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ESSOCIATE, INC. (“Essociate” or “Plaintiff”’) hereby alleges for its
complaint against REX DIRECT NET, INC., a New Jersey corporation
(“Defendant™) upon personal information as to Plaintiff’s own activities, and upon
information and belief as to the activities of others, as follows:

L NATURE OF THE CASE

1. This is a claim for patent infringement arising under the patent laws of
the United States, Title 35 of the United States Code.

1.  JURISDICTION AND VENUE

2. This Court has exclusive subject matter jurisdiction over this action
pursuant to 28 U.S.C. §§ 1331 and 1338(a).

3. Personal junisdiction over Defendant is proper in this court. Venue is
proper in this judicial district pursuant to 28 U.S.C. §§ 1391(b), (c) and/or 1400(b).

III. PARTIES

4. Plaintiff Essociate, Inc. is a Delaware corporation with its principal
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business address at 4630 Geary Boulevard, Suite 101, San Francisco, California
94118.
5. Essociate is the owner of U.S. Patent No. 6,804,660 (*the ‘660
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Patent”), entitled “System Method and Article of Manufacture for Internet Based
Affiliate Pooling”, issued October 12, 2004 (copy attached as Exhibit A).
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6. Essociate is the owner of the entire right, title, and interest in the ‘660
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Patent and has standing to sue for all past, present, and future infringement of the
‘660 Patent.
7. Upon information and belict, Defendant REX DIRECT NET, INC. is
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a New Jersey corporation with its headquarters and principal business address at

100 Springdale Rd., A3 # 253, Cherry Hill, NJ 08003. Upon information and
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belief, Defendant transacts business and has provided to customers in this judicial
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district and throughout the State of California products and/or services that infringe
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and/or induce infringement of, and/or contribute to infringement of, one or more
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claims of the ‘660 Patent.

8. Upon information and belief, Defendant manufactures, imports into
the United States, sells, offers for sale, and/or uses software products that infringe
one or more claims of the ‘660 Patent. Upon information and belief, such software
products are offered for sale to customers in this judicial district and throughout the
state of California.

1V. DEFENDANT’S INFRINGEMENT OF THE ‘660 PATENT

9. Upon information and belief, Defendant has been and is directly
infringing the ‘660 Patent under 35 U.S.C. § 271(a) by making, using, modifying,
upgrading, performing quality control, and providing support for their affiliate
software and/or other products and/or services provided by means of that software
and/or other products, including without limitation Defendant’s affiliate marketing
network available at http://www rextopia.com/

10.  Upon information and belief, Defendant has also been and is directly
infringing the ‘660 Patent under 35 U.S.C. § 271(a) by selling, offering for sale,
and/or importing into the United States affiliate software and/or other products
and/or services that infringe one or more claims of the ‘660 patent, including, by
way of example and not limitation, Claim 1.

11.  Upon information and belief, Defendant’s customers and other users
of Defendant’s software and other products and the services provided by means of
that software and other products, has been and is directly infringing one or more
claims of the ‘660 Patent under 35 U.S.C. § 271(a).

12.  Upon information and belief, Defendant has been and is actively
inducing infringement of one or more claims of the ‘660 Patent under 35 U.S.C.

§ 271(b) by providing to customers, including customers in this judicial district,
their affiliate sofiware and other products, as well as services provided by means of
their affiliate software and other products, along with instructions and directions
that result in the use of the methods, computer programs, and systems disclosed

3
COMPLAINT FOR PATENT INFRINGEMENT




Case 8:13-cv-01079-DOC-JPR Document 1 Filed 07/18/13 Page 4 of 34 Page ID #:4

Lo e~ T B S W L S S

[ N N T N N L T N o T N T N T T e Y S gt S S
00~ O W B W N = D 0 e ] N U B W R =

and claimed in the ‘660 Patent. On information and belief, Defendant knew, or
should have known, that its customers and other users of its services would use
Defendant’s affiliate software and other products to infringe the ‘660 Patent and
intended such infringement.

13. Upon information and belief, Defendant has been and is contributorily
infringing one or more claims of the ‘660 Patent under 35 U.S.C. § 271(c) by
making, selling, and/or offering for sale to customers, including customers in this
judicial district, their affiliate software and other products, as well as services
provided by means of their affiliate software and other products. Defendant’s
affiliate software and other products are each a material part of the invention
claimed in the ‘660 patent, are not staple articles or commodities of commerce, and
have no substantial non-infringing use. Upon information and belief, Defendants
knew, or should have known, that their affiliate software and other products were
especially made or adapted for an infringing use.

14.  Defendant’s infringement, contributory infringement, and inducement
to infringe the ‘660 Patent has been willful and has deliberately injured and will
continue to injure Essociate unless and until the Court enters a preliminary or
permanent injunction prohibiting further infringement and, specifically, enjoining
further manufacture, use, importation, sale, and/or offer for sale of products that
fall within the scope of the ‘660 Patent.

V. RELIEF REQUESTED

WHEREFORE, Essociate asks this Court to enter judgment against
Defendant and against Defendant’s subsidiaries, affiliates, agents, servants,
employees and all persons in active concert or participation with them, granting the
following relief:

A. A judgment or order declaring that Defendant has infringed, induced
others to infringe, and/or contributorily infringed the ‘660 Patent;

B. A judgment, order, or award of damages adequate to compensate

4
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Essociate for Defendant’s infringement of the 660 Patent, based on lost sales, lost
profits, price erosion, loss of market share, or any other applicable theory, together
with prejudgment interest from the date infringement of the ‘660 Patent began;

C. A permanent injunction prohibiting further infringement, inducement,
and contributory infringement of the ‘660 Patent;

D. A finding that this case is exceptional and an award to Essociate of its
attorneys’ fees and costs as provided by 35 U.S.C. § 285,

E. Increased damages as permitted by 35 U.S.C. § 284, together with
prejudgment interest; and

E. Such other and further relief as this Court or a jury may deem proper

and just,

Dated this18th day of July, 2013.

Respectfully Submitted,
NEwMAN Du WoRrs LLP

By: s/ Derek Newman
Derek A. Newman, State Bar No. 190467
derek(@newmanlaw.com
John Du Wors, State Bar No. 233913
duwors(@newmanlaw.com

Attorneys for Plaintiff
ESSOCIATE, INC.
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JURY DEMAND
Pursuant to FED. R. Civ. P. 38(b), Plaintiff Essociate, Inc. demands a trial by

jury of all issues presented in this complaint which are triable by jury.

Dated this 18th day of July, 2013,

Respectfully Submitted,
NEwMAN DU WORS LLP

s/ Derek Newman

Derek A. Newman, State Bar No. 190467
derek{@newmanlaw.com

John Du Wors, State Bar No. 233913
duwors@newmanlaw.com

Attorneys for Plaintiff
ESSOCIATE, INC.
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SYSTEM METHOD AND ARTICLE OF
MANUFACTURE FOR INTERNET BASED
AFFILIATE POOLING

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

‘This application claims the benefit of U.S. provisional
patent applicalion 60/201,041 filed May 1, 2000, incorpo-
raled herein by reference the same as if filly set forth.

STATEMENT REGARDING FEDERALLY
SPONSORLED RESEARCH
Not applicable. .
FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates generally to ¢-commerce
and, more particularly to systems methods and articles of
manulaclure Tor Internel based affiliate pooling across exist-
ing affiliate system boundaries.

BACKGROQUND OF THE INVENTION

Presently, both Merchants and consumers are increasingly
conducting aspects of their commeree via a network of
compulers known as the Internet. Such business is com-
monly relerred to as “e-commeree,” or “¢lectronic com-
merce.”

The Internet enables vast and immediate interconnected-
ness through the use of a commoen software structure,
generaled and resd via computer code known as hyperiext
markup language or “HTMIL.” Access to infermation and
mavement around the web is cohaoced through the use of
hyperlinks (*1inks”} within a web pape’s HTML. The link,
manifest as a word in a 1ext field or an image on a web page,
acts as a path, moving a user trom one web page address,

known as a Uniform Resource Locatar (URL), 10 another *

web page address.

The movement from one URL 10 another allows near-
instant access lo information, products, and services and is
particularly well-suited to the exchange of information,
goods, and services between buyers (Musers™) and sellers
(*Merchants™). Such business is commonly referred 10 as
“e-commerce,” or “clectronic commerce.”

With the abundance of goods and services available, a
problem arises in efficiently connecting an interested user
with the appropriate information pertaining to the desired
goods andfor services. A Merchant therefore must make
known, or advertise, its URL in order 1o reach those users on
the Internet that are interested in the goods and/or services

offered. Hypertext links lend themselves 1o an active (rather 5

than static) advertisement since they actually provide the
user with a path orentry point 1o the Merchant's URL. Then,
once al the Merchant's URI., the user can initiate a trans-
action.

By advertising through the use of hyperlinked banner
images and/or text links, a Mcrchant may increasc i1s sales
by increasing the number of users (commaonly relerred 1o as
“traflic”) thal visit their URL, and potentially increase
Irunsactions.

‘To this end, the Merchant must determine how and where
on the Internet to advertise in order to maximize traffic that
fits the Merchant’s largeted marker. In contrast to traditional
static advertising, hyperlinked active advertising provides
the opportunity 1o chart a transaction from inception 1o end,
beginning with the initial movement from advertiscment to
Merchant URI., and ending with the user’s completed trans-
aclion.
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This tracking mechanism allows the Merchant 1o sce
where its traffic is coming from (i.e., from a given adver-
tisement at a given URL). Further, the tracking mechanism
allows the Merchant to determine advertising compensation
based on quantity of traffic and/or the traffic’s performance.
Such a system, which relics on 2 tracking mechanism, is
commonly referred to as an affiliate system.

Most Merchants currently utilize some form of affiliate
system 10 increase sales, track traffic, and compensale Web-
masters for referrals of traffic andfor transactions. Webmas-
ters are Lthe conlent providers of the [nternet, who maintain
URILs in order 10 disperse information and links 1o other
URLs. These dinks are often in the form of a Merchant’s
advertisement, such as a banner ad. Therefore, the Webmas-
ter directs traffic to given Merchants via their selection and
placement of Merchant links. The Webmasters arc then
generally compensated accerding to a given seale or
interval, based in some way on the referred traffic.

The growing popularity of affiliate systems ameng both
Webmasters and Merchants has led o 2 wide array of
resources addressing affifiate commerce. Such resources
include scarch enpines, directories, and compilations of
Webmasier feedback relating exclusively to affiliate sys-
lems.

‘I'wo distinel models of afliliate systems have developed.
The first i1s a sland-alone affiliate system for a sigle Mer-
chant. The sccond 1ype encompasscs multiple Mcerchanis
within one master affiliate system.

IF1G. 1 is an illustration showing a prior art stand-alone
affiliate system 180. The stand-alone affiliate system 1K)
includes a group of Webmasters 102, and a Merchant
affiliate system 1414, The Merchant’s affiliate system 100 is
a full framework that operates the Merchant's affiliate pro-
gram. Generally, the Merchant’s affiliate system 100
includes the Merchant’s back-end tracking mechanism,
which keeps track of transactions and credits affiliates, the
accounting system {or payoul of affiliates, the reporting
system for reporting fransaction slatistics back to affiliates,
and the support system for affiliatc and technical support.

In use, the group of Webmasters 102 send traflic through
the surrounding affiliaie system 104. The traffic is tracked
and any transactions initiated by the traffic are credited 10 the
referring Webmaster. Each Webmaster has access 1o the full
framework of affiliate services offered by the Merchant's
affiliate system 104.

The stand-alone affiliate system L0 is utilized only by
ome Merchanl and that Merchant’s netwark of affiliated
Webmasters 102

As would be cxpected, the Merchanl retains full aceess o
and control of its affiliate system 104, as well as full
responsibility for promotion, administration, and improve-
ment of the system. A good exampie of a stand-alone affiliate
system i that used by AMAZON.COM.

A number of shoricomings become evident in regard 1o
the stand-alone affiliate system. First, from the Merchant's
point of view, there is a large startup cost, since the Merchant
needs to have its entire afliliate system 104 in place before
even one Webmaster 192 can begin to refer transaclions.
Scecond, the stand-alone affiliate system suffers from slow
growth, mainly due to a swilch in larget market, a switch
from cbtaining new consumers (users) (o new Webmasters.
The single Merchant may zalso fail to attract Webmaslers
simply due to the limited rumber of goods and/or services
available for promotion. In addition, the stand-alene affiliate
systern 100 entails a continuing burden of administration,
promotion of lhe sysiem, and Webmaster relatiens, all of
which can tax the single Merchant’s resources.



Case 8:13-cv-01079-DOC-JPR Document 1 Filed 07/18/13 Page 20 of 34 Page ID #:20

US 6,804,660 B2

3

In addition, there are several drawbacks to 1he stand-alone
affiliate program from the Webmaster's 102 point of view,
Generally, the Webmaster 102 car only represent the goads
and/or services of a single Merchant. [deally, a Webmaster
102 would offer a variety of goods and/or services 1o ils
traffic in order to generate increased revepue from the
available customers. [n order for 2 Webmaster 102 using the
stand-alone affiliate system 100 to add a varicty of Mer-
chants 10 the Webmaster's web page, the Webmaster 102
must find and join muliple stand-alone programs. This
makes administration of the Webmaster's business more
complex because the Webmaster must then coordinate with
many programs—each with its own terms, conditions,
accounting, tracking and customer service—in order (o keep
abreast of the performance of the Webmaster's referred
traffic.

FIG. 2 is an illustration showing a prior art afliliate hub
system 200, The affiliate bub system 200 includes a group of
Webmasters 202, a master affiliate system 204, and an
affiliate network 206 having individual affiliate systems 208.
The master affiliale systerm 204 processes Webmaster 202
information and organizes the Webmasters 202 into 1he
netwarked afliliaie programs 208 within. The group of
Webmasters 202 send traffic through the surrounding master
afliliate system 204 to the individual affiliate programs 208
within.

Each individual affiliate sysiem 208 of the afliliate net-
work 206 uses the framework of the master affiliale system
204, This framework includes a back-end 1racking mecha-
nism (which keeps track of transactions and credits
alfiliates), an accounting system for payout of afliliales, a
reporling system lor reporting transaction statistics back to
allilintes, and a support sysiem [or afliliate and lechnical
support.

Thus, each individual Merchant affiliale system 208
depends on the master affiliate system 204 10 provide the
framework for the Webmasters 202 with traffic 10 become
affiliztes and promote the Merchant's particular goods and/
or services. Each networked Merchant affiliate system 208
uses the same group of Webmasters 202 and their traffic
from within the master affiliate system 204. An example of
an affiliate hub system is that used by LINKSHARLE.COM.

Using the affiliate hub system 2(H), Webmasiers can be
affiliated with, or send traffic through, one ar more of the
neiworked Merchant affiliate systems 208. Webmasler can
also be affiliated with, or send 1raffic through, 1he master
aftiliate system 204 (for example, a Webmaster already in
the lLinkshare network can promote lizkshare and earn
commissions per referred new Webmaster who joins
Linkshare}.

‘The affiliate hub 200 addresses some of the weaknesses of
the stand-alene system in bringing together groups ol Mer-
chants into ene network. In addition 10 gaining the use of the
framework of the masier affiliate system 204, a Mercham
enlering the affiliaie hub petwork 200 has immediate expo-
sure lo the Webmasters 202 within the hub 200, casing the
growing pains of starting an affiliate program. The Webmas-
ter also benefits from this system, with simplified, coordi-
nated access to the goods and services of all Merchant
affiliate programs in the hub. However, the Merchants must
share the same resources for traffic (the group of Webmas-
ters 202), and thus risk losing business o other Merchants
in the hub 204

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention addresses these needs by providing
4 method for afording virtual affitiales access o an existing
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affiliate system. First, having been assigned a source unique
identificr (source Webmaster ID), each of a group of Web-
masters operaies a web site. Then a request for a targel
Merchant Web site is initiated by 2 user {web surfer) or by
the Webmaster, which utilizes the source Webmaster 1D and
triggers a correlation functien, The source Webmaster I1D is
correlated 1o a target Webmaster 11, which is a unique
identitying code fenctional within the targel Merchant's
home affiliate sysiem and which comresponds to the unigue
identification system of the requested Merchant's home
affiliate system.

Next, an entry mechanism URL. [or a target Merchant’s
affiliate system is generated and returned, containing the
correlated target Webmaster 1D code. The entry mechanism
URL enables a hand off of the user to the requested Mer-
chant’s affiliate system, which further recognizes the source
affiliale system from which the referring Webmaster sends
traffic.

[n one embodiment of the present invention, transaction
information is obtained from the 1arget Merchant's home
affiltate system for specified transactions. The iransaction
infermation may be obtained by granting an affiliate pooling
syslem access o a server operated by (he targel Merchant's
affiliate system and allowing the affiliate pooling system to
retrieve stored transaction infermation from the server oper-
ated by the Merchant’s affiliate system. Optionally, the
lransaction information may be oblained by pranting the
target Merchant’s home affiliate system access to an affiliate
pooling system server and allowing the targel Merchant’s
affiliate sysiem to transfer the transaction information to 1he
affiliate pooling system server.

In another embodiment of the present invention, the
received request further includes an idenufier for the target
Merchant's home affiliate system, and un identifier for the
source affiliate pool of the referring Webmaster.

In a further embodiment of the present invention, the
received source Webmaster 1D code is correlated to the
targel Webmaster [D code by performing a lookup function
utilizing 1he identifier for the source afliliate pool of the
referring Webmaster and the unique idenitfier for the refer-
ring Webmaster. Optianally, the lookup lunclion may pro-
vide the target Webeaster [D code from a block of desig-
natcd codes from within the requested Mcerchant affiliate
system.

In ye1 a further embodiment, »« Webmaster operates a web
site having a banoer ad for a related Merchant affiliate
system. Additionally, the banner ad may inciude a link that
includes an identifier for the related Merchant affiliate sys-
tern and a unique identifier for at least one of the plurality of
Webmasters operating the web site. Also, the link may
further include a URL. for a virtual affiliate pooling system.

Advantagcously, the present invention allows groups of
Webmasters to participate in existing Mercham affiliate
systems withoui the need of joining those Merchanl affiliate
SYSlEms.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The invention, together with further advantages thereof,
may best be undersiood by reference o the following
description 1aken in conjunction with the accompanying
drawings in which:

FIG. 1 is an illustration showing a prior art sland-alone
affiliate system;

FIG. 2 is an illustration showing a prior an affiliate hub
system;
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FIG. 3 1s an illustration showing an affiliate pooling
system In accordance with an embediment of the present
invention;

FIG. 4 is an illusiration showing a virtual afliliate system,
in accordance with an embodiment of the present invention;

F1G. 5 is a flowchart showing a method for virtual affiliate
poaling in accordance with one embodiment of the present
invention;

FIG. 6 is a lowchart showing a method for processing and
correlating user request data, in accordance with an embodi-
menl of the present invention;

F1G. 7 is an iflustration showing a complimentary affiliate
pooling system, in accordance with an embodiment of the
present invention;

FIG. 8 is an illustration showing an affiliate pocling
sysiem, in accordance with ancther embodiment of the
present invention;

FIG. 9 1s an illustration showing a complimentary afliliate
pooling syslem, in accordance with yet another embodiment
of the present invention; and

FIG. 1lris an illusiration showing an affiliate pooling hub
sysicm, i accordance with a further embodiment of ihe
presenl invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
INVENTION

An inveation i disclosed for loternel based afliliate
pooling across existing affitiaie system boundaries. In the
followtng description, numerous specific details are set ferth
in order 1o provide 2 thorough understanding of the present
invention. 1t will he apparcnt, however, 1o these skitled in
the art, that the present invention may be practiced withow
some or all of these specific details in order 10 not unnce-
essarily obscure the present invention,

The following terms and acronyms are vscd throughout
the detailed description:

Client-Server. A mode]l ol interaction in a distributed
system in which a program a1 one site sends a request 0 a
program al another site and wails for a response. The
requesting program is called the “client,” and the program
which responds w the request is called the “server” Tno the
conlext of the World Wide Web (discussed below), the client
is a “Web browser” (or simply "browser”) which runs on a
computer of a user; the program which responds to browser
requests by serving Web pages is commonly referred 10 as 2
“Web server.”

Hyperlink. A navigational link from one document to
another, or from one portion (or component) of & document

1o another. Typically, a hypertink is displayed as a high- .

lighted word or phrase that can be selected by clicking on it
using a mouse 1o jump 10 lhe associated document or
documented portion.

Ilypertext System. A computer-based informational sys-
tem in which docements (and possibly other types of data
entitiesy are linked together via hyperlinks 10 form a user-
navigable “web.”

Interoet. A collection of interconnected (public andfor
private) neiworks thal are linked 1ogether by a2 sel of
standard protocols (such as TCP/IP and HTTP) to form a
global, distributed nctwoerk. (While this term is inteaded to
refer 10 what is now commonly known as the Internet, it is
also intended 10 encompass variations which may be made
in the Tuture, including changes and additivas (o existing
standard protocols.)

World Wide Web ("Web™). Used herein 1o refer generally
to both (i) a distributed collection of interlinked, user-
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viewable hyperiext documents (commonly referred to as
Web documents or Web pages) that are aceesstble via the
[nternet, and {ii) the clien and server software components
which provide user access to such documcenis using stan-
dardized lnternet protocols. Currently, the primary standard
protocol for allowing applications to locale and scquire Web
documents is I'TTP, and the Web pages are encoded using
HIML. lHowever, the terms “Web™ and “World Wide Web”
arc intended to cncompass future markup languages and
transport protocols which may be used in place of (or in
addition to) HTMIL and HTTP.

Web Site. A computer sysiem that serves informational
content over a network using the standard protocols of the
World Wide Web. Typically, a Web site commesponds to a
particular Internet domain name, such as “amazon.com,”
and includes the content associated with a particular orga-
nization. As used herein, the term is generally intended 1o
encompass both (i) the hardware/software server compo-
nents that serve the informational conlent over the network,
and (i) the "back end” hardware/software components,
including any non-standard or specialized compuonents, that
interact with (he server companents 1o perform services lor
Web site users,

ML (HyperText Markup Language). A standard coding
convention and set of codes for attaching presentation and
linking attribuies to informational content within docu-
ments, (M. 4.0 is curreatly the primary standard used for
generating Web documents.) During a document authoring
stage, the ITTML codes (referred 10 as “tags™) are embedded
within the informational content of the document. When the
Web document (or HTMI. decument) is subsequently trans.
terred from a Web server to a browser, the codes are
interpreted by the browser and uscd 1o parse and display the
document. Additionally in specifying how the Web browser
is to display the document, HTML tags can be used 10 ereate
links 1o other Web documents (commonly referred 1o as
“hyperlinks™). For more information an HTML, see lan S.
Graham, The HTML Source Book, John Wiley and Sons,
Inc., 1995 {IS3N 0471-11894-4).

ITTTP (lyperText Transport Protocot). The standard
Werld Wide Web client-server protocel esed for the
exchange of information (such as HTML decuments, and
client requests for such documents) between a browser and
a Web server. HTTP includes a number of different sypes of
messages which can be sent from the client to the server to
request different types of server actions. For example, a
“GET” message, which has the format GET, causes the
server 10 return the decument or file located at the specified
URI..

URL (Uniform Resource Locater). A unique address
which fully specifies the location of a file ar other resource
on the Internet. The general format of a URL is protocol://

- machine address:port/palb/filename. The porl specification
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is optional, and H none is entered by the user, the browser
defaulis to the standard port for whalever serviee is specified
as the protocol. For example, if HTTP is specified as the
protecol, the browser will use the HTTP default port of 80.

Cookies. A technology that cnables a Web server to
retricve information from a user’s computer that reveals
prior browsing activities of the user. The informational item
stored on the user’s compuier (typically on the hard drive)
15 commonly referred 1o as a “cookie.” Many standard Web
browsers support the use of cookies.

PUSH Technology. An information dissemination lech-
nolegy used to send data 1o users over a network. In contrast
1o the World Wide Web (a “pull” technology), in which (he
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¢lient browser must request a Web page before it is sent,
PUSH protocols send the infonmational content to the user
computer automatically, tvpicatly based on information pre-
specified by the user.

F1G. 3 is an illustration showing an affiliate pooling
system 300 in accordance with an embodiment of the
present invention, The affiliate pooling system 300 includes
a group of Merchant affiliated Webmasters 302, a Merchant
affiliate system 304, an afhliaie pool of Webmasters 306,
Virtual Affiliates 308, and a Virtual Affiliate system 310. The
affiliate pool of Webmasters 306, the Virtual Affiliates 308,
and the Virtual Affiliate system 310 may be added 10 an
existing Merchant affiliate system 304,

The Merchant's affdiate system 304 is a full framework

5

10

thal operates the Merchant’s athliate program. Generally, the !

Merchant’s affiliate system 304 includes the Merchant's
back-end tracking mechanism, which keeps track of trans-
actions and credits afftliates; the acceunting system for
payoul ol affiliates; the reporting system Tor reporting trans-
action statistics back to affiliates; and the support systemn for
affiliate and technical support.

In use, the group of Merchani affiliated Webmasters 302
sends traffic through their surrounding Merchant afRliate
system 304. The (raflic is tracked and any transactions
initiated by the traffic are credited 10 the particular referring
Webmaster from within the group of Merchant affiliated
Webmasters. Each Webmaster has access o the full frame-
work of affiliate services offered by the Merchant affiliate
system 304.

The atfiliate pool of Webmasters 306 produces a quantity
of traffic. The affiliate pool is a loose aggregation of Web-
masters with a guantity of traflic, who may or may nat
already be utilizing a Merchant afliliate system or some
master affiliate hub sysiem. All that is required for & Web-
master to be considered part of the afliliate pool is the ability
to send traflic through some affiliate sysiem—ithat is, to have
been assigned a unique identifying code (in order to track
and credit referred transactions), as described in greater
detail subscauently.

The Virtual Affiliates 308 are a subset of the Webmasters
uf the affiliate pool 306 with their quantity of 1raffic. Each
Virtual Afliliate 308 sends traffic to the Merchant through the
Merchant’s existing atfiliate sysiem 304, and thus has the
ability to benefit from advertising the goods and/or services
of the Merchant while not wholly a part of the Merchant's
existing alfiliate system. In this way, the Virtual Affiliate
Webmaster uses only a portion of the Mercham affiliate
system's 304 framework {or resourees).

The Virtual Affiliate remains independent from the Mer-
chant’s affiliate system. In addition, the Virtual Affiliate may
remain anonymeous 10 the Merchant’s affiliate system, iden-
lified only as a member of 1the afliliate pool of Webmasters
306, as described in greater detail subsequently.

The Virtual Affiliate system 310 shows the flow of traffic, 5

as lhe Webmaslers in the athliate pool 306 act as Virtval
Affiliates 308 of the Merchan! afliliate sysiem 304, sending
their quantity of 1raffic through the existing Merchant affili-
ate system 304,

F1G. 4 is an illustration showing a Virtual Affiliate system
310, in accordance with an embodiment of the present
invention, The Virtual Afliliate system 310 includes a rec-
ognition system 400 and a transfor system 402.

As discussed in greater detail below, each Webmaster in
the affiliate pocl 306 has assigned 10 it 2 unique ideatifying
code, referred 10 below as the “source Webmaster 1.
Therealter, traflic received from a particular Webmaster,
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which tlows through the affiliatc pooling system 300,
inctudes the source Webmaster [D code for that particular
Webmaster.,

This source Webmaster 113 is wtilized by the recognition
system 400 (¢ perferm an initial function (hat identifics the
source Webimaster 11 as from the affiliate pool and corre-
lates i1 1o another unique [D code that can be utitizecd by the
particular Merchant's existing affiliate system, referred to
below as the “larget Webmaster ID." Incorporating this
largel Webmaster D, the recognition system 400 correlates
the 1Ds and rctumns a properly formatted entry mechanism,
such as a URL, which enables the traffic 1o be handed off 10
and recognized by the panticular Merchant's existing affiliate
system. In this manner the Webmaster pariicipaies as a
Virtual Affiliate 308 of the Merchant’s affiliale system.

‘The transler system 402 receives or retrieves information
frem a Merchant's affiliate system concerning transactions
initiated by the traffic referred by the Webmasters in the
affitiate poel 306, Generally, the transter system 402
re-correlates cach target Wehmaster 1D (from a particular
Merchant’s atfiliate system) to a source Webmaster D (from
the affiliate pool). This information is then saved and pro-
cessed for subsequent reporting and payoul, as discussed in
greater detail below.

FIG, 5 is a flowchart showing a method 500 for Virtual
Affiliate pooling in accordance with one embodiment of the
preseal invention. In an initial operation 502, pre-process
operalions are performed. Pre-process operations include
gathering Webmaster inforrnation for each Webmaster of the
affiliate pool and other pre-process operations that will be
apparent ¢ those skilled in the an.

In a data setup operation 504, pariicipating Merchant
svstems ancl participating Webmasters are configured to
utitize the affiliate pooling system of the present invention,

As part of the data setup operation 504, any guidelines for
integration of the Virtual Affiliate system and the existing
Merchant allitiate systemn are laid out suech that the subse-
quent operations (i.e., correlation 508, hand off 509, data
obtaining 510, assimilation 512) between the sysiems can be
cxecuted, The configuration guidelines thal are set can be
accessed as necessary by any subsequent operation.

The configuration information will include guidelines that
ensure that the Merchant affiliate system is able 1o recognize
that a given segment of waffic originates from some Web-
master from a source affiliate pool, and that the Merchant
affiliate sysiem is able to relay back o the Virtual Affiliate
system information regarding all completed transactions
referred from the affiliate pool. These recognition and trans-
fer functions are significant parts of the operations described
in more detail hereinbelow.

‘The configuration information may include syntax of the
URL tinks which Webmasters post on their siles, used in a
ransmitting operation 506, as deseribed in more detail
below,

The configuration information may include designation of
the particular blocks or sequences of unique identifying
codes within each participating Sysiem te be correlated o
¢ach other, or rules for generating carrelated codes “on the
fly,” used in a correlation operation 586, as described in
mere detail below.

The confipuration informatien may further include des-
ignation of the syntax/tormat of the correlated output such
that it is recognized by the Merchant affiliate system and can
be handed off to it, in a hand off operation 509, as described
in more detail below. For example, redirection 10 the target
Mercharnt alfiltate system in this hand eff operation can come
in the torm of a specified URL syntax.
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‘The configuration informatien may also include param-
cters for a dala oblaining operation 510 (in which informa-
tion from Virtual Affiliate-referred transactions is passed
back to the Virtwal Affikale system); this includes, for
example, choosing the mode of transfer and specifying the
type and level of data content o be included in the transfer.
Al least one transfer mode should be chosen for the infor-
mation to be passed from the Merchant affiliate system to the
Virtual Affiliate system. These modes may include ¢-mail,
file transler pretocol, seript calls and manual entry of the
information to an affiliate pooling system server. A deter-
mination as to the content of the information that is to be
passed back 1o the Virtual Affiliate system should be made
at setup. The content of information that is passed back may
be different tor cach Merchant affiliate system that is used in
connectton with the affiliate pooling system. The content of
information may vary depending upon the type of commerce
and the tracking and reporting capabilities of the Merchanl
affiliate svstem with which the affiliate pooling system
uperaies.

The configuration informatton may include rules for
reporling of tramsaction slalestics, as used in an assimilation
operation 512, as deseribed in more deiail below, For
cxample, these rules may specify the interval of reporting
(such as per day, per month, or real-time), treatment of
erroneous or fraudulent transaction data, and terms of com-
pensation for ceferring Webmasters (c.g., the Webmaster
muy receive a given unil per fransaction, or a given per-
centage per transaction), such that revenuc totals can be
calculated.

Also as part of a data setup operation 504, Webmasters in
the afliliate pool are configured to operate with the affiliate
pocling system. Each Webmaster from the affiliate pool of
Webmasters has a quantity ol trallic. As part of the setup
operation, each Webmaster is assigned or verified to possess
a unique identifying code (source Webmaster D). This
source Webmaster 1D is the only information necessarily
taken from the affiliate pool of Webmasters when used in
conjunction with a Merchant's existing affiliate system. All
olher information (e.g., names, Social Security Numbers, or
address of Webmasters, which are required for them 1o be
compensated) can remain behind, such thal the Webmasier
is rendered ancnymous 1o the Merchant affilizle system. This
possibility for anonymity represents a significant advance
over prior ari, which timit the influx of traflic to only that
which is completely tracked by and utilizes the full
resources of the home system. Use of the Virtual Affiliale
system allows for some responsibilily to be removed from
the Merchant, in terms of maintaining and expending system

resources toward its relationship with the referring Webmas- 5

ter. The Merchant is allowed to expand withoul the addi-
tivnal burden of keeping track of all the identifying data for
every Webmaster who refers traflic, nor does the Merchant
need 1o sign up, report on, pay oul, or provide customer/
technical support 1o every pany whe sends fraftic to the
Merchant system. Also, this anonymity feature provides
added security to the Virtual Affiliate system in that the
Merchants are nol able te bypass the Virtual Affiliate system
which some Merchanls may see as a middleman. However,
depending on preference and configuration, the participating
sysicms may choose to {orgo some portion or all of this
anonymity feature and expend system resources to more
fully participate in the relationship with Virtual Affiliate
Webmasiers.

As part of the Webmaster data setup operation 504, a
Webmaster may first be introduced te the affiliate pooling
system of the presemt invention by wisiting a web site
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sponsored by the affiliate pooling sysiem thal oullines the
terms and conditions of becoming a Virtual Affiliate, The
terms may vary for each Merchant alliliate system partici-
pating in 1he affiliate pooling system. The unique identifying
code (source Webmaster [} for the Webmasier may be
assigned when the Webmaster creates an online account with
any of the various Merchant affiliaic systems to which access
is provided through the afliliate pooling system, or with the
affifiate pooling system itself.

LEach Webmaster then utilizes the scurce Webmaster [D in
order to send traffic which is “1rackable” through a system.
In a preferred use, (he source system can provide Lhe
Webmaster with properly formatted links, which will each
conlain the source Webmaster [D. The Webmaster can copy
and paste these HTML ceded links directly inte their web
pages. These links then are utilized by users of a web page
o transmil requests for a Mercham whose products or
services are being adventised, as described in grealer detail
belaw.,

In a transmitting operation 506, a request is wansmiited to
the affiliate pooling system which contains 1) the unique
idenifying code for ihe Webmaster within his origin afliliate
system (source Webmaster 1D}, and 2) some identifier for the
Merchant whose product or service is offered (target system
identifier). The URL may also contain information identi-
fying the source affiltate system of the Webmaster (a source
system identifier), either explicitly within the URL or some-
how based on other information within the URL (such as the
source Webmaster ) in combination with a previously
determined rule from the configuration information from
data setup operation 504,

[n use, the fransmitted request can be initiated when a user
(i.e., traffic of the Webmaster from (he affiliate pool) clicks
a URL (on the Webmastor's web sitc) which contains the
source Webmaster 11D and idemtifies the target Merchant
system whose products or services are being advertised.
Alternately, the request can be initiated by the Webmaster
himself, or by the affiliate pooling system uiself, such thai the
carrelation operation described in detail below has already
happened when a user visits the Webmaster's site, and the
user can thus directly click the returned entry mechanism
URL for hand off 10 the 1arget system, as described in more
detail below.

Next, in a correlation operation 508, the afliliate pooling
syslem receives a request for a target Merchant URL and
correlates and processes the request. in this operation, the
affiliate pooling system parses the request 10 determine the
unigue [} of the referring Webmaster (source Webmaster
D).

As parl of the correlation operation, the Virtual Affiliate
system also recognizes the source system from which the
traffic comes and in which this referring Webmaster partici-
pates. This source system can be an existing Merchant
alliliate system, or the affitiste peeling system iself, and
correspondds to the system from which the referring source
Webmaster oblained his source Webmaster 1D. Recognition
of the source system can occur via an identifier (source
system identifier) in the URL request thal is received by the
affiliate pooling system, or via a rule previously determined
in the corfiguralion of the parlicipating systems, as
described in more detail previously and hereinbelow.

From the request, the affiliate pooling system knows
which Merchant is the target of the request, such that the
Webmaster’s unique [D for the affiliate pocling syslem
(source Webmaster [D) can then be correlated to a unique 1D
for the Merchant’s affiliale system (target Webmaster D).
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Cerrelation can aceur s a number of ways. For example,
the Merchant may have previously allocated a sufficiently
large number of unique 1D’s from within its existing affiliate
system, reserved (or blocked off) for use with the affiliate
pooling system. As needed (on the fly, or having been
assigned previously), the lookup table matching the existing
Mcrchant system’s ID (1arget Webmaster [D) to the appro-
priate source Webmaster 13 from the affiliate pool is crealed
or augmented. Accordingly, when the pooling system uti-
lizes webmaster identifiers that are diflerent from the target
Merchaot affiliate system’s identifiers, the Webmaster 1D's
can be referenced using a lookup lable that cross-references
the 1wo codes.

The Merchant affiliate sysiem may also use a hybrid string
of characters as a farget Webmasier 11D for ideniifying
Webmasters associated with the affiliate poaling system. For
example, the first portion of the code may be an acronym for
the source sysiem from which the Webmaster is sending
traffic, while the next portion may consist of pumbers that
represent the purticular source Webmaster 1D assigned 1o the
Virtwal Affiliate Webmaster. In this respect, the Merchant
affiliatc system recognizes thal a 1ransaction eriginates from
the respective source system and recognizes the new target
Webmaster ID such that the Merchant's existing tracking
can take over.

As another alternative for setting up the Virtual Affiliate
syslem to interact with an existing Merchant affiliate system,
the Merchant can set up custom interfaces (lor example,
using a scripting platform like CGI, PHP, Apache, Perl, etc.),
in order to incorporate variables which designate the source
Webmaster as a Virtwal Affiliate. Traffic sent to the 1arget
Merchant’s system is recognized as ariginating from the
source system based on the variables present or use of the
interface. The variables can be st in hidden HTML in a web
page or as part of the URL.. In most cases, the hidden [ITTML
and the URL are treated the same; thus it wouldn’t make a
dilference which was used in a parlicular situation.

In a hand off operation 509, the afliliate peoling system
hands ofl tbe traflic to the targelt Merchant affiliate system.
In order for the hand ofl 10 the Merchant atliliate system to
run smoothly, the Merchant should be prepared 1o recognize
traffic from the Virtual Affiliate system, as described above,
The Merchant system should funther recognize the target
Webmaster 1D and URL syntax such that the Merchant’s
tracking mechanism can take over, as described above.

In most cases, the Merchant has some mechanism in place
for keeping track of traffic and resulting transactions; this s
done using any number of methods, which will be apparent
to those skilled in the art, and inciude use of refermng
URL.s, unique D numbers, user 1P’s, cookies, or session
variables. For those Merchants that do oot have this
capability, a type ol setup that incorporates customized
compatibility between the affilinte pooling system and the
existing Merchant atfiliate system may be provided.

No separate transaclion paymem syslem, including autho-
rization or processing of uvser-requested transactions for
Merchant goods and/or services, is necessary with the
present invention since it uses 1he existing lransaction pay-
ment systemn of the Merchant's e-commerce setup.

The hand off to the Mcrchant affiliate system for process-
ing of any initiated transactions includes the larger Web-
master i[>, The Merchant affiliate sysiem then processes the
rest of the user request, including completing transactions
for the user. The Merchant affiliatc sysiem tracks all trans-
aclions occurning for each unigue 1arget Webmaster 1D, This
tracked data is then obtained by the Virtual Affiliate system,
as described below.
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In a data oblaining operation 510, the Virtual Affiliate
system oblains transaction data from the Merchart affiliate
system. There are generally two methods of cbtaining this
information from the Merchant affiliate system: retrieving
and receiving,

Retricval of information is scheduled, such that at a
designated time or interval the Virtual Afliliate system is
granted access 10 the relevani transaction data of the Mer-
chant’s affiliate system, via the process for retrieving data
from a remote server. The affiliate pooling system may
receive and retrieve information through a server compulter
wilh a database.

Receipt of transaction data can occur either on a schedule
or in real 1ime. Scheduled receipt of transaction data occurs
using the same method and process as “reineving” the dala,
as explained above, except reversed. That is, the Merchant
affilizic system is granied access to an arca of the Virtual
Alffitiate system, and transfers the retained data to this area
via the process for transferring data between remeote servers.

Real-time receipt of transaction data occurs as follows: a
glven transaction is processed, and as soon as the transaction
is completed, the mechanism that completes the transaciion
aulomatically sends an impulse to the Virtual Affiliate
system, relating or containing information about the 1rans-
action’s occurrence,

The information that is reperted back to the Virtual
Affiliate system includes at the very least the larget Web-
master [ of the referring Webmaster, and may also include
relevant transaction data, such as a trapsaction dale, a
transaclion amouni, an order number, customer information,
product information, and so on. The level and type of
iransaction daia available will vary depending on the type of
commerce, on the tracking and reporting capabilities of the
Merchant affiliale system with which the affiliate pooling
system operales, and most importanily, on the configuration
information for that Merchant affiliate system, as determined
in a data setup operation 504,

The information that is transmitted back to the Virtual
Affiliate system may be transmitted through a varicty of
means. The mode may be e-mail, file transfer protocal, a
dircer call from the 1arget Merchant’s system, or manual
entry. E-mail may be used for processing that is practically
real time. E-mail also represents an advantage since e-mails
are filtered by author, subject or other criteria. The subject or
author field may be used 10 quickly deiermine which Mer-
chant has sent the information. E-mail is also a convenicnt
means for delivery of transaction information since a mes-
sage that is originally undeliverable may be re-queued for
later delivery.

File transter protocol also has i1s advantages. File transfer
protocal is a set of guidelines and programs, and is com-
monly used to transfer files between different computers on
the Internel. As discussed above, during a data selp
operation, the systems may agree on 4 conliguralion
wherehy the Merchant afliliate sysiem wiil maintain trans-
action information in a dircctory on a server that can be
accessed via an FIP client. At designated times, the Virtual
Affiliate system may access the nelwork of a Merchant
affiliale system 1o copy new transaction information or liles
from a directory to the Virtual Affiliate system. The access
lo the Merchant affiliate sysiem may be initiated according
lo a Merchant-specific process, or subroutineg, sel to run at
designated tmes; for example, the subroutine could run
every quarter-hour, every half-hour, every hour, daily or
weekly.

The direct call from the 1arget affiliate system may also be
used as a means of passing transaction infermation back 10
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the Virwal Affiliate system. This method would involve
passing the required information 1o the Virtual Affiliate
system immediately upon completion of the transaction.
Network dependability would be a factor in determining
whether or net this method is feasible since netwoerk failures
might result in a loss of information. However, the direct call
may be re-queued in the same manner as a temporarily
undeliverable e-mail. Also, it should be noted that the direct
call is mosl akin to a real-time processing mode,

Manual entry of the transaction information is also an
option. However, the costs associated with labor and the
probabitity of human error in emering the fransaction would
make this option less preferred. The (act that Lthe inaccurate
entry of one letter or number could make such a ditference
with this transaction information teaches against using 1his
miode. In the event this method is vsed, it can be used to
directly enter the information into the Virtual Alliliate sys-
em. The information could be entered from a print-out, {ax
or other form imo the WVirteal Affiliate system via Web
imerface.

The obtained data is assimilated in a data assimilation
operation 512. The data obtained from the target Merchant
affiliate system is assimilated in order 10 enable compensa-
tion of the Webmasters for referred transactions, and to
report transaction statistics back to these Webmasters. Dur-
ing this operation, the data obtained from the Merchant
alhliate system is parsed and ulilized by the Virtual Alliliate
system, as described in greater detail subsequently.

‘The data assimilation operation 512 should have the
capacity to cxtract relevant infermation from the transaction
data which has been passed back from the Merchant affiliaie
system. The data assimilation operatien 512 can be triggered
by an impulse request for the obtained transaction/referral
data, in the form of an impulse sent to the system. The
impulse can be sent upon receipt of 1he obtained data above,
according 1o a previously configured schedule, or by request
of the source affiiate system. The tmpulse request contains
information for the affiliate pooling system, namely 1he
source sysiem idenifier, such that the configuration infor-
mation for the source system can be located, and the reverse
corrclation can occur, as described in more detail below.

The data assimilation operation 512 should further have
the capacity 1o perform a reverse correlation on the isolated
targel Webmaster ID (from the stored transaction data), in
which the targe: Webmaster ID is correlated back 1o the
source Webmaster 1D for use by Virlal Afhliate system.
That is, using the same database siructure as the original
correlation operation 508, the system worrelates the previ-
ously designated (or created) [ code (the 1arge1r Webmaster
1D, corresponding to the coding system of the target Mer-
chant affiliate system) with the source Webmasier 1D. The
reverse correlaticn returns the source Webmaster 112, along
wilh the parsed relevant transaction data.

‘The data assimilation operation 512 should also have the
capacity to perform auditing functions to verify the integrity
of the data (c.g., 10 analyze transaction records thus climi-
nating duplicates or fraud), depending on the related com-
merce.

The data assimilation operation 512 should further have
the capacity 10 update statistical information with the new
information that has been passed back from the Mercham
affiliate system. Once parsed, reverse correlated, and
audited, the trapsaction information and the “refound™ code
may be packaged, and these packages of information may be
inserted into the appropriate place in the database structure
of the affiliate pooling system’s centralized database, or may
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be sent to or retrieved by a source afliliate system server (for
performing ils own post-process operations such as
reporting, payout, etc.).

In some cases, it may also be desirable for the dala
assimilation operation 512 to trigger ¢-mail notifications to
the Webmasters themselves as to the receipt of transaction
information that has been passed back from (he Merchant
affiliate sysiem (o the Virtual Afliliate system.

Finally, in opcraticn 514, post-process operalions are
performed. Post-process operations include payment of
Webmasters from the affiliate peol, and other post-process
operations that will be apparent 1o those skilled in the art.
The Virual Affiliates reccive payment based on the number
and value of referred transactions. Payment processing is
made based on the terms and conditions of the Webmaster’s
agreement lo provide referral services to a Merchant. Since
the affiliate pooling system is based on a centralized
daiabase, check printing, account maintenance and other
administrative lasks can be achieved by way of a web
interface.

The affiliate pooling system has the capacity to generate
statistics based on the information received frem the Mer-
chant affilizle system. The information may be breken down
into whatever form ihe affiliate pooling system desires. For
cxample, the statistics may organized by type of commerce,
ar by product and/or service currently enjoying the largest
aumber of completed transactions or best overalt perfor-
mance. 10 addition 1o (ransaction and revenue stalistics, the
Virtual Affiliate system can also report statistics relating to
raw traffic. Statistics will reflect information based on the
type of commerce involved, the tracking and reporling
capabilities of the Merchant's existing afliliate system, and
the configuration information specified at setup. This infor-
mation will be available to Webmasiers andfor Merchants
participating in the affiliate pooling system and will gener-
ally assist in improving markeling praclices.

FIG. 6 is a flowchart showing a method 508 for process-
ing and correlating user request dala, in accordance with an
embadiment of the present invention. In an inilial operation
pre-process operations are performed. Pre-process opera-
tions include assigning or verifying the presence of Web-
master unique identifier codes and other pre-process opera-
tions that will be apparent 1o those skilled in the art.

In a receiving operation 604, a URL request s received by
the afMiliate pooling system. As described previously, the
URL received includes the following information: 1) the
unique identifying code for the Webmaster within his origin
affiliate system or pool (source Webmaster 1D}, and 2) some
identifier for the Merchant whose product or service is
offered (target system identifier). The URL may alse contain
information identifying the source affiliale system of the
Webmaster (a source sysiem identifier), either explicitly
within the URL or indirectly via other information within the
URE. (such as the source Webmaster HY) in combination with
a previously determined rule from the configuration infor-
mation ol the sysiems.

Next, in a lookup operation 606, a lookup function is
performed. Specifically, the lookup functien finds the data-
base assigned to the target Merchant affiliate system (target
system indentifier). Within this database are three fields of
information: the source system information, the Webmas-
ter’s unique ID within this source system (source Webmaster
ID), and a unique identilying code from u block of desig-
nated identifiers within the target Merchant’s affiliate system
(larget Webmaster 1), The databasc is then used to deter-
mine a correlaling larget Webmaster 1D for the referring
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Webmaster. This identifier is then returned as an affiliate
tracking code lor use within the Merchant's existing affiliate
syslem.

Depending on the complexity of the sysiem, a database
entry for a Webmaster may also include any additional
vnique identifiers, which would reference the source-target
entry and could be used for additional or internal tracking by
the afliliate pooling system.

The system of the present invention thus dees a look up
with (he two pieces of source information (source system
identifier and source Webmaster 1D} to determine a corre-
laled code for the targel Merchant affiliate system.

A decision is then made as 10 whether a code has been
returned by the system, in operation 608. 1f 2 code has not
been returned, the method continues with an assignmient
operation 610, However, if a code has been returned, the
method continues with an operation 612.

In an assignment operation 610, an unused target Web-
masler 11D s assigaed (o the referring Webmasiter, If no
correlated code 1s returned, the referring Webmaster has not
yet sent ANY traffic through this mechanism (has not acted
as a Virtual Affiliate). So an uvoused unique ID is then
assigned from a block of designated codes within the targel
affiliste system. And, on subsequent lookups for this Web-
master's largel Webmaster 1D (as a result of subsequent
referred transactions), the previously assigned code will be
returned.

In a new URL determination operation 612, a new URL
is determined based on the target Merchant and the target
Webmaster 1D, Once the correlated ID number for vse by the
target Merchant affiliate system is determined by the lookup
function, the system returns a new URL., containing the
“looked up™ code and acling as an eniry mechanism into the
target Merchant's existing affiliate system. The format of the
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URL (ie., syntax for the location of the target Mercham ™

afliliate system) is determined using the conligueration inflor-
mation specified during a data setup operation, as described
in grealer detail above, At this point, the user (tratfic) is
handed 1o the Merchant, and the transaction is then ¢ither
completed or abandoned.

In one insiance of real iime use, the user begins by
requesting one URL, but by the time the lookup function is
done, the URL is transformed, thus re-directing 1he user to
another URL immediately.

In this way, the Virtual Affiliate needs only to utilize the
tracking mechanism of the targer Merchant™s #ffiliate
sysiem, not the entire affiliate system (i.e., not the accounl-
ing syslem, reporling sysiem, suppert system, cte.). The
targel Webmaster 1D (supplied in the URLY) is retained by the
Merchant affiliate system, along with the other transaction
statistics that are collecied by the Merchant's own process.
ing of wransactions (for its own affiliate system or otherwise),
incleding date of trapsaction, time, order number, oarder
total, itemized order information, etc. The retained informa-
tion is then passed back to the affiliate poeling system, as
described in greater detail above.

Finally, in operation €14, post process operations are
performed. Post process aperations include data assimilation
and other posl-process operations that will be apparent to
others skilled in the art. As described above, transaction data
is assimilated in order to enable compensation of the Web-
masters for referred transactions by the source sysiem, as
well as report transaction statistics back (o these Webmas-
lers.

FIG. 7 is an iltustration showing a complimentary affiliate
pooling sysiem 700, in accordance with an embodiment of
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the present invention. The complimentary affiliate pooling
sysiem 7(H) includes a first group of Merchant affiliated
Webmasters 702, a first Merchant affiliate system 704, a firsi
Virtual AfRliatc pool 706, a sccond group of Merchant
affiliated Webmasters 708, a second Merchant affiliate sys-
tem 710, and a second Virtual Affiliate pool 712.

tn this embodiment, the present invention enahles a first
cxisting Merchant affiliate system 704 1o send iraftic or
Virtuzl Affiliates 706 from ils own system to a second
Merchant affiliate system 710.

In additicn, the second Merchant affiliate system 710
sends traffic or Virtual Afliliates 712 from ils own sysiem to
the first Merchant affiliate system 704.

‘The present invention thus allows these two distinet and
separate affiliale systems 704,710 to share respective sets of
Virtual Afliliates 700,712. The two affiliate syslems remain
independent and distinct, retaining their own systems. The
invention allows the two 1o integrale without utilizing the
samc system and without taking Webmasters from one
another.

The lollowing is an exemplary use of the embodiment of
the present invention shown in FIG. 7. In the following
cxample Associale is a company implemenling the present
invention, thal is further capable of installing a system
wiilizing the present invention on Merchant servers,

CHMerchant.com has its own Merchant affiliate system
704 for the promotion of its goods, namely music CDs.

CDMecrchant.com cemes 10 Essociate looking for ways o
increase their sales/ traffic. Essociate advises CDMerchant-
«om that their customers are similar o the customers al
MusicMemorabilia.com.

MusicMcmorabiliz.com has its own Merchamt affiliate
system 710 for the promotion of its goods, namely memo-
rabilia relating 1o rock, jazz, and blues music,

An agreement is made belween the three parties, such thal
Essociate will enable the two Merchants to share respective
pools of Virwal Affiliates; that is, CDMerchant.com’s afTili-
ate Webrmasters can become Virtual Affiliates 712 of Music-
Memorabilia.com 710, and MusicMemorabilia.com’s affili-
ale Webmaslers can become Virual Afilistes 706 of
CDMercham.com 704. The affilizies of CDMerchani.com
gain (he ability to offer the products of MusicMemorabili-
a.com and be compensated for referred transactions, without
having to matntain a separate account with MusicMemora-
hiliz.com’s own affiliate system. Similarly, the aMliates of
MusicMemorabilia.com gain the ability 10 offer the products
of CDMerchant.com and be compensated for referred
transactions, without having to maintain a scparate account
with CDMerchant.com’s own affiliale system.

As part of the agreemem, the parties define a transsction
as the purchase of an item frem either MusicMemorabili-
a.com CDMerchant.com. The parties also agree on a set
commission structure for transactions. For example, Music-
Memorabilia.com may pay oui 15% of every referred sale,
of which the referring Webmaster {(from CIDMerchanl.com)
gets 5%, CDMerchant.com gets 5%, and Essociate gels 5%;
and CDMerchant.com may also pay out 15% of cvery
referred sale, of which the referring Webmaster (from
MusicMcmorabilia.com) gets 5%, MusicMemorabilia.com
gels 5%, and Essociate gets 5%.

Also, to facilitate this integration, MusicMemorabila.com
defines a scheme for a block of unique identifying codes
from its existing affiliate system. In this example, this block
consists of the letters “cd” plus a four digit code. CDMer-
chant.com also sets off a block of unique idemifying codes
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from its existing affiliate system flor use by the MusicMemo-
rabilia.com Virwal Affiliates.

Thus Essociae’s affilinte pooling system enables the
sharing of Webmasters across existing affiliate boundarics.
CDMerchant.com and MusicMemorabilia.com do not have
to release their own confidential Webmaster information {an
assel itsell), yet still gain the benelits of sharing Webmaster
and their trallic. Both Merchants also gain traflic withoui
having to dedicate resources 10 new aflfiliate Webmasiers.

Webmaster Fred rups & siie for his band at hiep://
www.fred.com.

On his site, be participates in a Merchant affiliate system
for CDMerchant.com (702). As a participant, be places
banners and links on his band site, advertising the products
of CDMerchant.com. These banners and links potnt to URLs
that contain Fred's unique identifying code, 1001, for the
CDMerchant.com afliliate system (704).

So the URL that Fred sends his traffic 10 may look like:

hutp://www.cdmerchant.com/affiliate/1001/product.himl

User Gretla s imieresied in music. Aller seeing Fred's
hand, Gretta decides to visit the band’s website at http://
www.fred.com. After learning about the band from ihe
information on this site, Gretta decides she would like 1o
purchase one of their recommended CDs.

Fred's site pravides a banner {for CDMerchanl.com and
suggests clicking the banner to purchase any CDs. Gretta
clicks on this banner and is taken 1o a URL. on one of
CDMerchant.com’s servers,

hitp:fAwww.cdmerchant.com/affiliate/ 100 1 /product. bhuml

As stated, this URL centains the target address as well as
Fred's wnique identifying code for the CDMerchani.com
affiliate system 704

Gretta arrives al the specified URL, a page on CDMer-
chanl.com’s server. To ensure that Fred’s potential sale is not
lost, CDMerchant.com’s affiliate system has sufficient track-
ing such that if Grelta completes a fransaction during her
visit, Fred is credied.

Because of CDDMerchant.com’s use of Esseciate’s affiliate
pooling system, CDMerchant.com can expand the choice of
links on ils pages 1o include goods and service of
MusicMemorabilia.com, without losing the ability 10 credit
transactions 10 CIDXMerchant.com's referring affiliate Web-
masters.

Thus, the URLs accessed by Greia after she moves from
Fred's Web page to the Merchant’s on-line siore may
comain a hanner ad for MusicMemorabilia.com at the 1op of
ithe page, with a URL that also contains Fred's unique
identifying code {from the source CDMcrchant.com affitiate
system).

Alternatively, Gretta could get a “pop-up” window upon
entry 10 CDMerchant.com, or upon exil, which would adver-
tise and hink 1o MusicMemorabilia.com. Or Gretta could sce
an loterstitial, which is a temporarily loaded transition
document, simitar in many ways 10 a television commercial,
ared which would advertise and link to the goods of Music-
Memorabiliz.com. In any above case, the adverlisements use
links which cach contain Fred's source Webmaster 1D
“1001.

Gretta arrives at a page conlaining the CD she was
looking for. If Gretta purchases the CD during this visit, Fred
will pet credit for the transaction as part of the CDMer-
chant.com stand-alone afliliate system.

On the page, near the CD description, CDMerchant.com
has placed an advertisement for MusicMemeorabilia.com,
stating “If you like this band, why not got one of their
pasters!”
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As before, this ad contzins a URL which contains Fred's
CDMerchant.com source Webmaster 1D, and because it is
outside the scope of CDMerchant.com’s products and
iracking, the URL 1argets a location on Essociate’s server,
The URL alse contains some identifier for MusicMemora-
bilia.com {target system identifier} and some identifier for
CDMecrchant.com (source system identificr) and may Jook
like:

hitp://memorabilia.essociate.com/partners/cdmerch/

10031/

The address includes the following: a target sysiem iden-
tifier (in this example. memarabilia essociale.com identifics
the 1arget as MusicMemorahilia.com), a source sysiem iden-
lifier (cdmerch), and source Webmaster [ (1001).

The Lssociate server receives (loads) the URL request,

* 1aking the information in the URL and processing it with a

lookup functicn.

Specifically, the lookup function finds the dalabase
assigned 1o the targel Merchant afliliate system
(MusicMemerabilia.com). Within this databasc are three
fields of infermation: the source system identifier (cdmerch),
the unique Wehmaster 1) from this system (1001), and a
upique idenifying code from the block aof previous
described codes within the MusicMemorabilia.com affiliale
system (a targel Webmaster [D).

8o, the Essociale system does a [ook up with the two
pieces of source {nformation, to determine a correlating
MusicMemorabilia.com affiliate tracking 11,

In this example, Fred’s CDMerchant.com code is 1001,
Essociate’s server looks up (his source Webmaster 1D and
correlales it with the target Webmaster 11 “ed 1001.7

Once the correlated 1D number for the MusicMemora-
bilia.com’s affiliate program is determined by the Essociate
server’s lookup functicn, the server returns a new URIL,
containing the “looked up™ code for MusicMemorabilia, and
then targets the location on MusicMemorabilia.com™s
SCTVCT.

bitp:/fwww.musicmemorabilia.com/affiliatepariners/

ed1001/poster hinl

In real lime, this process is extremely fast from Gretta's
peint of view. Gretta begins by loading one URL, but by the
time the lookup function is dong, this URL is transformed,
thus re-directing her (o another URL almost immediately.

Grelia is now within MusicMemorabilia.com’s site (712),
specifically at a URL containing the new “looked up”

5 identifying code.

Gretta purchases the posier, as well as some lvric sheels
and a sel of awlographed guilar picks for $100,

Using only the tracking mechanism of the MusicMemo-
rabilia.com affiliate systiem and/or shopping cart, the unigue
identifying code and transaction details are carried through
to the completion of Gretta’s transaction, and this informa-
tion is then sent 1o or grabbed by an Essociate server.

In this cxample, MusicMemorabilia.com sends Essociale
the transaction informaticn {referring code and designated
statistics) in real-time. So when Gretla completes her trans-
action (her credit card is charged), the MusicMemorabili-
a.com afiiliale sysiem automatically sends the information to
a storage arca on the Esscciale scrver.

In this example, the information includes the targel Web-
master 1D (from MusicMemorabilia.com’s affiliate sysiem;
“ed 10017 in this example), the date and 1ime of 1he order, the
order number, and the 1014l of the purchases.

Once on the Essociale server, the assimilalion process
begins when a request for the data is reeeived by the
Essociate server,

In this example, a request impulse is senm by CDMer-
chant.com’s affiliaie system once each hour. The request
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includes information thal denotes that CDMerchant.com is
the source Merchant affiliate system.

When Essociate receives the request, Gretla's 1ransaction
information, as well as all other referred transactions added
during that hour are parsed (line by line, with one Iransaction
per line},

In this example, the MusicMemeorabitia.com target Web-
master 11} from Grella's transaction line is matched with the
corresponding seurce Webmaster 11 (Fred's code Trom the
CDMerchant.com affiliale system) via a “reverse lookup”
function,

Using the same dalabase structure ax the original iookup,
the system correlates the previously designated (or created)
targel Webmaster 1D (MusicMemorabilia.com) with Fred's
source Webmaster 1D (CDMerchant.com).

Grella’s transaction information is parsed according to the
configuration infermation for CDMerchanl.com’s inlegra-
tien with MusicMemorabilia.com and Essociate. In this
cxample, only the date and time of the transaction and the
lotat of the purchase, and of course Fred’s “refound” source
Webmaster 1T), are retained through the parsing process. In
addilion, compensation can be calculated for (he parsed
information using the configuration information for the
participating syslems.

In this examplke, the Essociale system calculates Fred's
commissicn as $5.00 (5% of Grena's $100 transaction),

‘The information (Fred’s 113 code, date/time of Grelta's
transaction, S1O0 transaction tolal, and $5.00 commissian
amount for Fred) is packaged and sent to the CDMerchant-
com affiliate syslemn.

The CDMerchant.com affiliale system now lakes over,
using the data in Lhe information packages to handle sub-
sequent affiliate services for Fred, such as accounting ser-
vices by paying Fred $5 for his referred transaction as a

Virtual Affiliate, and reporting the transaction (otal and date 3

arl time of the transaction to Fred,

The same sel of operations which tnable afliliate pooling
above also apply with the source and target roles reversed.
In other words, MusicMemorabilia.com's existing affiliate
system acls as the source system and allows its Webmaslers
1o send traffic to CDMerchant.com (now figured as the target
syslem) while retaining their identity as MusicMemorabili-
a.com affitiates.

So, a second Webmaster Lrnic has a Web site where he
places links and banners promoting MusicMemorabilia.com
through MusicMemorabilia.com’s existing afliliate sysiem;
and u given user (uither Giretla or any other user visiling
Ermie’s Web site) clicks onc of these banners and is taken 1o
a URIL. wilthin MusicMcmorabilia.com’s existing affiliatc
syslem. Upan the user’s exit from the MusicMemorabili-
a.com site, a new browser window is automatically dis-
played which shows advenising information for CDMer-
chant.com and wilizes links which include Ernie’s now
correlated 1arget Webmaster 113 and direct the user to the
CDMerchant iargei affiliate system. Thus MusicMemora-
bilia.com’s usc of the Virtual Affiliate sysiem incorporates
the correlation funclion directly into the exit iraffic mecha-
nism uscd by the source MusicMcemorabilia.com affiliate
system, correlating the source Webmaster 1D io the target
Webmaster 1D automatically whenever an exil console for
the targel Merchant affiliate system is triggered. The exit
console loads a URL such that Ernic will get credit for any
referred sale at CDMerchant.com initiated during, that visit,
but will remain separate from CDMerchant's existing affili-
ate syslem.

It should be noted that both possible configurations of
larget and source systems discussed above, and heir respec-
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tive flows of traffic and Virtual Affiliates, can co-exist,
operating simultaneousty and in parallel,

FIG. 8 is an illustration showing an affiliate pooling,
sysicm 800, in accordance with another embodiment of the
present invention. The affiliate pooling system 800 includes
a first group of Merchant affiliated Webmasters 802, a first
Merchant affiliale sysiem 804, a first Virtnal Affiliate pool
806, a second group of Merchant affEliated Webmasters 808,
and a second Merchant affiliate system 810, The affiliate
pooling system 800 further includes a third group of Web-
masters 812, and a third Virtual Affiliate pool 814.

lu this embodimenl, the present invention cnahles a first
existing Merchant affiliaic sysiem 804 o send traflic or
Virtual Affiliates 806 (o a second existing Merchant afftliate
syslern 810,

In addition, the present invention allows a third pool of
Webhmasters 812 (not necessarily associated with any exist-
ing Merchan affiliale sysiem, but nonetheless possessing
unique identiflying codes) 1o be Virtual Affiliates 814 of the
second Merchant affiliale system 810.

Thus the second Merchant affiliate system 810 bencfits
from increased traffic (and therefore more potential sales),
withoul having to divert resources dedicated to its existing
affiliatc Webmasters 808 or to new Webmaslers.

The first pool of Webmasiers 802 and the first Merchant
affiliate system 804 both benefit by being able to additionally
promote the goods and/or services of the second Merchant
810, while still being credited for referred transactions and
without having to leave the pool or affiliale system where
they currently “reside” and conduct business.

Also, the second system’s 810 own base of Webmasiers
808 are not Virtual Affiliates for either of the ather two
participating systems (however, they could be in another
given situation).

F1G. 9 is an illustration showing a complimentary affiliate
pooling system 900, in accordance with yet ancther embodi-
ment of the present invention, The complimentary affiliale
pooling system 900 includes a first group of Merchant
affiliated Webmasters 902, a first Merchant affiliate sysiem
904, a first Virtual Affiliate pool 908, a second group of
Merchant affiliated Webmasters 908, a second Merchant
alliliate system 910, and 1 seeond Virtual Affiliate pool 912
The complimentary affiliate pooling sysiem 900 further
includes a third group of Webmasters 914, and a third Virtual
Allilizte pool 916 and a fourth Virual Affiliate pool 918.

In this embodiment, the present invention enables a first
existing Merchant sffiliale system 904 o send raflic or
Virtual Affiliates 906 from its own system to a secend
Merchant affiliate system 910

[n addition, the second Merchant afliliaie system 910
sends traffic or Virtual Affiliates 912 from its own syslem 10
the first Merchant afliliate system 904

The present invention thus allows these two distinel and
scparate affiliate systems 904,910 to share their respective
sets of Virtual Affiliates 906,912, The 1wo affiliate systems
remain independent, using their own systems, and yel can
share their Webmaster traffic withoui canaibatizing Web-
masters from onc anather.

Additionally, the third pool of Webmasiers 914 with
unique identifying codes are Virtual Affifiates 916,918 of
both existing Merchant affiliate systems 904,910, sending
traffic ¢through either ar both of the existing systems, while
still being credited for referred transactions and withoul
having 1o leave the pool or affiliate system where they
currently “reside” and conduci business.

FIG. 10 is an illustration showing a affiliate pooling hub
system 1004, in accordance with a further embodiment of
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ihe present inveniion, The affiliate pooling bub system 1000
includes a first group of Webmasters 1002, Virtual Afliliates
1004, a second group of Webmasters 1006, 2 Master Alfiliate
System 1008, and an affiliaic network 1010 having indi-
vidual affiliaie systems 1012,

The Master Affiliatc System 1008 opcraies as described
with respect 1o 11G. 2. However, in this cmbodiment, the
presenl invenlion enables an existing affiliate pool 1002 o
acl as Virtual Affiliates 1004 for an existing Master Affiliate
System 1008 with a npumber of networked affiliate systems
1018, Ap example of such a Master Afijliate System would
he [inkshare.com.

Used in this way, the afliliale pooling hub system 1(({)
creales Virtual Afliliates 1004 [rom the alliliate pood 1002,
allowing them to promote the goods and/or services of any
one of the neiworked affiliate systems withun the Master
Affiliate System 1008. Yet, the Virtuat Affiliates 1004 do not
consume as many resources from the networked affiliate
system 1010 or the Master Afliliate System 1008 as the true
affiliated Webmasters 1006 of these systems.

‘The invention can be utilized with any one of the net-
worked affiliate systems 1012, or al} of them 1010, ar with
the Master Affiliate System 1008 iself.

It should be borme in mind thal FIGS. 7, 8, 9, and 10 arc
examples of the use of the present invention. The use of the
invention is not limied to these four examples, The inven-
tion actually enables combination or intercannection of any
of the FIGS. 7, 8, 9, andfor 10, or of variations of them.
FIGS. 7, 8, 9, and 10 could all be combined to represent
some ubiquilous configuraiion, each linked with an affiliate
system enabled by the present invention.

The sysiem of the invention enables the creation of an
architccture of affiliate systems as simple as FI1G. 3, or an
architecture of affiliate systems that exiends ad infinitum.

While the present invention has been described in lerms
of several preferred embodiments, there are many
allerations, permutations, and equivalents which may fall
within Lhe scope of this invention. It should also be noted
thal there arc many alternative ways of implementing the
methods and systems of the present invention, [t is therefore
intended that the following appended claims be interpreted
as including all such allerations, permutations, and equiva-
lents as fall within the true spirit and scope of the present
invention.

What is claimed is:

1. A method for providing Virnial Afliliates to ap existing
targel alfiliate system, the method comprising the operations
of:

configuring an existing largel affiliate system to receive

referrals from a first plurality of Webmasters in an

affiliate poo} of source Webmasters such that the targel

Merchant afliliale system recognizes a transaction as
ortginating from a source Webmaster in an afliliate
poaling sysiem, including the step of:
assigning a source Webmaster unique identifier for
cach of said first
plurality of Webmasters cach operaling at least one web
site;
receiving a user requesl for a targel Merchant affiliate
syslem URL from & web site operated by a particular
referring Webmaster of the first plurality of
Webmasiters, whercin the user request includes the
source Webmaster unique identifier for the particular
referring Webmaster, and wherein the target Merchant
alliliale system includes a unigue idenlification sysiem
for its own afliliated Webmasiers,
correlating the received source Webmaster unigque iden-
tifier f0 a targel Webmaster unigue identifier corre-
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sponding 10 the unique idsmification system of the
requested Merchant affiliate system; and

generating a URL for the requesied Merchant affiliale

systern, wherein the URLL includes (he correlaled targel
Webmaster Merchanl umigue identilier, whereby Lhe
URL can be utilized (0 aceess the reguested Merchant
affiliale system, and further provide identification of the
source Webmaster for requisite tracking.

2. A method as recited in claim 1, wherein the operation
of correlating the received source Webmasler unigue iden-
tifier and generating a URL for the targel Merchant affiliate
syslem occur prior to the receipt of the user request for the
targel Merchant affiliate systern.

3. A method as recited in claim 1, further comprising the
operation of obtaining transaction information from the
target Merchant affiliate system for specified transactions.

4. A method as recited in claim 3, wherein the transaction
information includes a target Webmaster unique identifier, as
well as ather relevant transaction data, such as a transaction
amound and a transaction dale.

5. Amethod as reciled in claim 3, wherein the transaction
information (s obtained by granling an aliiliale pooling
system aceess ooa targel Merchand alliliate system and
allowing the affliate pooling system lo retrieve stored
transaction information fram said Merchant affiliate system.

6. A method as recited tn claim 3, whercin the transaction
information is obtained by granting the target Merchant
affiliale system access 1o an affiliate pooling system and
allowing said Merchant affiliate sysiem 1o transfer the trans-
action information lo the affiliale peoling system.

7. A method as recited in claim 1, wherein the received
user request funther includes an identifier for the target
Merchant affiliate system, and an identificr for a source
affiliate pool of the referring Webmaster.

8. A mcthod as reeited in elaim 7, wherein the operation
of correlating, the source Webmaster unique identifier to the
targe! Webmaster unique tdentifier camprises the operation
of performing a lookup lunction wilizing the identificr for
the source afliliate pool of the referring Webmaster and the
source Webmasier unigue identifier Tor the releming Web-
masier.

9. A methed as recited in claim 8, wherein the lookup
function provides the targel Webmaster unique wlentifier
tfrom a block of designated codes within the requested largel
Merchant affiliate system.

10. A method as recited in claim 1, wherein at least one
of the pluraiity of Webmasters operates a web site having a
banner ad for a relaled Merchant affiliate sysiem.

11. A methoed as recited in clatm 10, wherein the banner
ad utilizes a link that includes an identifier [or the target
Merchant affiliate system whose banner is being displayed
and a source Webmaster unique ilentifier for at least one of
the plurality of Webmasters operating the web site.

12. A method as recited in claim 11, wherein the Enk
further includes a URL for a Virual Affiliate pooling system.

13, A method as recited in elaim 1, wherein the operation
of configuring a Merchant affiliate sysiem 10 receive refer-
rals [rom a first plurality of Webmasters, further includes the
step of:

sclecting at least one transfer mode by which (ransaction

information is transferrcd from the 1arget Merchant
affiliate system (o the affiliaie pooling system.

14. A method as recited in claim 13, wherein at least one
transfer mode is selecled [rom the group consisting of
eleclronic mail, file transfor protocal, script call and manual
entry.

15. A compuler program embodied on a computer read-
able medium for providiog Virtual Afliliates to ap exisling
affiliate system, the compuler program code comprising:
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a code segment for conliguring an existing affiliate system
to receive referrals from source Webmasters of an
affiliate poel of Webmasters, including:

a code segment for assigning a unigue identifier for
each of a first

plurality of Webmasiers cach operaling at lcast oac web
site;

a code segment for receiving a vser request for a target
Merchant affiliate sysiem URL from a web sile oper-
ated by a paricular referring Webmasier of the first
plurality of Wecbmasters, wherein the user requesl
includes the source unique identifier for the particular
referring Webmaster, and wherein the target Merchant
affilizic system includes a unique identification system
for its own affiliated Webmasters;

a code segment for correlating (be received source Web-
masler unique identifier 1o a largel Webmaster unigue
identificr corresponding to the unique identification
system of the requested Merchant affiliate system; and

a code segment for generating a URL, for the requested
Merchani affiliate system, wherein the URL includes
the correlated largel Webmaster Merchant unigue
identifier, whereby the URL ean be ulilized 10 access
the requested Merchant affiliate system, and further
provide idenlification of the source Webmasler for
requisite (racking.

16. A compuler program as recited in claim 15, Further
comprising a code segment for obtaining transaction infor-
mation from the target Merchant alliliate system for speci-
ficd transactions.

17. A compulter program as recited in claim 15, wherein
the transaction information includes a targel Webmaster
unique identifier, a fransaction amount and a traosaction
date.

18. A compuler program as recited in claim 16, whercin
transaction information is oMained by granting an affiliate
pooling system access 1o a large: Merchant afliliate system
and allowing the affiliate pooling system (o retrieve stored
transaction information from said Merchant affiliale system.

19. A compuler program as recited in claim 16, wherein
the transaction information is obtained by granting the target
Merchant afliliate system access (o an allilale pooling
sysiem and allowing said Merchant affiliale system 10 frans-
fer the transaction information to the affiliate pooling sys-
Lo,

20. A computer program as cecited in claim 15, wherein
1he received user request Nurther includes an identifier Tor the
targel Merchant affiliate sysiem, and an identifier for a
source affiliate pool of the referring Webmaster.

21. A computer program as reciled in claim 20, wherein 3

the operation of correlating the source Webmaster unique
identifier to the farget Webmaster unique identifier com-
prises the operation of performing a lookup function utiliz-
ing the identifier for the source afliliate pool of the referring
Webmaster and the source Webmaster unique identifier for
the referring Webmasier.

22. A computer program as recited in elaim 21, wherein
the lookup [unction provides the target Webmaster unique
identifier from a block of designated codes within the
requested target Merchant affiliate system.

23. A compulter program as recited in claim 15, wherein
at least one of the plurality of Webmasters operates a web
site having a banner ad for a relaled Merchan affiliate
syslem.

24, A compulter program as recited in claim 23, wherein
the banner ad utilizes a link that includes an identifier for the
target Merchant affiliate system whose banner is heing
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displayed and a source Webmaster unigue identifier for at
least one of the plurality of Webmasters operaling the web
sile.

25. A compuler program s recited i claim 24, whercin
the link further includes a URIL. for a Virtual Affiliate poaling
syslem.

26. A computer program as recited in claim 15, wherein
the code scgment for configuring a Merchani afliliate system
10 receive referrals from a first plurality of Webmasiers,
further includes:

code segment for selecting at least one transfer mode by

which transaction information is transferred from the
target Merchant affiliate system 1o the affiliate pooling
system,

27, A computer program as recited in claim 26, wherein
al least one fransfer mode is selected from the group
consisting af clectronic mail, file transfer prolocol, script
call and manuai cntry.

28. Asystem for providing Virtual Affiliates to an existing
affiliate system, the sysiem comprising:

logic for configuring an existing afliliale system to receive

referrals from a referring Webmaster in an affiliate pool

of Webmasters, including;

logic for assigning a source Webmasier unigue identi-
ficr for cach of a first plurality of Webmasters each
operating al feast one web sile;

logic for receiving a user request for a target Merchant

afliliate system URL from a web site operated by a
particufar referring Webmaster of the first plurality of
Webmasters, wherein the user request includes the
source Wehmaster unique identifier for the particular
referring Webmaster, and wherein the target Merchant
affiliate system includes a unique identificalion system
for its own affiliated Webmasters;

logic for correlating the received unique identifier to a

Merchant unigue identifier corresponding to (he unigue
ideniification system of the requested Merchant afliliate
sysiem; and

logic for generating a URL for the requested Merchant

affiliate system, wherein the URL. includes the corre-
lated Merchant unigue ideatifice, wherehby the URLL can
be utilized 10 access the requested Merchant affiliate
system, and further provide identification of the source
Webmaster for requisite tracking.

29. A system as recited in claitn 28, further comprising
logic Tor oblaining transaction information rom the larget
Merchant affiliate system for specified transactions.

30. A sysicm as recited in claim 29, whercin the transac-
tion information includes a larget Webmaster unique iden-
tifier a transaction amount and a lransaction date.

31. A system as recited in claim 29, wherein the transac-
tion information is obiained by granting an affiliate pooling
syslem access to a largel Merchant affiliate system and
allowing the affiliate pooling system 1o rulricve stored
transaction information from said Merchant affiliale system.

32. A system as recited in claim 29, wherein the transac-
tion information is obtained by granting the 1arget Merchant
affiliale system access to an affiliate pooling system and
allowing said Merchant affiliate system to transfer the trans-
action informnation 1o the affiliale pooling system.

33. A system as recited in claim 28, wherein the received
user request further includes an identifier for the target
Merchant aftiliale syslem, and an ideatifier for a source
affiliate pool of the referring Webmaster.

34, A system as recited in claim 28, wherein the logic for
eorrelating the source Webmaster unique identifier to the
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target Webmaster unique identifier comprises logic for per-
forming a lookup function utilizing the identifier for the
source affiliate poal of the referring Webmaster and the
source Webmaster unique identifier for the referring Web-
masler.

35. A system as recited in claim 34, wherein the lookup
function provides the target Webmaster unique identifier
from a block of designated codes within the requested target
Merchant affiliate sysiem.

36. A system as recited in claim 28, wherein at least one
of the plurality of Webmasters operates a web sile having a
hanner ad for a related Merchant affiliate sysiem.

37. Asystem as recited in claim 36, wherein the banner ad
inctudes a link that includes an identifier for the targel
Merchant affiliale system whose banner is being displayed
and a source Webmaster unique identifier for at least one of
the plurality ol Webmasters operating the web site.

a

26
38. A syslem as recited in claim 37, wherein the link
further includes a URL. for a Virtual Affiliate pooling system.
39, A syslem as recited in claim 28, wherein the loic for
confipuring a Mercham affiliate system to receive referrals
from a first plurality of Webmasters, further includes:
logic for selecting al least onc transfer mode by which
transaction information is transferred from the target
Merchant affiliate system to the affiliate pooling sys-
tem.
40. A syslem as recited in claim 28, wherein at least one
ransfer mode is selected (rom the group consisting of
clecironic mail, file transfer protocal, script call 2and manual

15 cnlry.
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