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(57) ABSTRACT

A system and method for distributing prepaid cash alterna-
tives and resolving exceptions related to the sale of prepaid
cash alternatives such as traveler’s cheques or prepaid cards.
Reports of sales may be reviewed to identify exceptions, and
information explaining the exceptions may be made available
electronically. Sellers may be notified of exceptions by
e-mail, which may include a link or address to information
explaining the exceptions. The information may be provided
in real time through a secure site on a network, such as the
Internet. A company may contract with business partners to
sell the prepaid cash alternatives to customers, and the busi-
ness partners may report the sales to the company via reports.
After being notified of exceptions, business partners may
provide corrected information or new information to resolve
the exceptions.

17 Claims, 2 Drawing Sheets
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EXCEPTION NOTIFICATION SYSTEM AND
METHOD

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application claims priority to, and the benefit of, U.S.
Provisional Application Ser. No. 60/584,896 filed Jul. 1,
2004, and entitled “Inventory Tracking System and Method”,
which is hereby incorporated by reference.

FIELD OF INVENTION

This invention generally relates to distribution of prepaid
cash alternatives, and more particularly, to resolving excep-
tions related to the sale of traveler’s cheques and prepaid
cards.

BACKGROUND OF INVENTION

Traveler’s cheques have been used for many years by trav-
elers rather than cash because the traveler’s cheques can be
replaced without significant detriment if lost or stolen while
traveling. In recent years, traveler’s are often replacing
printed paper traveler’s cheques with prepaid cards, which
can be used similarly to a credit card, debit card, or the like,
except that prepaid cards are paid for in advance. Similar to
traveler’s cheques, prepaid cards can be replaced if lost or
stolen, and may be easier and quicker to replace than credit
cards, debit cards, gift cards, or the like. Travelers typically
use or spend the traveler’s cheques or prepaid card balances at
various businesses such as retail establishments, restaurants,
hotels, and the like. These businesses then collect the mon-
etary value of the charge from the issuer, for example, through
a payment network.

In the past, AMERICAN EXPRESS has sold traveler’s
cheques and prepaid cards to customers through a large num-
ber of business partners located throughout the world.
AMERICAN EXPRESS typically contracts with these busi-
ness partners to sell AMERICAN EXPRESS traveler’s
cheques and prepaid cards to customers. AMERICAN
EXPRESS typically requires that its business partners report
sales to AMERICAN EXPRESS within a certain time period
after each sale, and remit the appropriate amount collected for
the sales to AMERICAN EXPRESS. AMERICAN
EXPRESS typically reviews reports from business partners,
and sometimes discovers discrepancies or exceptions in the
reports. Such exceptions may include, for example, a discrep-
ancy in the inventory of traveler’s cheques, an error in cheque
or card number, underpayment, overpayment, missing infor-
mation, duplication, failure to report, or the like. In the past,
AMERICAN EXPRESS has communicated with business
partners regarding exceptions, for example, by mail, phone,
e-mail, or the like, in order to attempt to resolve the excep-
tions. Other companies in the traveler’s cheques or prepaid
cards business have typically used a similar system to resolve
exceptions.

In the prior art, resolution of exceptions typically required
the attention of personnel to assemble the necessary informa-
tion, contact business partners, and follow up if needed. In
addition, a backlog of exceptions would usually accumulate,
resulting in delay in addressing each exception. Further, some
methods of communication, such as e-mail, were not secure
and risks existed that confidential information would be com-
promised. Still further, in order to satisfy the business part-
ners, exceptions were often corrected without the business
partners being held accountable. As a result, business partners
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often did not learn or care to avoid repeating the same mis-
takes that caused the exceptions in the first place.

Therefore, a need exists for an improved system and
method for notifying business partners of exceptions such
that exceptions can be fully or partially corrected in an effi-
cient, timely, and secure manner. A need also exists to facili-
tate business partners’ learning from exceptions such that the
exceptions are not often repeated.

SUMMARY OF INVENTION

This invention includes methods and systems for facilitat-
ing the distribution of prepaid cash alternatives and resolving
exceptions related to the sale of prepaid cash alternatives. The
prepaid cash alternatives may be traveler’s cheques or prepaid
cards, for example. The invention may provide benefits
including, for example, correcting exceptions in a more effi-
cient, timely, and secure manner, and encouraging business
partners to learn from exceptions in an effort to reduce or
minimize repeat exceptions. Specifically, resolution of
exceptions may require less attention of personnel to
assemble the necessary information, contact business part-
ners, and follow up if needed, and may reduce the need for
paper correspondence, and reduce the need for file space. In
addition, a backlog of exceptions waiting to be sent to busi-
ness partners may be avoided, thus avoiding a delay in
addressing each exception. Further, in some embodiments,
the invention may avoid insecure methods of communication,
such as e-mail, which may involve communicating confiden-
tial information that could potentially be compromised. Still
further, business partners or their employees may be held
accountable or may suffer consequences for conduct that
causes exceptions so that the business partners may be moti-
vated to learn to avoid repeating the same mistakes that
caused the exceptions in the first place.

In a specific embodiment, this invention includes method
for facilitating the distribution of prepaid cash alternatives
that may include selling a plurality of prepaid cash alterna-
tives to customers, creating reports including information
related to these sales, transmitting the reports to a host to
facilitate the host reviewing the reports for exceptions,
obtaining secure access through a network from the host to
information that explains the exceptions, and, providing cor-
rected information, new information, or both, to the host
through the network to facilitate resolution of the exceptions.
The method may also include receiving notification of the
exceptions via e-mail, which may include a link or an address
to the information that explains the exceptions. The informa-
tion that explains the exceptions may be obtained in substan-
tially real time, may be accessed through the Internet, and
may be located on a webpage at a website that provides
password protection. The corrected and new information may
also be provided through an Internet webpage, and in some
embodiments, the reports may be transmitted via the Internet.

In another specific embodiment, this invention provides a
system for resolving exceptions related to the sale of prepaid
cash alternatives that includes a computer having at least one
processor and at least one storage medium configured to be
read by the processor. The computer may be connected to a
network, and reports may be stored on the storage medium
that contain information related to the sales of cash alterna-
tives that were submitted by associates who sold the cash
alternatives. The computer may be configured to review the
reports, identify exceptions in the reports, and make available
to the associates, through a secure site on the network, infor-
mation that explains the exceptions. The computer may fur-
ther be configured to allow the associates to input corrected
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information, new information, or both, to resolve the excep-
tions, which may be submitted through the network. The
computer may also be configured to automatically send
e-mails to the associates to notify them of at least some types
of exceptions, and the e-mails may contain links, addresses,
or both, to the information that explains the exceptions.

Inyet another specific embodiment, this invention provides
a computer-readable storage medium containing a set of
instructions for a general-purpose computer. The storage
medium may contain instructions to review reports regarding
sales of prepaid cash alternatives, which may include check-
ing for exceptions. There may also be instructions to provide
secure access through a network to information explaining
the exceptions, and instructions to allow input of corrected
information, new information, or both, to resolve the excep-
tions. The storage medium may also contain instructions to
generate e-mails notifying of the exceptions. There may also
be instructions to automatically react to an undeliverable
e-mail by sending an e-mail to another e-mail address, for
example.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The figures in this document illustrate various exemplary
embodiments of the present invention, wherein like reference
numerals represent like elements. Embodiments of the inven-
tion may include part or all of the features shown in one of
these drawings, or may include features from two or more
figures. Accordingly,

FIG. 1 is a block diagram illustrating various entities and
components that may participate in an exemplary embodi-
ment of the invention;

FIG. 2 is a block diagram illustrating the components of a
configuration of an exemplary embodiment of the invention;
and

FIG. 3 is a flow chart illustrating various steps that may be
completed in an exemplary method in accordance with the
invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

In general, the present invention includes methods and
systems for facilitating the distribution of prepaid cash alter-
natives and resolving exceptions related to the sale of prepaid
cash alternatives. The invention may include an exception
firewall or a proactive exception reduction or elimination
system and method. The exceptions may be related to the sale
of prepaid cash alternatives such as, for example, traveler’s
cheques or prepaid cards. The invention may include a host
company reviewing reports of sales, identifying exceptions in
the reports, and providing information that explains the
exceptions to the seller. In some embodiments, sellers may be
notified ofthe exceptions by e-mail, which may include a link
or an address to the information explaining the exceptions.
The information may be provided through a secure site on a
network, such as the Internet, and may be presented in batch
mode, periodically, or in substantially real time.

Ahost (e.g., company) may contract with business partners
to sell prepaid cash alternatives to customers, and the business
partners may transmit information related to the sales to the
host in the form of reports. After being notified of exceptions,
business partners may provide corrected information or new
information to resolve the exceptions. The system may be
configured to react to an undeliverable e-mail, such as by
sending an e-mail to another e-mail address. A system may
include, for example, a processor, a network or a connection
to an existing network, and a storage medium configured to be
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read by the computer. Another embodiment of this invention
includes a computer-readable storage medium containing a
set of instructions for a general-purpose computer that
includes certain instructions in accordance with the present
invention.

FIG. 1 illustrates various entities and components which
are involved with or comprise an exemplary embodiment of
the present invention. System 10 includes customers 11, 12,
13, and 14, associates or business partners 15 and 16, network
17, host (e.g., trusted company) 18, and advertisers 19. Host
or trusted company 18 may have established a good reputa-
tion in the minds of customers 11-14, for example, through
years of consistent service, a positive reputation created by
advertisers 19, or a combination thereof. Company 18 may
have one or more respected or famous trademarks or service
marks, which may be promoted by advertisers 19. Trusted
company 18 may be in the business of providing prepaid cash
alternatives to customers 11-14. Trusted company 18 may
include, for example, an entity, host, person, organization,
government entity, non-profit organization, software and/or
hardware. The company AMERICAN EXPRESS is an
example of host or trusted company 18.

The prepaid cash alternatives may include, for example,
traveler’s cheques, prepaid cards, gift cards, travel fund cards,
rewards card, debit card, telephone card, embossed card,
smart card, magnetic stripe card, bar code card, transponder,
radio frequency card, an associated account, or the like, pro-
vided they are paid for in advance.

For the convenience of customers 11-14, company 18 may
provide a large number of business locations where custom-
ers 11-14 can purchase prepaid cash alternatives, obtain
replacements for the cash alternatives if they are lost or stolen,
or the like. In FIG. 1, associates 15 and 16 represent two of
these locations. Associates 15 and 16 may be business part-
ners or selling partners of host or company 18, and may be
distributors of company’s 18 products. Associates 15 and 16
may be banks, credit unions, merchants, travel agents, retail-
ers, malls, AARP, or the like. Associates 15 and 16 may sell to
customers 11-14, for example, in person, through a website,
by mail, by fax, or by phone, for example. Company 18 may
contract with associates 15 and 16 to sell company’s 18
products, such as prepaid cash alternatives, to customers,
such as customers 11-14. Associates 15 and 16 may display
trademarks or service marks of trusted company 18, and may
advertise in other ways that they sell and service products of
company 18. A particular customer, such as customer 12, for
example, may purchase traveler’s cheques, as an example,
from associate 15, but may then go to associate 16 for replace-
ment traveler’s cheques if the original traveler’s cheques are
lost or stolen. Associate 16 may be located remote from
associate 15, such as in a different country. As used herein,
associate may be a separate company separate from company
18 (e.g., a business partner or selling partner), a division,
branch, affiliate, subsidiary, owner, or part of host or company
18, an entity, a person, an organization, a government entity,
a non-profit organization, software, hardware, or a combina-
tion thereof.

Still referring to FIG. 1, associates 15 and 16 may commu-
nicate with host or trusted company 18 through a network 17.
Network 17 may be a local area network (LAN) a wide area
network (WAN), a credit card network, the Internet, or the
like. Associates 15 and 16 may report sales and other trans-
actions involving company’s 18 products to company 18. In
fact, associates 15 and 16 may be required to make such
reports by their contracts with company 18, for example,
within a certain period after a sale is made. Associates 15 and
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16 may report some or all information to company 18 elec-
tronically, for example, via network 17.

FIG. 2 illustrates various electronic components that are
involved with or comprise an exemplary embodiment of the
invention. System 20 includes associate computers 25 and 26,
network 17, processor 27, and storage medium 28. Associate
computers 25 and 26 may be owned, operated, or both, by or
for associates 15 and 16 illustrated in FIG. 1, for example.
Similarly, Processor 27 and storage medium 28, may be
owned, operated or both, by or for host or trusted company 18,
for example. Although two associate computers 25 and 26 are
shown, and one processor 27 and one storage medium 28,
embodiments of the present invention may have more of these
components. Further, processor 27 and storage medium 28
may be combined in one or more computers, servers, or the
like. Associate computers 25 and 26 may interface with at
least one processor 27 via network 17, and processor 27 may
interface with at least one storage medium 28. Associate
computers 25 and 26, and computer or processor 27, may
each have a connection to, or may be in communication with,
network 17.

The various system components discussed herein may
include one or more of the following: a host server or other
computing systems including a processor (e.g., processor 27)
for processing digital data; a memory (e.g., storage medium
28) coupled to the processor for storing digital data; an input
digitizer coupled to the processor for inputting digital data; an
application program stored in the memory and accessible by
the processor for directing processing of digital data by the
processor; a display device coupled to the processor and
memory for displaying information derived from digital data
processed by the processor; and a plurality of databases,
which may be located on storage medium 28. Various data-
bases used herein may include: seller data; inventory data;
client data; merchant data; financial institution data; and/or
like data useful in the operation of the present invention.

As those skilled in the art will appreciate, user computers,
such as associate computers 25 and 26, may include an oper-
ating system (e.g., Windows NT, 95/98/2000, OS2, UNIX,
Linux, Solaris, MacOS, etc.) as well as various conventional
support software and drivers typically associated with com-
puters. The computer may be or include a suitable personal
computer, network computer, workstation, minicomputer,
mainframe or the like. A user computer, such as associate
computers 25 and 26, may be in a business environment with
access to network 17. In an exemplary embodiment, access is
through network 17 or the Internet through a commercially-
available web-browser software package.

As used herein, the term “network” shall include an elec-
tronic communications network, and may incorporate hard-
ware or software components or both. Communication
among the parties in accordance with the present invention
may be accomplished through suitable communication chan-
nels, such as, for example, an extranet, an intranet, Internet,
point of interaction device (point of sale device, personal
digital assistant, kiosk, etc.), online communications, satellite
communications, off-line communications, wireless commu-
nications, transponder communications, local area network
(LAN), wide area network (WAN), networked or linked
devices, keyboard, mouse and/or a suitable communication or
data input modality. Moreover, although the invention may be
implemented with TCP/IP communications protocols, the
invention may also be implemented using IPX, Appletalk,
1P-6, NetBIOS, OSI or other protocols. In embodiments
where network 17 is a public network, such as the Internet, it
may be advantageous to presume network 17 to be insecure
and open to eavesdroppers. Specific information related to the
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protocols, standards, and application software utilized in con-
nection with the Internet is generally known to those skilled in
the art and, as such, need not be detailed herein. See, for
example, Dmp Nak, INTERNET STANDARDS aND PRroTOCOLS
(1998); Java 2 ComprETE, various authors, (Sybex 1999);
Degoraz Ray aND Eric Ray, MasTERING HTML 4.0 (1997); and
Losam, TCP/IP Crearry ExpraNeD (1997) and Davip GOURLEY
AND Brian Torty, HTTP, Tae DermvTivE Guipe (2002), the con-
tents of which are hereby incorporated by reference.

The various system components may be independently,
separately or collectively suitably coupled to network 17 via
data links which may include, for example, a connection to an
Internet Service Provider (ISP) over the local loop as is typi-
cally used in connection with standard modem communica-
tion, cable modem, Dish networks, ISDN, Digital Subscriber
Line (DSL), or various wireless communication methods,
see, e.g., GILBERT HELD, UNDERSTANDING DATA COMMUNICATIONS
(1996), which is hereby incorporated by reference. It is noted
that network 17 may be implemented as other types of net-
works, such as an interactive television (ITV) network. More-
over, the system contemplates the use, sale or distribution of
any goods, services or information over any network having
similar functionality described herein.

As used herein, “transmit” may include sending electronic
data from one system component to another over a network
connection. Additionally, as used herein, “data” may include
encompassing information such as commands, queries, files,
data for storage, and the like in digital or another form.

Databases discussed herein, such as databases on storage
medium 28, may be relational, hierarchical, graphical, object-
oriented, and/or other database configurations. Common
database products that may be used to implement the inven-
tion include DB2 by IBM (White Plains, N.Y.), various data-
base products available from Oracle Corporation (Redwood
Shores, Calif.), Microsoft Access or Microsoft SQL Server by
Microsoft Corporation (Redmond, Wash.), or another suit-
able database product. Moreover, the databases may be orga-
nized in a suitable manner, for example, as data tables or
lookup tables. Each record may be a single file, a series of
files, a linked series of data fields or another data structure.
Association of certain data may be accomplished through a
desired data association technique such as those known or
practiced in the art. For example, the association may be
accomplished either manually or automatically. Automatic
association techniques may include, for example, a database
search, a database merge, GREP, AGREP, SQL, and/or the
like. The association step may be accomplished by a database
merge function, for example, using a “key field” in pre-se-
lected databases or data sectors.

More particularly, a “key field” may partition a database
according to the high-level class of objects defined by the key
field. For example, certain types of data may be designated as
a key field in a plurality of related data tables and the data
tables may then be linked on the basis of the type of data in the
key field. The data corresponding to the key field in each of
the linked data tables may be the same or of the same type.
However, data tables having similar, though not identical,
data in the key fields may also be linked by using AGREP, for
example. In accordance with one aspect of the present inven-
tion, a suitable data storage technique may be utilized to store
data without a standard format. Data sets may be stored using
a suitable technique, including, for example, storing indi-
vidual files using an ISO/IEC 7816-4 file structure; imple-
menting a domain whereby a dedicated file is selected that
exposes one or more elementary files containing one or more
data sets; using data sets stored in individual files using a
hierarchical filing system; data sets stored as records in a


















