity of viewing a kitchen
using standard options, a kitchen with certain extras, or both.

Alternatively, the customer 22, 24 may wish to view a
kitchen layout. To view a layout, the customer 22, 24 may
activate a Jayout softkey 213. Upon activation of the layout
softkey 213, the custorer 22, 24 may be presented with an
overhead view (FIG. 24) of the kitchen.

After viewing the kitchen, the customer 22, 24 may
procead with the selection of standards and extras. For
example, the customer 22, 24 may determine that carpeting
may be the best choice of a floor covering for his kitchen.
Accordingly, the customer 22, 24 may press the carpet
softkey 214.

In response, the customer 22, 24 may be taken to the
carpet selection screen 226 (FI1G. 13). The carpet selection
screen 226 provides at least two carpet selections 228, 234
as standard options for the customer 22, 24. As such, the
customer 22, 24 could select either of the two standard
oplions 228, 234 at no additional cost {as shown by the N/A
entry in the PRICE ADDER column).

Alternatively, the customer 22, 24 may select a better
carpet 240 also offered by the builder 26. As shown, the
better carpet 240 may be offered at a price adder 242.

As a further alternative, the customer 22, 24 may choose
to select a product offering of a customer wood floor 249 by
another contractor. In this case, a different price adder 251
would be included.

Asg showe in FIG. 13, selection of a carpet option is not
complete by selection of the carpet by itself. Also necessary
to complete a carpet selection is a color selection. If the
customer 22, 24 were to select the first carpet selection 228,
then the customer 22, 24 would have the choice of brown or
blue. The customer 22, 24 would make such a selection by
pressing the appropriaie soft key 230, 232

If the customer 22, 24 had selected carpet from the second
supplier 234, then the customer 22, 24 may select other
colors based upon other softkeys 236, 238, Similarly. if the
customer 22, 24 were to select the optional carpet 240 at
added cost, then he may select available colors by activation
of related softkeys 244, 246.

The system 12 may further suggest related (bul not
required) products and upgrades to customers 22. 24. For
example, if a customer 22, 24 selects a wood floor 249, the
system could suggest a throw g,

If the customer 22, 24 were not happy with the standard
options, the customer 22, 24 may activate hyperlinks 248,
250 to other suppliers (i.e., manufacturers 30} not associated
with the builder 26. Purchase of campel from the other
suppliers through hyperlinks 248, 250 may be accomplished
using methods well-known in the art.
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In ancther altemative, the cuslomer 22, 24 may choose to
select a brand name 223 or stylistic group 224, before
making other selections on screen 210. In this case, the
manufacturers of FIG. 13 may be limited to the selection
made as opposed to the products preselected by the builder
26.

For example, the customer 22, 24 may first activate the
selection of “refrigerator” from the appliances list of FIG. 12
and then brand 223 and/or stylistic group 224. In response,
the screen 300 of FIG, 25 may be presented. Within the
screen 300, the customer 22, 24 may specify a search criteria
for a relrigerator. The customer 22, 24 may specify a style
criteria 302, a design 304, a price 306, a material 308 and/or
color 310.

FIG. 26 shows a possible search criteria that may be
selected by the customer 22, 24. Upon completion of the
selection of the search criteria, the customer 22, 24 activates
the search key 312.

Upon activation of the search key 312, the screen 320
(F1G. 27) may be presented showing search results. Shown
in the screen 320 may be a number of product options as well
as identifying information about those options. Shown along
a top of the screen 320 is the search criteria returning those
resvits. Upon reviewing the results, the customer 22, 24 may
wish to see more information about the first search result. To
obtain more information, the customer 22, 24 may activate
the “see more info™ key 322,

Activating the more info key 322 may take the customer
22, 24 to the more info screen 330 (F1G. 28) which shows
additional detail of the selected product. Upon reviewing the
information, the customer 22, 24 may select the option by
selecting “add to my cart” 326 or return to the previous
screen by activating the search key 332,

As an alternative, one of the search resulls of screen 326
may have been a hyperlink 328 to the refrigerator manufac-
turer Sub-Zera. Activation of that hyperlink may take the
customer to screen 340 (FIG. 29). From screen 340, the
customer 22, 24 may view any of a number of Sub-Zero
products by activation of the proper additional hyperlink.

Further, research may indicate that buyers of a particular
product or stylistic group (e.g., the Martha Stewart Collec-
tion, or traditional wood trim) are more likely 1o purchase
other related household items (e.g., baskets, floral patterns,

. etc.). Accordingly, selection of the identified products may

also trigger a window asking the customer 22, 24 if he/she
also wants to purchase the related item as part of an
upselling opportunity.

I another alternative, the customer 22, 14 may activate
an information sofikey 221 and be taken to the screen 225
of FIG. 21. Screen 225 may be used by the customer 22, 24
for purposes of reviewing a current selection, other popular
choices or a designer collection.

It should be undersiood that the CPU 12 of the system 12
iracks use of the hyperlinks 248, 250 and charges a fee or
commission on any views and/or purchases based upen the
use of such hypertinks 248, 250, Such commission may be
charged 1o the hyperlink destination {e.g., the manufacturer
30), based upon any sale made by the builder 26 or his
sub-contractors of the manutacturer’s 30 products to the
customer 22, 24.

Returming now to FIG. 12, the customer 22, 24 may
proceed throvgh each of the standards and extras making
selections as appropriate. If appliances 222 were included in
the real estate contract, then the customer 22, 24 would be
prompted to make a selection for each included appliance
including make and color. The system will provide coordi-
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nated information on product promotions, such as “sale”
products, or newly offered products.

Once options are selected for the kitchen, the customer
22, 24 may return to the menu 180 ia FIG. 11 and individu-
ally proceed through each selected itern 182, 184, 186, 188,
190,192, 194,196, 198, 200, 202, 204, 199, 201, 203, or 205
making required selections. While many items would
require an explicit selection from the customer 22, 24, some
items need not be explicitly chosen by the customer 22, 24.
For example, wall color in fhe contract may have been
negotiated to be an off-color white. In this case, the builder
may omit paint color, or any new choice from the builder’s
features and opticns list transferred to the customer’s file 42.

Once the customer 22, 24 has completed his selections
from the features and options list, the customer 22, 24 may
activate a selection complete softkey 206. A deposit window
454 (FIG. 36) may then appear, allowing the cusiomer to
place a deposit on his selections. Also included is a window
456 where the customer 22, 24 may enter a method of
deposit payment (e.g., a check, credit card, debit card, etc.)
for entry into a deposit account within the system 10,
Activation of the selection complete softkey 206 may cause
the CPLJ 12 to compose an e-mail message to the builder 26
sunmarizing the selections made by the customer 22, 24.
Alternatively, where the builder 26 and customer 22, 24,
share passwords for the customer file 42, the builder 26 may
simply retrieve the selections list directly from the customer
file 42, Manufacturers 30, 31 may be allowed 10 pre-view
these selections, or may see an aggregate of selections
among customers 22, 24 or builders 26.

The CPU 12 may verify and track selections made by the
customer 22, 24. The CPU 12 also may collect data regard-
ing selections made by the customer 22, 24, to track buying
trends. The buying trends may be collected inte a buying
trends database. Buying trends data that may be collected
includes, but is not limited to, product views, partial selec-
tions, final selections, and demographics.

As an aid to completing the selection of options, a number
of reminder featwres are offered by the system 10. For
example, during feature selection from appropriate portion
of the showroom (e.g., screen 330, FIG. 28) the customer 22,
24 may review a selection status ledger.

To review the selection status ledger, the customer 22, 24
may uctivate a softkey of selections to be made 344 or
selection deadlines 346. Upon activation of the selections to
be made softkey 344, the customer 22, 24 may be taken to
the screen 350 of FIG. 30.

Shown along the left margin of screen 350 is a graphical
status indicator 352 of the selection status. The graphical
status indicator 332 may be vsed as a shortcut into the
showroom for unselected product offerings.

For example, the customer 22, 24 may note from the
status ledger 350 that the den was not complete. In response,
the customer 22, 24 may select the den 354 and be taken to
screen 360 of F1G. 31

On screen 369, the den may be highlighted in the left
margin 352 as a cwrent location. Further, an indicator 372
may be provided of the feature space to which the selection
is to be directed. The screen 360 may also list three options
362, 364, 366, 370. An icon of a product, or a camera 368
may be selected for a pictorial view of each option. A
selection date 376 may be provided as a deadhine for making
a selection for the den.

If the customer should select the first option 370 for oak
plank for the floor, a current selection column will show an
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icon oran “x” in the “yes” column. The customer 22, 24 may
complete the selection by activating the “final selection
done” button 374.

Returning to the status ledger 350, the customer 22, 24
may then go to the kitchen to make other selections in this
feature space. The customer 22, 24 may go to the kitchen by
activating the kitchen icon 354 in the lefi margin.

in response, the customer 22, 24 may be taken the screen
380 (FIG. 32), which shows a feature space {e.g., a counter)
372 within which a selection needs to be made. In this case,
the customer 22, 24 may activate the more information
button to view images 382 of the options.

Alfter making a selection with regard to the counters, the
customer 22, 24 may select cabinets 384 for another set of
options shown on screen 390 of F1G. 33, Within the cabinets
screen 390 a set of images 392, 394, 396, 398, 400 may be
provided of the possible cabinet choices.

Once the customer 22, 24 has completed set of selections
for the kitchen, the cusiomer 22, 24 may activate the final
selection done button 374, Upon activating a final selection
button 374, the customer 22, 24 may be taken to a selections
summary screen 410 (FIG. 34). Shown on the selections
summary screen 410 is a list of cwrrent selections as well as
a list 416 of the cost of any extras added during the current
selection session for the kitchen.

Upon reviewing the list 416, the customer 22, 24 may
return to selecting items by activating the see selections to
made button 344 or see selections by date 346. Alternatively,
the customer 22, 24 may send a list of sclected items to the
builder 26 by activating a message button 412.

Based upon the options list the CPU 12 may compose a
number of e-mails to the suppliers 27, 28 of the builder 26
for purposes of placing orders for selected product. One
e-mail may be to cne or more appliance suppliers 27, 28 for
selected appHances. Another e-mail may be a carpet supplier
27, 28. A third e-mail may be to a paint supplier. Another
e-mail may be to a mechanical supplier 27, 28 for fumnaces
and air conditions. Included within each of these e-mails
may be a request for an updated price quote as well as a lead
time for delivery.

Based upon the response io the request for lead times, the
builder 26 may adopt a construction schedule based upon a
requested completion date 135 (FIG. 6) incladed in the real
estate contract. As would be generally understood, a con-
struction schedule is typically based upon a predetermined
ordering sequence {e.g.. in-wall electrical would be required
before walls and paint, paint would be required before most
appliances). Using the predetermined schedule, completion
date 135 and lead times provided by the suppliers 27, 28, the
CPU 12 would create a building schedule including ordering
dates for each of the materials of each of the selected
options.

Based vpon the entries within the construction schedule,
the CPU 12 may identify options which have not been made
by the customer 22, 24. Upon identifying those selections
not made by the customer. the CPU 12 may notify the
builder 26 and customer 22. 24, by e-mail or otherwise of
dates and acls necessary to conform to the construction
schedule.

As an alternative to antomatically forwarding orders to
suppliers. the system 10 or the builder 26 may group orders
for purposes of obtaining volume discounts. In order to
group orders, the builder 26 may also periadically print out
the grouped orders and physically send the grouped order to
a supplier 27, 28 or the system 10 may transmit the grouped
orders by e-mail or fax.
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Using the builder's terminal 26, the builder may periodi-
cally review the construction schedule. Based upon the
review, the builder 26 or the system 10 may send messages
to the customer 22, 24 reminding the customer 22, 24 of
deadlines for making selections.

Under another alternate illustrated embodiment, a third
website 18 may be provided for a broader array of custom-
ers. In this context, a customer may be the originally defined
customers 22, 24 as well as the builder 26 or suppliers 27,
28. As each customer 22, 24, 26, 27, 28 accesses the website
18, the webpage 260 may be presented to the customer (FIG.
14). Based upon the customer’s needs, any of a number of
subject matter may be selected for purchase based uvpon
activation of the appropriate softkey 262, 264, 266, 268,
270, 272, 274, or 276.

Activation of a sofikey (e.g., 262) may take the cuslomer
to a furnaces webpage 278 showing a number of furnace
options. {FI1G. 15) Information on special types of fumnaces
may be obtained by selection of the appropriate softkevs
280, 282, Information from specific manufactores may also
be obtained by selecting a hyperlink 286, 288 which may
take the customer to a website (e.g., 38) of the manufacturer.

Upon reaching the appropriate webpage, a customer may
fill his shopping cart with selected merchandise. As vsed
herein, a “shopping cart” is simply file and information
gathering and ordering software residing in a terminal of the
customer 22, 24, 26, 27, 28 which retains product informa-
tion of selected merchandise. Upon activation of a softkey
on the shopping cart, the ordering software functions to
transmit ordering information to the appropriate manufac-
furer or supplier.

As above, the owner of the system 12 may receive a fee
or commission on any views or purchases made based wpon
activation of a selected hyperlink. Further, the owner of the
system 12 may receive fees or commissions based wpon
advertising displayed on the webpages 278 of the product
categories.

Under another alternate illustrated embodiment of the
invention, a builder 26 and designer (e.g., supplier 27, 28)
may use the builder’s website 16 for designing and devel-
oping building drawings (e.g., a kitchen design). Under the
embodiment, either party may propose and create a prelimi-
nary design concept using an appropriate graphics sofiware
package (e.g., Visio) and save the design in a design file.
Once a design file has been created, it may be e-mailed to the
other party. The other party, using the same graphics pack-
age, may mark the file up or modify the design and e-mail
the file back to the other party. Once both parties agree to the
design, the builder 26 may convert the graphics file to a

webpage using a simple graphics conversion process (eg.

printing out the Visio design file and scanning the printout
to obtain a htl graphics display that may be mounied on the
builder’s webpage 34). The new design may then become
the basis of new or additional product offerings of the
builder 26.

As a further cmbodiment of the invention, the designer
may also develop and attach specification sheets to each
design drawing of the Visio file. The specification sheets
may be used to specify product(s)/product offerings to be
used in the product spaces of the design.

Upon converting each design drawing to a html file for
display on a webpage 34, the builder 26 may also associate
one or more design spaces with each design drawing.
Product{s)product offerings from the specification sheets of
the drawing may then be associated with each design space
and incorporated into the features and options list for the
design space.
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Under another illustrated embodiment of the invention,
file transfer among builders, suppliers and manufacres
may be standardized 10 a common file format {e.g., XML).
Under the embodiment, the file creator follows a predeter-
iined format for creation of the file. For example, a product
identifier may be placed in a first field, The product identifier
may be one or more alphanumeric characters which identi-
fies the product as a refrigerator or a bathroom faucet. The
product identifier may also be used for product offerings.

An identifier of an originator may be placed in a second
field. A product mumber (model maumber and serial number,
if a manvfacturer) may be placed in a third field. Any
graphics associated with the product may be placed in
further fields.

Under the embodiment, the receiver of such an XML file
may be able to universally interpret the file based upon file
content. The product type identifies the types of suppliers of
such products. The identifer of the originator allows the
recipient to read local source files to determine the types of
model number and serial numbers used by the originator,
and, ultimately to interpret model and serial numbers
included within the remainder of the XML file.

By using the common, or coordinated file fonmats, build-
ers 26, suppliers 27, 28 and manufactures 30, 31 may
exchange information without advance knowledge of the
sonrce of format of the file. Orders and order confirmations
may be exchanged withoui the intervention of ordering
clerks or project schedulers.

As an additional embodiment of the invention, web tools
458 (FIG. 37y may be provided to builders 26. Included
among the web tools 458 offered to builders 26 are e-mail
460, real-time chat 462, calendars 464, escrow services 466,
e-business services 468, job reports 470, notices 472, atten-
dance tracking 474, buyer satisfaction ratings 476, next-day
activity lists 478, job logs 480, messaging 482, post-its 484,
sample request-taking systems 486, and threaded discussion
groups 488.

As a further embodiment of the invention, the system 10
may include collecting up-front access, semi-custom weh
design, and data service fees or conunissions from builders
26.

A specific embodiment of a method and apparatus for
servicing a customer of a builder according to the present
invention has been described for the purpose of illusirating
the manner in which the invention is made and used. It
should be understood that the implementation of other
variations and modifications of the invention and its varicus
aspects will be apparent to one skilled in the art, and that the
invention is not limited by the specific embodiments
described. Therefore, it is contemplated to cover the present
invention and any and all modifications. variations, or
equivalents that fall within the true spirit and scope of the
basic underlying principles disclosed and claimed herein.

The invention claimed is:

1. A method of servicing a plurality of customers or
potential customers among a plurality of builders by a
{hird-party website provider, such method comprising the
steps ol

providing a first website by the third-party website pro-

vider for use by the plurality of customers or potential
customers in viewing and selecting product options of
product offerings availabte from or through the plural-
ity of builders, an information content of at least some
custemers of the plurality of customers within said first
website being password protected by a respective pass-
word of the at least some customers of the plurality of
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customers and the first website having at least one page
of offerings unique to each of the plurality of builders;

a customer of the plurality of customers and a builder of

the plurality of builders entering into a contract to build
or rehabilitate real estate for the customer at 2 building
site of the real esiate, said contract forming a new
contract or a meodification or amendment of a pre-
existing contract,

providing at least one form to be filled out by the customer

through the first website;

providing a second website associated with the first

website by the third-party website provider for entry of
information related to the customer by the builder said
second website being password protected by the
builder;

receiving from the cusiomer through the first website a

view and selection of an option of the options provided
by the builder;

incorporating the selected options, and a content of the at

least one filled in form into a modification of the
contract; and

collecting a fee or commission based upon the products

viewed by and selections made by the customer.

2. The method of servicing a customer of a builder as in
claim 1 forther comprising the first website offering pur-
chase and pre-purchase information, a buyers’ group service
for a plurality of builders for volume discounts, advertising,
and preduct information, and customer and sales support.

3. The method of servicing a customer of a builder as in
claim 1 wherein the step of providing the first website
turther comprises providing an online deposit system.

4. The method of servicing a customer of a builder as in
claim 3 further comprising purchasing extras using the
online deposit system.

5. The method for servicing a custemer of a builder as in
claim 1 wherein the step of providing the first wehsite
further comprises allowing manufacturers, sub-contractors,
and vendors to pre-view potential orders, groups of orders,
and customer product viewings.

6. The method for servicing a customer of a builder as in
claim 1 further comprising providing web and communica-
tions tools to the builder, sub-contractors, and suppliers.

7. The method for servicing a customer of a builder as in
claim 6 further comprising defining the web and communi-
cation tools as at least one of the group consisting of e-majl,
real-time chat, calendars, escrow services, e-business ser-
vices, job reports, notices, attendance tracking, buyer satis-
faction ratings, next day activity lists, job logs, messaging.
post-its, sample request-taking system, and threaded discus-
sion groups.

8. The method for servicing a customer of a builder as in
claim } further comprising collecting up-front access. semi-
custom web design, and data service fees or commissions
from the builder and third-pany advertisers.

9. The method for servicing a customer of a builder as in 33

claim 1 wherein the step of providing the first website
further comprises allowing manufacturers, sub-contractors,
and suppliers to advertise their products throvgh the system,
10. An apparatus for servicing a plurality of customers or
potential customers among a plurality of builders by a
third-party website provider, such apparatus comprising:
means for providing 2 first website by the third-party
wehsite provider for use by the plurality of customers
in viewing and selecting product options of product
offerings available from the plurality of builders, an
information content of at least some customers of the
plurality of customers within said first website being
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password protecied by a respective password of the at
least some customers the means for providing a first
website turther providing at least one page of offerings
unigue 1o each of the plurality of builders;
means for establishing the terms of a contract between a
customer of the plurality of customers and a builder of
the plurality of builders to build or rehabilitate real
estate for the customer at a building siie of the real
estate, said contract forming a new contract or a modi-
fication or amendment of a pre-existing contract;

means for providing at least one form to be filled out by
the customer through the first website;

means for providing a second website associated with the

first website by the third-party website provider for
entry of information related to the customer by the
builder said second website being password protected
by a password of the builder,

means for receiving from the customer through the first

website a selection of an option of the options provided
by the builder;

means for incorporating the selected options and content

of the at least one filled in form into a modification of
the contract; and

means for collecting a fee or commission based upon the

products viewed by and selections made by the cus-
tomer.

11. The apparatus for servicing a customer of a builder as
in claim 10 further comprising means for offering purchase
and pre-purchase information, a buyers’ group service for a
plurality of builders for volume discounts, advertising, post-
closing product information, and costomer and sales sup-
port.

12. The apparatus for servicing a customer of a builder as
in ¢claim 10 wherein the means {or providing the first website
further comprises means for offering an online deposit
system.

13. The apparatus for servicing a customer of a builder or
plurality of builders as in claim 12 wherein the means for
offering the online deposit system further comprises means
for purchasing extras.

14. The apparatus for servicing a customer of a builder or
plurslity of builders as in claim 10 wherein the means for
providing the first website further comprises means for
allowing manufacturers, sub-contractors, and vendors to
pre-view potential orders, groups of orders, and customer or
plurality of builders product viewings.

15. The apparatus for servicing a customer of a builder or
plurality of builders as in claim 10 further comprising means
for providing web and communications tools to the builder,
sub-contractors, and suppliers.

16. The apparatus for servicing a customer of a builder or
plurality of builders as in claim 15 wherein the web and
communication tools further comprise at least one of the
aroup consisting of e-mail, real-time chat, calendars, escrow
services, e-business services, job reports, notices, attendance
tracking, buyer satisfaction ratings, next day activity lists,
job logs, messaging, post-its, sample request-taking system,
and threaded discussion groups.

17. The apparatus for servicing a customer of a builder or
plurality of builders as in cleim 10 furiher comprising means
for collecting up-front access, semi-custom web design, and
data service fees or conunissions from the contractor.

18. The apparatus for servicing a customer of a builder or
plurality of builders as in claim 10 wherein the means of
providing the first website further comprises means for
allowing manufacturers, sub-contractors, and suppliers to
advertise their products through the system.
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19. An apparatus for servicing a plurality of customers
among a plurality of builders by a third-party website
provider, such apparatus comprising:

a first website provided by the third-party website pro-
vider for use by the plurality of customers in viewing
and selecting product options of product offerings
available from the plurality of builders, an information
content of at Jeast some customers of the phrality of
customers within said first website being password
protected by a respective password of the at least some
customers the first website having at least one page of
offerings unique to each of the phurality of builders;

4 contract term establishment processor establishing
terms of a contract between a customer of the pluratity
of customers and a builder of the pluralily of builders
to build or rehabilitate real estate for the customer at a
building site of the real estate, said contract forming a
new contract or a modification or amendment of a
pre-existing coniract;

a second website associated with the first website pro-
vided by the third-party website provider for entry of
mformation related to the customer by the contractor
said second website being password protected by a
password of the contractor;

at least one form to be filled out by the customer that are 25

provided through the first website;

a selection processor receiving through the first website
views and selections of an option of the options pro-
vided by the builder;

a commission processor adapted 1o collect a fee or com-

mission based upon the received selection made by the
customer, and/or the products viewed by the customer;
and

a contract term change processor for altering the terms of

the contract based upon a content of the at least one 33

filled in form and selected options.

20. The apparatus for servicing a customer of a builder or
plurality of builders as in claim 19 wherein the first website
further comprises an online deposit system.

21. The apparatus for servicing a customer of a builder or
plurality of builders as in claim 20 wherein the online
deposit system further compnises a credit sowce for the
purchase of extras.

22. The apparatus for servicing a customer of a builder or
plurality of butiders as in claim 19 wherein the first wehsite

40
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further comprises a system for allowing manufacturers,
sub-contractors, and vendors te pre-view potential orders,
groups of orders, and customer product viewings.

23 The apparatus for servicing a customer of a builder as
in claim 19 further comprising web and communications
tools available to the builder, sub-contractors, and suppliets.

24. The apparatus for servicing a customer of a bmilder or
plurality of builders as in claim 23 wherein the web and
communication tools further comprise at least one of the
group consisting of e-mail, real-time chat, calendars, escrow
services, e-business services, job reports, nolices, attendance
tracking, buyer satisfaction ratings, next day activity lists,
job logs, messaging, post-its, sample request-taking systenn,
and threaded discussion groups.

25. The apparatus [ar servicing a customer of a builder or
plurality of builders as in claim 19 wherein the first website
further comprises a system for allowing manufacturers,
sub-contractors, and suppliers to advertise their products.

26. A method of servicing customers of a plurality of
builders or a plurality of builders through a third-party
website provider, such method comprising the steps of:

the plurality of builders providing product offerings to
customners through a first website provided by the
third-party website provider the first website having at
least one page of offerings unique to each of the
plurality of builders;

a customer of the plurality of customers and a builder of
the plurality of builders entering into a contract to build
or rehabilitate real estate for the customer at a building
site of the real estate, sald contract forming a pre-
existing contract;

the customer viewing and selecting product options of
product offerings available from or through the builder
through the first website;

receiving from the customer through the first website a
selection of an option of the options provided by the
builder;

incorporating the selected options, into a new or modifi-
cation of the pre-existing contract; and

the third-party website collecting a fee or commission
based upon the products viewed by and selections made
by the customer.
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The Director of the United States
Patent and Trademark Office

Has received an application for a patent for a
new and useful invention. The title and descrip-
tion of the invention are enclosed. The require-
ments of law have been complied with, and if
has been determined that a patent on the in-
vention shall be granted under the law.

Therefore, this

United States Patent

Grants to the person(s) having title to this patent
the right to exclude others from making, using,
offering for sale, or selling the invention
throughout the United States of America or im-
porting the invention into the United States of
America for the term set forth below, subject
fo the payment of maintenance fees as provided
by law.

If this application was filed prior to June §,
1995, the term of this patent is the longer of
seventeen years from the date of grant of this
patent or twenty vears from the earliest effec-
tive US. filing date of the application, subject
to any statutory extension.

If this application was filed on or after June 8,
1993, the term of this patent is twenty years from
the US. filing date, subject to any statutory ex-
tension. If the application contains a specific
reference to an earlier filed application or ap-
plications under 35 US.C. 120, 121 or 365(c),
the term of the patent is twenty years from the
date on which the earliest application was filed,
subject to any statutory extensions.

% WL Vs,

Director of the United.States Patent and Trademark Office




