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SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR SECURING
COMMUNICATION SERVICE

This application claims priority of U.S. Provisional Patent
Application Nos. 60/324,333 filed on Sep. 24, 2001 and
60/396,404 filed on Jul. 15, 2002, which are incorporated
herein by reference in their entirety.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

The invention relates generally to systems and methods
for supplying communication service value.

With the expansion of the mobile telephone industry, and
increased use of mobile telephones by everyday persons
ranging from businessmen to teenagers, carriers must look
to new and innovative business models for the services they
provide. It has become common for mobile telephone car-
riers to offer service plans that provide the customer with a
predetermined number of minutes within certain network
restrictions for a fixed monthly fee.

However, an emerging market is that of prepaid service,
otherwise known as pay as you go service. With prepaid
service, customers have the freedom to choose when and
how they will pay for wireless services. One disadvantage
with prepaid service is that the service must be paid for in
advance, which may cause problems if the customer needs
service, but cannot get to an accessible point of sale to
purchase the carrier time. Another disadvantage is that the
prepaid services are carrier specific and the mechanisms to
acquire more prepaid service are through the carriers. There
is no central mechanism to acquire prepaid service that
allows customers from different carriers to acquire service
irregardless of their carrier.

The invention provides systems and methods for obtain-
ing wireless service value, that overcome the disadvantages
of known systems and methods while offering features not
present in known systems and methods.

BRIEF SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

In accordance with one embodiment of the invention, a
method for supplying communication service value is dis-
closed. The method first includes distributing indicia of an
identifier to a merchant for distribution to a customer having
a customer account. The identifier has an associated service
value that is redeemable with a plurality of carriers. The
method further includes activating the identifier upon dis-
tribution of the indicia to the customer, receiving a request
from the customer to add the associated service value to the
customer account, and adding the associated service value to
the customer account. In a further embodiment, the request
includes identifier input and customer account input, and the
receiving the request to add the associated service value to
the customer account further includes verifying the identifier
input and verifying the customer account input.

Another embodiment of the invention also provides a
method for supplying communication service value. The
method includes establishing a set of identifiers at a central
system. Each identifier has an associated service value that
is redeemable with a plurality of carriers. The method
further includes distributing indicia of at least some of the
identifiers to a plurality of merchants for distribution, acti-
vating by the central system a first identifier associated with
a first indicia upon communication from the merchant of
distribution of the first indicia to a customer having a
customer account. The method also includes receiving by
the central system a request from the customer to add the
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associated service value to the customer account, and direct-
ing by the central system addition of the associated service
value to the customer account. In another embodiment of the
invention, the request includes identifier input and customer
account input, and receiving by the central system a request
from the customer to add the associated service value to the
customer account further includes verifying by the central
system the identifier input and the customer account input.

Also, a system for supplying communication service
value is disclosed in accordance with yet another embodi-
ment of the invention. The system comprises a central
system, the central system being adapted for distributing
indicia of an identifier to a merchant for distribution to a
customer having a customer account, the identifier having an
associated service value, the associated service value being
redeemable with a plurality of carriers, activating the iden-
tifier upon distribution of the indicia to the customer, receiv-
ing a request from the customer to add the associated service
value to the customer account, and adding the associated
service value to the customer account.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The present invention can be more fully understood by
reading the following detailed description together with the
accompanying drawings, in which like reference indicators
are used to designate like elements, and in which:

FIG. 1 is a flowchart showing a method for supplying
communication service value in accordance with one
embodiment of the invention;

FIG. 2 is a flowchart showing the “receiving request from
customer for adding service value associated with identifier
to customer account” step of FIG. 1 in further detail in
accordance with one embodiment of the invention;

FIG. 3 is a flowchart showing the “verify identifier” step
of FIG. 2 in further detail in accordance with one embodi-
ment of the invention;

FIG. 4 is a flowchart showing the “verify customer
account information” step of FIG. 2 in further detail in
accordance with one embodiment of the invention;

FIG. 5 is a flowchart showing the “adding associated
service value to customer account” step of FIG. 1 in further
detail in accordance with one embodiment of the invention;

FIG. 6 is a flowchart showing the “provide customer
account summary” step of FIG. 1 in further detail in accor-
dance with one embodiment of the invention; and

FIG. 7 is a diagram showing an illustrative system for
supplying communication service in accordance with one
embodiment of the invention.

FIG. 8 is a flowchart showing a method for supplying
communication service according to an embodiment of the
invention.

FIG. 9 is a flowchart showing the “receiving request from
customer for adding service value associated with identifier
to customer account” step of FIG. 8 in further detail in
accordance with one embodiment of the invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
INVENTION

Hereinafter, various embodiments of the invention will be
described. As used herein, any term in the singular may be
interpreted to be in the plural, and alternatively, any term in
the plural may be interpreted to be in the singular.

The systems and methods, as disclosed herein, are
directed to the problems stated above, as well as other
problems that are present in conventional techniques. Any
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foregoing description of various products, methods, or appa-
ratus and their attendant disadvantages described in the
“Background of the Invention” is in no way intended to limit
the scope of the invention, or to imply that invention does
not include some or all of the various elements of known
products, methods and apparatus in one form or another.
Indeed, various embodiments of the invention may be
capable of overcoming some of the disadvantages noted in
the “Background of the Invention,” while still retaining
some or all of the various elements of known products,
methods, and apparatus in one form or another.

As stated above, many wireless telephone users utilize
prepaid account arrangements that require payment before
communication services will be provided. The prepaid cus-
tomers pay as they go with the carrier deducting payment for
the services provided directly from the customer’s account.
The invention, through a combination of technologies, pro-
vides a customer-friendly process that allows the customer
to add service value, i.e., money or usage credits, to his
customer account maintained by a carrier selected from a
group of participating carriers, such that the customer can
get the service needed.

In one aspect of the invention, a central system manages
the process that allows the customer to add service value to
the customer’s account. The central system maintains a set
of identifiers, or Personal Identification Numbers (“PINs”™),
with each identifier having an associated service value,
which preferably represents a monetary figure (i.e., number
of dollars, $10, $25 or $50, for example), or some unit of
service usage (i.e., minutes). Indicia associated with the
identifiers are distributed to merchants for further distribu-
tion to customers. In one example, the indicia may be
distributed on magnetic stripe cards having predetermined
values, such as $10, $25 and $50 cards. It should be
appreciated that each indicia, or article bearing indicia, is
associated with only one identifier maintained at the central
system. Thus, each card distributed is linked to only one
identifier maintained at the central system.

Once the customer selects the indicia, or an article bearing
the indicia, the customer provides payment for the service
value associated with the identifier represented by the indi-
cia. For example, the customer pays $25 for a $25 card
associated with an identifier associated with a $25 service
value. The merchant sends a communication to the central
system confirming the transaction with the customer so that
the identifier at the central system can be activated. Follow-
ing instructions provided with the indicia, the customer
contacts the central system to have the service value added
to the customer’s account. The customer provides the central
system with an input representing the identifier that has been
activated, as well as the customer’s account information.
The customer’s account information can also be utilized to
identify the customer’s carrier.

When the identifier and customer account information are
verified, the central system communicates with the custom-
er’s carrier system to add the service value to the customer’s
account. Following the service value insertion, the custom-
er’s updated account information is obtained and provided to
the customer. It should be appreciated that in at least one
embodiment of the invention, some carriers do not provide
direct service value insertion by the central system directly
into the customer’s account. For these carriers, an alternate
carrier identifier is provided by the system, and the customer
is transferred to the carrier system to complete the service
value insertion.

As seen from the above examples, the central system acts
as an intermediary between the customers, merchants and
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carriers. The central system maintains arrangements with
several carriers to allow for value insertion, and becomes a
broker of prepaid communication services. The customer is
benefited by having access to a resource that can be obtained
at several points of sale and allows an easy method to
replenish service value for a number of participating carri-
ers. The carriers benefit by having a product in the market-
place whereby customers can more easily replenish cus-
tomer account balances. Lastly, the merchants benefit from
increased sales because they are selling a product that is in
demand because it is a single product that allows customers
to select from a number of carriers.

In at least one implementation of the invention, the central
system manages at least one relational database of informa-
tion while also allowing access by the various users of the
central system (i.e., customers, merchants, and administra-
tors), to the various features and interfaces of the invention.
A relational database system allows information contained
in different tables to be accessed and shared, while also
providing the additional advantage that changes to data
contained in one table of a relational database affects the
same data in any other table sharing the same data. A table
is a collection of several data records with similar data
information fields. Data records represent a collection of
data that is organized into fields. These fields may also be
formatted to receive data of varying types. Accordingly, the
central system, or a user of the system, can process, query
or report data contained in the various data tables and
records for use in accomplishing the features of the inven-
tion. In one aspect of the invention, the various databases
could include the set of identifiers and Mobile Identification
Numbers (“MINs”), for example.

Method for Supplying Communication Service Value

In accordance with one embodiment of the invention, an
illustrative flowchart showing a method for supplying com-
munication service is shown in FIG. 1 and described below.

The process begins in step S1, and passes to step S20,
which includes establishing a set of identifiers having asso-
ciated service values. As described above, each identifier
forms a part of a data record, or identifier record, that allows
the central system to identify the specific associated service
value that will later be sold to a customer. One example of
an identifier is a Personal Identification Number (“PIN™).
The PIN comprises one field of the identifier record, while
another field in the same identifier record contains the
associated service value. Illustratively, record X may have
identifier ABC and an associated service value of $25. The
service value is preferably a monetary figure (i.e., an amount
in dollars, $10, $25 or $50, for example), but may also
represent some unit of service usage, if supported by the
carrier systems (i.e., minutes).

The set of identifiers forms the identifier database. Each
identifier record may also contain fields for Status Indicator
(i.e., whether the identifier is Active or Inactive), Serial
Number, Visa Account Network Number (VAN 16), or a
Merchant Code identifying the merchant through which the
indicia will be distributed.

Following the establishment of the set of identifiers, in
step S40, the process includes distributing indicia of the
identifiers to merchants for distribution to customers. As
described above, the indicia provides information related to
the identifier for several reasons. First, the indicia allows the
merchant to communicate to the central system the identifier
that must be activated following distribution. Similarly, the
information conveyed by the indicia later allows the cus-
tomer to communicate to the central system the identifier
and the service value purchased when the indicia was

13



US 7,333,955 B2

5

obtained from the merchant. It should be appreciated that the
indicia may also encompass any article bearing such infor-
mation. In other aspects, the indicia may provide instruc-
tions to the customer for communicating with the central
system.

The indicia may comprise an article, such as magnetic
stripe card, smart card, bar coded card, or any combination
thereof. Either the magnetic stripe, chip or bar code would
contain information that represents the card’s identifier.
Therefore, when completing the sale of the card to the
customer, the merchant could swipe the card through a
network terminal, or alternatively, scan the bar code on the
card. The merchant’s system would then locate the identifier
and notify the central system of the sale of the article bearing
the associated identifier.

To allow the customer to utilize the card upon purchase,
the card also displays the identifier so that the customer can
communicate the identifier to the central system. In addition,
the card should display the service value associated with the
identifier represented on the card to facilitate the customer’s
purchase of the correct card. Lastly, the card should contain
instructions for communicating with the central system, i.e.,
a general toll-free number.

The indicia may also be provided to the customer through
the delivery of a receipt or other notice. In such an embodi-
ment, the customer would commence a purchase transaction
at the point of sale, either through the merchant or a system
device, such as a verifone terminal. The customer would
request a certain prepaid service value, and upon payment,
the central system would deliver the identifier to the point of
sale for distribution to the customer.

Then, in step S60, the process includes activating an
identifier upon distribution of indicia to a customer. As
described above, the identifiers may be activated following
communication from the merchants of the indicia distribu-
tion to the customers. This measure assists in avoiding the
theft of the indicia prior to payment. The activation may
include changing a status indicator associated with the
specific identifier record from Inactive to Active. The com-
munication between the merchant and central system pref-
erably comprises a “host-to-host or Visanet connection”, but
may include any network communication wherein the cen-
tral system receives input from the merchant system con-
firming the transaction. Accordingly, the features of the
present invention may use or be combined with any of the
features described in U.S. application Ser. No. 09/641,363,
filed Aug. 18, 2000, which is incorporated herein by refer-
ence in its entirety.

Following the distribution of the indicia to the customer,
in step S80, the process includes receiving a request from the
customer for adding the service value associated with the
identifier to a customer account. To handle the request, in
one embodiment of the invention, the central system
includes an Interactive Voice Response (“IVR”) system that
the customer can contact through a dedicated telephone
number. Upon calling the number, the customer is presented
with a series of voice prompts, process selections and other
options that assist the customer in requesting that the service
value purchased be added to the customer account.

It should be appreciated that the IVR system may be
configured to provide voice prompts to the customer
requesting customer input, accepting the customer’s input
(i.e., by capturing the DTMF, for example), and processing
the customer’s input to provide adequate responses and take
the necessary actions. The customer’s request includes the
customer’s entire communication session with the central
system, i.e., the customer’s interaction with the IVR system.
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6

Hereinafter, it should be appreciated that any request for
input from the customer by the IVR system may be in the
form of a voice prompt or message requesting the customer
to select a numbered option on a telephone keypad.
Although contemplated for automated use, at anytime dur-
ing communication with the IVR system, the customer may
choose an option that provides for transfer to customer
service personnel who will complete the transaction for the
customer.

Additionally, the IVR system may be configured to accept
customer input meeting certain criteria, such as the correct
number of digits in a number. When the customer input does
not fit within the predetermined criteria (i.e., a 10-digit
telephone number when the IVR system requests the cus-
tomer’s MIN), the IVR system may be configured to allow
the customer to repeat an input, or when a certain predeter-
mined number of incorrect inputs are received, transfer the
customer to customer service personnel. The IVR system
may also be configured to provide language selection fea-
tures (i.e., the customer selects the language for the voice
prompts, such as English, Spanish, French, German, for
example), customer selection confirmation features, help
features, customer instructions or other navigation features
that may be accessed at anytime during communication with
the central system.

While the above examples describe accessing the central
system through the use of an IVR system, access to the
central system may be achieved via any suitable communi-
cation interface, Ethernet connection, modem, telephone,
digital or analog connections with the system using wireless
communication devices (i.e., mobile phones, PDAs, or other
handheld wireless communication devices), point of sale
device or transceiver device (i.e., a verifone terminal, for
example), token ring, Internet or Intranet or other computer
connection, or any other suitable connection that allows the
customer to receive input from and send output to the central
system through the network connection.

FIG. 2 is a flowchart showing the “receiving request from
customer for adding service value associated with identifier
to customer account” step of FIG. 1 in further detail in
accordance with one embodiment of the invention. The
request from the customer to add the service value to the
customer’s account must include an identifier input (i.e., the
PIN) representing the identifier associated with the indicia
purchased, as well as input from the customer describing the
customer’s account (i.e., the customer’s Mobile Identifica-
tion Number, which allows the central system to identify the
customer’s carrier). Thus, as shown in FIG. 2, the process
continues in step S80 and passes to step S100, wherein the
identifier is verified. Following verification of the identifier,
in step S120, the customer account information is verified.

FIG. 3 is a flowchart showing the “verify identifier” step
of FIG. 2 in further detail in accordance with one embodi-
ment of the invention. As shown in FIG. 3, the process
continues in step S100, and passes to step S102, wherein the
IVR system requests the identifier input from the customer
(i.e., voice prompt requesting PIN from card, for example).
In step S104, the system accepts the identifier input from the
customer (i.e., the PIN provided on the card, for example).
Then, in step S106, the system determines whether the
identifier input correlates with an identifier from the set of
identifiers maintained by the central system. The central
system compares the PIN provided by the customer with
those kept in the identifier database. If a record containing
the PIN is found on the database, the process passes to step
S108. If the identifier is found in the database, the system
determines whether the identifier is active in step S108. The

14



US 7,333,955 B2

7

status of the identifier can be determined by relating a Status
Indicator associated with the pertinent identifier record.
Thus, when the central system finds the identifier record, it
can determine whether a value in the Status Indicator field
represents Active or Inactive status. If the identifier is found
in the database and is active, the system determines whether
the identifier has already been redeemed in step S110. This
feature allows the central system to inform the customer that
the identifier has already been redeemed. In some circum-
stances, the customer’s communication session with the
central system may be ended prematurely, before confirma-
tion of the value insertion procedure. When this occurs, the
customer may not be aware that the value insertion function
was completed in the prior call. Thus, if the customer had
previously called within a certain period (i.e., the last 24
hours), the central system can inform the customer that the
value insertion was successful. If the identifier has not been
redeemed, the process passes to step S116.

If the identifier cannot be found in the database in step
S106, or the identifier is found in the database but is
determined to be inactive in step S108, or the identifier is
found in the database and is active, but is determined to have
already been redeemed in step S110, the process passes to
step S112. The system determines whether there has been a
previous identifier check in step S112, and if so the process
passes to step S114, where the customer is transferred to
customer service. A previous identifier check would have
occurred if the customer had previously supplied identifier
input and the input failed any of the determinations in steps
S106, S108 or S110. If there had not been a previous
identifier check, the process returns to step S102, where the
systems requests that the customer re-enter the identifier
input.

For those identifiers found in the system that are active
and have not been redeemed, in step S116 the system
determines the associated service value for the identifier.
The process then passes to step S119, wherein it returns to
step S120.

FIG. 4 is a flowchart showing the “verify customer
account information” step of FIG. 2 in further detail in
accordance with one embodiment of the invention. The
customer supplies his customer account information to
ensure that the service value purchased is credited to the
correct customer account, or Mobile Identification Number
(“MIN™), at the correct carrier system. As shown in FIG. 4,
the process continues in step S120 and passes to step S121.
First, the system determines whether the customer MIN was
captured when the customer contacted the central system in
step S121. The customer’s MIN can be captured utilizing
Automatic Number Identification (“ANI”), or similar caller
ID function. Through ANI, the central system acquires the
customer’s MIN from the ISDN transmission. Alternatively,
the customer may supply his MIN upon request. This would
allow the customer to confirm which MIN account the
prepaid service value should be credited.

If the customer’s MIN has not already been captured, the
process passes to step S127. If the MIN has been captured,
the process passes to step S122, wherein the system deter-
mines whether the customer’s MIN can be found in the MIN
database. The MIN database is a compilation of existing
MINSs that includes each MIN, as well as the associated
carrier. The MIN database may be stored locally in the
central system, or maintained externally in a publicly acces-
sible database, such as Telcordia®. This database may also
include one created pursuant to the Wireless Local Number
Portability Act. If the MIN is not found in the MIN database,
the process passes to step S123. In situations when the MIN

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

55

60

65

8

is not found in the MIN database, the customer may have
contacted the central system using a non-wireless phone or
other non-telephone connection, the system prompts the
customer to enter the MIN that the customer wishes to add
the service value. If the MIN is found in the MIN database,
the process passes to step S125.

In step S123, the system determines whether the system
has previously requested the customer’s MIN from the
customer. If so, the process passes to step S124, wherein the
customer is transferred to customer service personnel. If the
customer’s MIN has not been previously requested, the
process passes to step S127.

In step S125, the system determines whether the customer
input his MIN. If so, the process passes to step S129. If not
the customer did not input his MIN, the process passes to
step S126, wherein the system determines whether the
customer MIN has been confirmed. The confirmation
includes input from the customer that the MIN identified is
the correct account to add the service value. If the MIN is
confirmed, the process passes to step S129.

Alternatively, if the customer MIN is not confirmed, the
process passes to step S127, wherein the system requests
that the customer provide input representing the customer’s
MIN for which the service value addition is requested. Then,
in step S128, the system accepts the customer’s MIN input
before returning to step S121.

In step S129, the system determines the customer’s car-
rier. The carrier can be determined by locating the MIN
identified in the MIN database and relating the associated
carrier. Once the carrier is determined, in step S130, the
system determines whether the customer must supply a
carrier region code based on the customer’s carrier. If not,
the process skips to step S138. If the carrier region code is
required, the system requests the customer’s carrier region
code in step S132. The carrier region code may be required
for carriers that have regional centers that maintain data on
the local mobile phone customers. The carrier region code
may be represented by the customer’s zip code.

In step S133, the system accepts the customer’s carrier
region code, and the process passes to the step S134. The
system determines whether the carrier region code is valid in
step S134. The code will be presumed valid if it can be
related to a region code maintained in a carrier specific
region code database. If the code is simply the customer’s
zip code, the system can determine the appropriate carrier
region by referring to the carrier database. If the code is not
valid, the process returns to step S132, wherein the system
requests reentry of the region code. If the code is valid, the
process passes to step S135, wherein the system sets an
association between the customer’s MIN and the carrier
region code, to avoid later requests of the code upon
subsequent interactions. The process then passes to step
S138, wherein it returns to step S139.

After receiving the customer’s request, in step S140, the
process includes adding the associated service value to the
customer account. FIG. 5 is a flowchart showing the “adding
associated service value to customer account” step of FIG.
1 in further detail in accordance with one embodiment of the
invention. The process continues in step S140 and then
passes to step S141, wherein the system determines whether
the customer’s carrier support value insertion of service
value into its customers’ accounts. If the carrier does support
direct value insertion, the process passes to step S144,
wherein the system access the carrier system. Then, in step
S145, the system requests approval from the carrier system
to add the service value associated with the identifier to the
customer’s account. In step S146, the system determines
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whether the add value request is approved. If so, the process
passes to step S148, wherein the system adds the service
value to the customer’s account, and then passes to step
S150, wherein the system obtains updated customer account
information from the carrier system. This updated account
information may include the new account balance, as well as
the account’s expiration date, for example. The process then
passes to step S152

However, if in step S146, the system determines that the
add value request was not approved, the process passes to
step S147, wherein the system obtains the reasons from the
carrier system that the value insertion was not approved. The
process then passes to step S152, wherein the system ends
the communication session with the carrier system. The
process then passes to step S159, wherein it returns to step
S160.

For those carriers that do not support direct value inser-
tion, in step S142, the system provides the customer with an
alternate carrier identifier. This carrier identifier operates
similarly to the identifier used with the central system,
however, the carrier identifier must be redeemed through
communication with the carrier system. These carrier iden-
tifiers may be maintained in a separate carrier identifier
database. Accordingly, in step S143, the system transfers the
customer to an IVR system managed by the carrier system
to complete the value redemption.

Returning to FIG. 1, in step S160, the process includes
providing the customer with a customer account summary.
FIG. 6 is a flowchart showing the, “provide customer
account summary” step of FIG. 1 in further detail in accor-
dance with one embodiment of the invention. The process
continues in step S160, and then passes to step S162,
wherein the system determines whether the value insertion
was approved by the carriers system. If so, the process
passes to the step S164, wherein the system provides the
updated customer account information to the customer. The
process then passes to step S169. If the value insertion was
not approved, the process passes to step S166, wherein the
system provides the customer with the reasons for the denial
of the request. These reasons may include that the custom-
er’s balance in the customer account is already too high or
exceeds a predefined limit, the account cannot be found by
the carrier, the account has been cancelled or any unspecified
carrier error. The process then passes to step S169, where it
returns to step S199. Once the system provides the customer
with the customer account summary, the process passes to
step S199, where it ends.

It should be appreciated that the methods described herein
may be adapted such that each indicia of an identifier
distributed may not have a predetermined associated service
value. In this respect, the indicia would include the identifier,
however, the customer would be allowed to select a service
value to purchase for the card. Therefore, upon distribution
of the card, the customer would select a service value, such
as $25, for insertion into the record at the central system. The
communication from the merchant would notify the central
system of the amount purchased, which would then be
inserted into the associated service value field for the record.

FIG. 8 is a flowchart showing a method for supplying
communication service. This method is very similar to the
method of FIG. 1, described above. However, in this
embodiment, the associated service value is not initially
pre-established, but instead it is determined when it is
selected by a customer at the time of distribution of the
identifiers to the customer. In this respect, the indicia would
include the identifier; however, the customer would be
allowed to select a service value, such as $25 or $50, for
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insertion into the record at the central system. As previously
noted, the service value could alternately be a another unit
of service usage, such as a number of minutes. The com-
munication from the merchant would notify the central
system of the amount purchased, and this information would
then be inserted into the associated service value field for the
record.

Thus, as shown in FIG. 8, a set of identifiers having
undetermined associated service values is established, in
step S20A. Then in step S40, as also shown in FIG. 1, the
indicia of identifiers to merchants for distribution to cus-
tomers is distributed. Unlike in FIG. 1, the process proceeds
to step S50, where the customer selects the associated
service value, such as $10, $25, or $50. Then in step S60A,
the identifiers are activated and the associated service value
is recorded when the indicia is distributed to the customer.
In step S80A, the request from the customer for adding
service value associated with the identifier to the customer’s
account is received. This step is further elaborated in FIG. 9,
discussed below. Finally; the associated service value is
added to the customer account in step S140, and the cus-
tomer account summary is provided in step S160.

FIG. 9 is a flowchart showing the “receiving request from
customer for adding service value associated with identifier
to customer account” step of FIG. 8 in further detail in
accordance with one embodiment of the invention. This
flowchart further elaborates step S80A shown in FIG. 8. The
flowchart of FIG. 8 follows the same process as described in
FIG. 2, above. However, in this embodiment, it is explicitly
shown that after the identifier is verified, in step S100, the
customer selects a carrier for service from among a plurality
of carriers is received, in step S101.

AN ILLUSTRATIVE COMMUNICATION
SERVICE VALUE SYSTEM

As described above, FIG. 7 is a diagram showing an
illustrative system for supplying communication service
value in accordance with one embodiment of the invention.
FIG. 7 illustrates a central system 10, a plurality of customer
systems 20, 22, and 24, a plurality of merchant systems 40,
42, and 44, and a plurality of carrier systems 60, 62, and 64.
Each customer system 20, 22 and 24 is in selective com-
munication with the central system 10 through customer
network 19. Each merchant system 40, 42 and 44 is in
selective communication with the central system 10 through
merchant network 39. Each carrier system 60, 62 and 64 is
in selective communication with the central system 10
through carrier network 59. It should be appreciated that
customer network 19, merchant network 39 and carrier
network 59 may be the same network in some embodiments
of the invention.

The central system 10 comprises a processor portion 12
for processing input from and generating output to the
various customer, merchant and carrier systems in commu-
nication with the central system 10, a memory portion 14,
the processor portion 12 retrieving data from and storing
data for use by the central system 10 in the memory portion
14, and a user interface portion 16 accepting input from and
transmitting output to the various customer, merchant and
carrier systems in communication with the central system
10. Each of processor portion 12, memory portion 14 and
user interface portion 16 are connected to and in commu-
nication with each other through a data bus 11. It should be
appreciated that the IVR system may utilize components
from each of the processor portion 12, memory portion 14
and user interface portion 16.

16



US 7,333,955 B2

11

The processor portion 12 monitors and controls the vari-
ous operations of the central system 10. Initially, the pro-
cessor portion 12 processes the information provided by the
merchant system 40 when confirming the indicia distribution
and the customer system 20 when accessing, or making
requests of, the central system 10. The customers accessing
the central system 10 provide their input through the use of
user interfaces presented by the user interface portion 16,
which includes the voice prompts and options presented by
the IVR system.

The memory portion 14 serves as a memory store for a
wide variety of data used by the processor portion 12, as well
as the other components of the central system 10. For
example, in one embodiment, the memory portion 14 con-
tains the various databases of identifiers and associated
service values, MINs, carriers, and other information needed
by the central and IVR systems. It should be appreciated that
the various memory components contained in the memory
portion 14 may take on a variety of architectures as is
necessary or desired by the particular operating circum-
stances. Further, the various memory components of the
memory portion 14 may exchange data or utilize other
memory component data utilizing known techniques such as
relational database techniques.

The user interface portion 16 provides the interface
through which the user can provide input to and receive
output from the central system 10. The user interface portion
16 generally provides interaction capabilities for communi-
cating with the customer, merchant and carrier systems. The
user interface portion 16 is controlled by the processor
portion 12, or components thereof, to interface with a
customer or other operating system, including inputting and
outputting data or information relating to the central system
10. The user interface portion 16 also provides the interface
between the system administrator, the central system 10, and
other remote systems. A system administrator mainly uti-
lizes the user interface portion 16 to manage the storage of
data and information in the memory portion 14, as well as
provide updates to the central system 10 applications and
functions.

In operation, a customer utilizing a suitable customer
system 20 accesses the central system 10 through customer
network 19. The customer system 20 may be any suitable
processing machine, such as a mobile phone, as well as a
computer accessing the Internet, personal digital assistants
(PDAs) or other wireless communication device, networked
to customer network 19. The merchant system 40 may be
any suitable processing machine, including a transceiver
device (i.e., a verifone terminal, for example) capable of
receiving input from the central system, printing indicia or
other information, performing smart card or magnetic stripe
card reader or bar code scanner functions, and sending
output to the central system 10. Accordingly, in one embodi-
ment of the invention, to activate an identifier upon pay-
ment, the card is swiped through an appropriate card inter-
face on the merchant transceiver, which initiates a network
connection to the central system 10, wherein the central
system 10 activates the identifier in the appropriate database.

The user interface portion 16 also transmits data to the
customer system 20 to present a user interface on the
customer system 20 for accepting input and allowing the
customer to submit output to the central system 10. Although
these user interfaces have been described with respect to an
IVR system, alternate user interfaces may be presented on an
Internet web page whereby customers access the page and
provide the necessary redemption information on an appro-
priate form.
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Although several customer systems and vendor systems
are shown in FIG. 7, it should be appreciated that in some
embodiments of the invention, there may be only one
customer system and one vendor system, each in selective
network communication with the central system 10.

The user interface portion 16 accepts the customer request
for value insertion from the customer system 20, including
the identifier input and customer account input. The proces-
sor portion 12 verifies the identifier input with the identifier
database maintained in the memory portion 14, and then
verifies the customer account input with the MIN database,
either maintained locally in the memory portion 14 or
externally in a publicly available database of MINs. The user
interface portion 16 then communicates with a carrier sys-
tem 60 to complete the value insertion process before
providing the customer with a customer account summary.

It should also be appreciated that the invention may
include a device for distributing communication service
value. Such a device may include a distribution terminal
(i.e., a verifone terminal-like device or a vending machine-
like apparatus) that allows a customer to select a prepaid
service value for purchase, and make payment for the
service value. The terminal would include a product selec-
tion portion for presenting the various service value denomi-
nations available (i.e., any user interface for accepting the
customer’s selection, for example), a payment portion for
receiving payment from the customer (i.e., through cash, or
magnetic stripe card or smart card readers, for example), a
communication portion for notifying the central system of
the sale of the indicia and the need to activate the associated
identifier (i.e., a modem, for example), and a delivery
portion for providing the customer with the indicia of the
identifier (i.e., a mechanical card delivery system or printer
means to provide a printout of the indicia, for example).

As described above, FIGS. 1-6 illustrate various embodi-
ments of the method of the invention. FIG. 7 represents an
illustrative embodiment of the system of the invention. It
should be appreciated that the system of the invention or
portions of the system of the invention may be in the form
of a “processing machine,” such as a general purpose
computer or other network operating system, for example.
As used herein, the term “processing machine” is to be
understood to include at least one processor that uses at least
one memory. That at least one memory stores a set of
instructions. The instructions may be either permanently or
temporarily stored in the memory or memories of the
processing machine. The processor executes the instructions
that are stored in the memory or memories in order to
process data. The set of instructions may include various
instructions that perform a particular task or tasks, such as
those tasks described above in the flowcharts. Such a set of
instructions for performing a particular task may be char-
acterized as a program, software program, or simply soft-
ware.

As noted above, the processing machine executes the
instructions that are stored in the memory or memories to
process data. This processing of data may be in response to
commands by a user or users of the processing machine, in
response to previous processing, in response to a request by
another processing machine and/or any other input, for
example.

As noted above, the processing machine used to imple-
ment the invention may be a general purpose computer.
However, the processing machine described above may also
utilize any of a wide variety of other technologies including
a special purpose computer, a computer system including a
microcomputer, mini-computer or mainframe for example, a
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programmed microprocessor, a micro-controller, a periph-
eral integrated circuit element, a CSIC (Customer Specific
Integrated Circuit) or ASIC (Application Specific Integrated
Circuit) or other integrated circuit, a logic circuit, a digital
signal processor, a programmable logic device such as a
FPGA, PLD, PLA or PAL, or any other device or arrange-
ment of devices that is capable of implementing the steps of
the process of the invention.

It is appreciated that in order to practice the method of the
invention as described above, it is not necessary that the
processors and/or the memories of the processing machine
be physically located in the same geographical place. That
is, each of the processors and the memories used in the
invention may be located in geographically distinct locations
and connected so as to communicate in any suitable manner.
Additionally, it is appreciated that each of the processor
and/or the memory may be composed of different physical
pieces of equipment. Accordingly, it is not necessary that the
processor be one single piece of equipment in one location
and that the memory be another single piece of equipment in
another location. That is, it is contemplated that the proces-
sor may be two pieces of equipment in two different physical
locations. The two distinct pieces of equipment may be
connected in any suitable manner. Additionally, the memory
may include two or more portions of memory in two or more
physical locations.

To explain further, processing as described above is
performed by various components and various memories.
However, it is appreciated that the processing performed by
two distinct components as described above may, in accor-
dance with a further embodiment of the invention, be
performed by a single component. Further, the processing
performed by one distinct component as described above
may be performed by two distinct components. In a similar
manner, the memory storage performed by two distinct
memory portions as described above may, in accordance
with a further embodiment of the invention, be performed by
a single memory portion. Further, the memory storage
performed by one distinct memory portion as described
above may be performed by two memory portions.

Further, various technologies may be used to provide
communication between the various processors and/or
memories, as well as to allow the processors and/or the
memories of the invention to communicate with any other
entity; i.e., so as to obtain further instructions or to access
and use remote memory stores, for example. Such technolo-
gies used to provide such communication might include a
network, a dedicated circuit, IP based connection, the Inter-
net, Intranet, Extranet, LAN, WAN, VPN, an Ethernet, or
any client server system that provides communication, for
example. Such communications technologies may use any
suitable protocol such as TCP/IP, UDP, OSI, SNA, X.25,
ISO 85/83, XML or SOAP, for example.

As described above, a set of instructions is used in the
processing of the invention. The set of instructions may be
in the form of a program or software. The software may be
in the form of system software or application software, for
example. The software might also be in the form of a
collection of separate programs, a program module within a
larger program, or a portion of a program module, for
example The software used might also include modular
programming in the form of object oriented programming.
The software tells the processing machine what to do with
the data being processed.

Further, it is appreciated that the instructions or set of
instructions used in the implementation and operation of the
invention may be in a suitable form such that the processing
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machine may read the instructions. For example, the instruc-
tions that form a program may be in the form of a suitable
programming language, which is converted to machine
language or object code to allow the processor or processors
to read the instructions. That is, written lines of program-
ming code or source code, in a particular programming
language, are converted to machine language using a com-
piler, assembler or interpreter. The machine language is
binary coded machine instructions that are specific to a
particular type of processing machine, i.e., to a particular
type of computer, for example. The computer understands
the machine language.

Any suitable programming language may be used in
accordance with the various embodiments of the invention.
Ilustratively, the programming language used may include
assembly language, Ada, APL, Basic, C, C++, COBOL,
dBase, Forth, Fortran, Java, Modula-2, Pascal, Prolog,
REXX, Visual Basic, and/or JavaScript, for example. Fur-
ther, it is not necessary that a single type of instructions or
single programming language be utilized in conjunction
with the operation of the system and method of the inven-
tion. Rather, any number of different programming lan-
guages may be utilized as is necessary or desirable.

Also, the instructions and/or data used in the practice of
the invention may utilize any compression or encryption
technique or algorithm, as may be desired. An encryption
module might be used to encrypt data. Further, files or other
data may be decrypted using a suitable decryption module,
for example.

As described above, the invention may illustratively be
embodied in the form of a processing machine, including a
computer or computer system, for example, that includes at
least one memory. It is to be appreciated that the set of
instructions, i.e., the software for example, that enables the
computer operating system to perform the operations
described above may be contained on any of a wide variety
of media or medium, as desired. Further, the data that is
processed by the set of instructions might also be contained
on any of a wide variety of media or medium. That is, the
particular medium, i.e., the memory in the processing
machine, utilized to hold the set of instructions and/or the
data used in the invention may take on any of a variety of
physical forms or transmissions, for example. Illustratively,
the medium may be in the form of paper, paper transparen-
cies, a compact disk, a DVD, an integrated circuit, a hard
disk, a floppy disk, an optical disk, a magnetic tape, a RAM,
a ROM, a PROM, a EPROM, a wire, a cable, a fiber,
communications channel, a satellite transmissions or other
remote transmission, as well as any other medium or source
of data that may be read by the processors of the invention.

Further, the memory or memories used in the processing
machine that implements the invention may be in any of a
wide variety of forms to allow the memory to hold instruc-
tions, data, or other information, as is desired. Thus, the
memory might be in the form of a database to hold data. The
database might use any desired arrangement of files such as
a flat file arrangement or a relational database arrangement,
for example.

In the system and method of the invention, a variety of
“user interfaces” may be utilized to allow a user to interface
with the processing machine or machines that are used to
implement the invention. As used herein, a user interface
includes any hardware, software, or combination of hard-
ware and software used by the processing machine that
allows a user to interact with the processing machine. A user
interface may comprise a series of Interactive Voice
Responses, or take the form of a dialogue screen, for
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example. A user interface may be in the form of a web page
or other interactive application presented on a customer
system by the customer’s browser. The web page or appli-
cation could include fields for accepting data and transmit-
ting data to the advertising marketing system for storage. A
user interface may also include any of a mouse, touch
screen, keyboard, keypad, card slot, voice reader, voice
recognizer, dialogue screen, menu box, list, checkbox,
toggle switch, a pushbutton or any other device that allows
a user to receive information regarding the operation of the
processing machine as it processes a set of instructions
and/or provide the processing machine with information.
Accordingly, the user interface is any device that provides
communication between a user and a processing machine.
The information provided by the user to the processing
machine through the user interface may be in the form of a
command, a selection of data, or some other input, for
example.

As discussed above, a user interface is utilized by the
processing machine that performs a set of instructions such
that the processing machine processes data for a user. The
user interface is typically used by the processing machine
for interacting with a user either to convey information or
receive information from the user. However, it should be
appreciated that in accordance with some embodiments of
the system and method of the invention, it is not necessary
that a human user actually interact with a user interface used
by the processing machine of the invention. Rather, it is
contemplated that the user interface of the invention might
interact, i.e., convey and receive information, with another
processing machine, rather than a human user. Accordingly,
the other processing machine might be characterized as a
user. Further, it is contemplated that a user interface utilized
in the system and method of the invention may interact
partially with another processing machine or processing
machines, while also interacting partially with a human user.

It will be readily understood by those persons skilled in
the art that the present invention is susceptible to broad
utility and application. Many embodiments and adaptations
of the present invention other than those herein described, as
well as many variations, modifications and equivalent
arrangements, will be apparent from or reasonably sug-
gested by the present invention and foregoing description
thereof, without departing from the substance or scope of the
invention.

It is understood that the present invention may be prac-
ticed by adding additional steps to the method, omitting
steps within the process, and/or altering the order in which
the steps are performed in the process.

Accordingly, while the present invention has been
described here in detail in relation to its exemplary embodi-
ments, it is to be understood that this disclosure is only
illustrative and exemplary of the present invention and is
made to provide an enabling disclosure of the invention.
Accordingly, the foregoing disclosure is not intended to be
construed or to limit the present invention or otherwise to
exclude any other such embodiments, adaptations, varia-
tions, modifications or equivalent arrangements.

The invention claimed is:

1. A method for supplying stored value comprising the
steps of:

distributing indicia of an identifier to a merchant for

distribution to a customer having a pre-existing pre-
paid customer account with a specific provider other
than the merchant, the identifier having an associated
stored value wherein the identifier is a predetermined
identifier stored in a database prior to activating the
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identifier over a private network, the associated stored
value redeemable with a plurality of providers includ-
ing the specific provider, the indicia of the identifier
having an indication of the providers with which the
associated stored value may be redeemed disposed
visibly thereon;

activating at a central processor the identifier upon a

distribution of the indicia to the customer, wherein the
central processor is in selective communication with
the merchant over a private network, the customer, and
the plurality of providers;

receiving at the central processor a request from the

customer to add the associated stored value to the
pre-existing pre-paid customer account;
determining the specific provider and the pre-existing
pre-paid account based on the request and the identifier;

verifying by the customer that the correct specific pro-
vider and pre-existing pre-paid account has been deter-
mined; and

adding at the central processor the associated stored value

to the pre-existing pre-paid customer account based on
the verification step.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the indicia is located
on an article.

3. The method of claim 2, wherein the article is selected
from the group consisting of: a magnetic strip card, a smart
card, and a card having a bar code.

4. The method of claim 1, wherein the identifier is a
Personal Identification Number (PIN).

5. The method of claim 1, wherein the associated stored
value is selected from the group consisting of: represented in
dollars, and represented in an amount of communication
service.

6. The method of claim 1, wherein the distribution of
indicia to the customer includes receiving payment for the
associated stored value from the customer.

7. The method of claim 1, wherein the pre-existing
customer account is represented by a Mobile Identification
Number (MIN) or an equivalent unique identifier.

8. The method of claim 1, wherein the step of activating
the identifier upon a distribution of the indicia to the
customer further comprises:

receiving at the central processor a communication of the

distribution of the indicia to the customer; and
updating at the central processor a status indicator for the
identifier from inactive to active.

9. The method of claim 1, wherein the step of verifying
that the correct specific provider and pre-existing pre-paid
account comprises:

accepting at the central processor identifier input associ-

ated with the identifier from the customer;
determining at the central processor that the identifier is
represented in an identifier database;

determining at the central processor that the identifier is

active; and

determining at the central processor that the identifier has

not been redeemed.

10. The method of claim 9, further comprising identifying
the associated stored value for the identifier.

11. The method of claim 1, wherein the step of verifying
that the correct specific provider and pre-existing pre-paid
account further comprises:

accepting at the central processor customer account input

associated with the pre-existing pre-paid customer
account from the customer; and
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determining at the central processor that the pre-existing
pre-paid customer account is represented in a customer
account database.

12. The method of claim 11, wherein the step of verifying
at the central processor the pre-existing pre-paid customer
account input further comprises identifying a provider asso-
ciated with the pre-existing pre-paid customer account.

13. The method of claim 12, wherein the provider is a
wireless communication service provider, and wherein the
step of verifying at the central processor the pre-existing
pre-paid customer account input further comprises:

determining at the central processor that a provider region

code is required based on the provider;

requesting at the central processor provider region code

input from the customer; and

accepting at the central processor provider region code

input from the customer.

14. The method of claim 1, wherein the step of adding at
the central processor the associated stored value to the
pre-existing pre-paid customer account further comprises:

determining at the central processor that the provider

supports adding stored value to provider-managed pre-
existing pre-paid customer accounts;

accessing at the central processor a provider system

associated with the provider; and

adding the stored value at the central processor to the

pre-existing pre-paid customer account.

15. The method of claim 14, wherein the step of the
central processor adding the associated stored value to the
pre-existing pre-paid customer account, further includes
obtaining updated customer account information upon add-
ing the stored value to the pre-existing pre-paid customer
account.

16. The method of claim 15, wherein the updated cus-
tomer account information comprises an updated customer
account balance reflecting the adding of the stored value to
the pre-existing pre-paid customer account.

17. The method of claim 1, wherein the associated stored
value is a predefined value that is stored in a database prior
to activating the identifier.
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18. The method of claim 1, wherein the identifier is
associated with the stored value in a database prior to
activating the identifier.

19. The method of claim 1, wherein the indicia comprises
an indicia code, and wherein the identifier is associated with
the indicia code and the stored value in a database prior to
activating the identifier.

20. The method of claim 1, wherein the indicia comprises
an indicia code associated with the identifier in a database
prior to activating the identifier, wherein the act of activating
the identifier comprises:

receiving at the central processor a request to activate the
identifier, wherein the request comprises the indicia
code; and

processing at the central processor the database, to deter-
mine the identifier based on the received indicia code;
and

activating at the central processor the identifier, so that its
associated stored value can be subsequently added to a
pre-existing pre-paid customer account.

21. The method of claim 1, wherein the request to add the
associated stored value to the pre-existing pre-paid customer
account comprises the identifier and customer account iden-
tification information.

22. The method of claim 1, wherein the indicia comprises
an indicia code usable to activate the identifier, and wherein
the request to add the associated stored value to the pre-
existing pre-paid customer account does not comprise the
indicia code.

23. The method of claim 1, wherein the pre-existing
pre-paid customer account is represented by an identification
number specific to a telecommunications service device
associated with the pre-existing pre-paid customer account.
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