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BUll..T-IN AUTOMATIC CUSTOMER IDENTIFIER 
WHEN CONNECTiNG TO A VENDOR WEBSITE 

Background 

The disclosures herein relate generally to computer systems and more 

particularly to factory installed HTML to automatically identify a build-to­

order customer when connecting to a web site. 

5 This application relates to co-pending United States Patent 

Application Serial No. 09/012,196, filed on Januaxy 23, 1998, entitled 

System And Method For Preparing A Computer Memory, naming Alan E. 

Beelitz as inventor. The co-pending application is incorporated herein by 

reference in its entirety, and is assigned to the assignee of this invention. 

10 This application relates to co-pending United States Patent 

Application Serial No. 09/012,962 filed on January 26, 1998, entitled 

Generation of a Compatible Order For a Computer System, naming Alan E. 

Beelitz and Paul J. Maia as inventors. The co-pending application is 

incorporated herein by reference in its entirety, and is assigned to the 
15 assignee of this invention. 

This application relates to co-pending United States Patent 

Application Serial No. 09/009,401, filed on January 19, 1998, entitled 
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Method And Apparatus For Providing And Accessing Data At An Internet 

Site naming Amy Van Wyn.garden as inventor. The co-pending application 

is incorporated herein by reference in its entirety, and is assigned to the 

assignee of this invention. 

5 This application relates to co-pending United States Patent 

Application Serial No. 09/066,128, filed on April 24, 1998, entitled Method 

And System For Supplying A Custom Software Image To A Computer 

System naming Tom Colligan, Jonathan Ellis and Hunter Robertson as 

inventors. The co-pending application is incorporated herein by reference in 

10 its entirety, and is assigned to the assignee of this invention. 

When an off-the-shelf computer system is purchased, the customer 

may eventually need to have the system serviced, or may wish to modify 

and/or enhance the system. In that event, the customer must be sure that 

system compatible service and/or enhancements are provided. This can be 

15 accomplished by identifying the customer's system by model number. 

More recently, customers have been purchasing custom created 

systems as opposed to an off-the-shelf system. This can complicate service 

and modification of the system. Customers would have to Im.ow specifically 

what the make-up of their custom-built system is, as would the service 

20 technician or the vendor of the original system. This can be checked by 

providing the vendor or service technician with identifying information for 

the computer, such as a serial or other identification number or the name of 

the company that purchased the computer, so that the original purchase 

order or specifications can be referenced to know and understand all the 

25 custom features of a particular system. 

For example, a customer may call the vendor and request a new or 

additional part or a replacement part for a custom built system. The vendor 

will need to reference the original system in order to advise the customer 

and provide compatible equipment. This is accomplished by the vendor 
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requesting that the customer provide the serial number or other 

identification number so that the original system may be reviewed and 

compatible components can be provided. This requires that the customer 

know or be able to locate the serial number and that the vendor be able to 

5 locate sales records and specification data relating to the customer specific 

system. 

After a customer purchases a computer system, he or she may also be 

able to access the vendor again on the worldwide web to inquire about 

service and or further modifications and enhancements available for' the 

10 customer specific system. This scenario still requires some form of, or 

exercise in, identifying the original system to avoid substituting or adding 

parts or enhancements that are not compatible with the original system. 

An example of a web page 100 for providing such identifying information to 

the vendor via the worldwide web is shown Fig. 1. .As shown in Fig. 1, using 

15 the web page 100 a customer enters either a system service tag or express 

service code in a field 102 and then selects a button 104 labeled "Submit" to 

submit the information to the vendor. 

Therefore, what is needed is a means for automatically identifying 

build-to-order customers when they connect back to a vendor via the 

20 worldwide web. No known system combines the task of connecting to the 

vendor and automatically providing identifying information. 

Summary 

One embodiment, accordingly, provides browser software loaded on a 

customer's system during a factory pre-install process that includes the 

25 customer's identification number in a universal resource locator pre­

installed on the system hard drive. To this end, a computer system includes 

browser software provided on a hard drive in a customer system. The 

HTML content that is pre-installed on the hard drive by a vendor jn.cludes 
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identifying information so that when the customer contacts the vendor via 

the worldWide web, the customer· and system are automatically identified to 

the vendor. 

A principal advantage of this embodiment is that when the customer 

5 contacts the vendor, the customer does not have to locate the system's serial 

number or other necessary identifying information and possibly enter the 

information incorrectly on a form on a web page. The automatic 

identification of the customer and system to the vendor enables the vendor 

to provide the customer with information regarding the customer's specific 

10 system or the business segment that the customer services. 

15 

20 

Brief Description of the Drawings 

Fig. 1 illustrates a web page of a vendor website for obtaining 

identifying information for a computer system. 

Fig. 2 is a block diagram of an exemplary personal computer system. 

Fig. 3 is a block diagram of an exemplary operation of a preferred 

embodiment. 

Figs. 4-7 illustrate various exemplary web pages of a vendor website 

embodying features of a preferred embodiment. 

Description of a Preferred Embodiment 

Fig. 1 illustrates a web page of a vendor website for obtai.n.i,n.g 

identifying information for a computer system, as described above. 

Fig. 2 is a system block diagram of a computer system 210 embodying 

features of a preferred embodiment. The computer system 210 includes a 

central processing unit ("CPU") 212, YO devices, such as a display, a 

25 keyboard, a mouse, and associated controllers, collectively designated by a 

reference numeral 214, a hard disk and drive 216 and other storage devices, 

such as a floppy disk and drive and memory devices, collectively designated 
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by a reference numeral 218, and various other subsystems, collectively 

designated by a reference numeral 220, all interconnected via one or more 

buses, shown collectively in Fig. 2 as a bus 222. 

Fig. 3 illustrates a factory installation process embodying features of 

5 a prefeITed embodiment. During installation of factory-installed software 

during manufacture of a computer system, such as the computer system 

210, it is known to install general HTML content with tokens ("general 

HTML content") 300 onto the system 210. In accordance with a preferred 

embodiment, the general HTML content 300 is provided to a token • 

10 substitution program 302 along with system and order information 304 

specific to the particular computer system being configured. The information 

304 typically includes system-specific information, i.e., an indication of 

hardware and software installed on the system, as well as system- and 

customer-specific information. The token substitution program 306 

15 combines the general HTML content 800 with the system/order information 

804 to generate system-specific content 308. 

In particular, the token substitution program 306 inserts certain 

identifying information, which in the illustrated embodiment includes a 

system service tag ("SNUM") and a company type identifier ("COMP.ANY") 

20 into a uniform resource locator ("URL") referred to as a "GET URL" 

provided within the general HTML content of the system 210. Specifically, 

assuming the system service tag is BGPlX. and the company type identifier 

is 26, the token substitution program 306 takes: 

http://mydell.us.dell.com/channel/start.asp?svctag=%SNUM%&company=%COMPANY% 

25 and generates the system specific content 308: 

http://mydell.us.dell.com/channel/start.asp?svctag=BGP1X&company=26 

An installer program 310 installs the system specific content 308 as 

part of the "Favorites" and "HTML Content" databases 312, 314, 
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respectively, preinstalled on the hard drive 216 of the customers system 

210. 

It will be recognized that the above-described installation procedures 

shown and described with reference to Fig. 8 will be performed whether the 

5 computer system 210 is an "off-the-shelf' or "build-to-order' system. 

Operation of the preferred embodiment described above will now be 

illustrated and described with reference to Figs. 4-7. 

Referring to Fig. 4, a web page 400 is displayed when a customer has 

taken the appropriate step{s), such as maldng a selection from a list' of 

l 0 "Favorites", or "Bookmarks", used interchangeably,: to access vendor service 

and support via the worldwide web. Selecting the phrase 

"TROUBLESHOOTING YOUR COMPUTER" 402 results in the display of a 

web page 500 illustrated in Fig. 5. Using the system specific content 308 

stored on the hard drive 216, the system service tag :field 502 and express 

15 service code field 504 are automatically respectively filled in with the · 

system service tag (in this case BGPlX) of the system 210, as well as an 

express service code corresponding to the system service tag (in this case, 

19254741). It should be noted that the preferred embodiment described 
herein enables presentation of the web page 100 (Fig. 1) to be bypassed, as 

20 the information normally entered by the customer using the web page 100 is 

automatically entered by the preferred embodiment herein described. 

Fig. 6 illustrates a web page 600 used by a customer to subscribe to 

updates provided by the vendor in connection with the customers particular 

system and/or user environment. Again, when this page 600 is accessed, 

25 the service tag of the customers system is automatically entered in a field 
602, which field is filled in automatically using the system specific content 

308. An appropriate one of several "user environment" radio buttons 608a-

608k is automatically :filled in using the "company" designation of the 

system specific content 308. In the example illustrated in Fig. 61 the field 
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604 contains "BGPlX" and a radio button designated "K-12 Education" 

608k, which corresponds to company type identifier 26, is automatically 

selected. The example shown in Fig. 6 illustrates again how the 

opportunity for a customer to make an error in entering identifying 

5 information, in this case, service tag and user environment, is eliminated by 

the automatic provision of this information to the vendors website. 

Fig. 7 illustrates yet another use of the preferred embodiment 

described herein for automatically providing identifying information for a 

computer; in this case, the information is provided for the benefit ofa 

10 customer who has decided to contact the vendor viEi telephone, rather than 

the worldwide web. As shown in Fig. 7, a web page 700 provides 

information to a customer on contacting the vendor via telephone. In a :first 

of a series of instructions, the customer.is advised to be prepared to provide 

the vendor with the system service express code and/or service tag number, 

15 both of which are provided on the page 700 so that the customer does not 

need to locate that information on his or her system. 

As a result, one embodiment provides a method of providing a 

computer system with a built-in automatic custom identifier for use in 

identifying the computer system to a vendor website. General HTML 

20 content with tokens for the computer system is provided to a token 

substitution program. System and order information specific to the 

computer system is provided to the token substitution program. The token 

substitution program combines the general HTML content with the system 

and order information to generate system-specific content. The 

25 system-specific content is installed on a hard drive of the computer system. 

Another embodiment provides a computer system including a 

processor, a memory, and at least one storage. The computer system 

further includes system-specific content stored in the storage. The 

system-specific content includes a built-in automatic customer identifier for 
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identifying the computer system to a vendor website when the computer 

system is connected thereto. 

As it can be seen, the principal advantages of these embodiments are 

that when the ~tomer contacts the vendor, the customer does not have to 
5 locate the system's serial number or other necessary identifying information 

and possibly enter the information incoITectly on a form on a web page. 

The automatic identification of the customer and system to the vendor 

enables the vendor to provide the customer with information regarding the 
customer's specific system or the business segment that the customer 

10 services. The customer is not required to remember or locate the 
identifying information for his or her system, as that identifying 

information is automatically provided to the vendor without customer 

involvement. Because the customer is not required to type in the necessary 
identifying information, the risk that eITors will be introduced into the 

15 information· due to typographical eITors is effectively eliminated. Also, the 
customer is not required to read and understand a written explanation of 
how to find and enter the necessary identifying information, thereby 
accelerating the process of providing such information to the vendor. 

It will be recognized that the automatic provision of the identifying 
20 information accomplished by the embodiment described herein enables the 

vendor website automatically to display on a web page thereof information 
specific to the computer system 210, including, but not limited to, .. a Ii§~ of 
hardware ~d software components available for repairing or upgrading the 
computer system and troubleshooting instructions for enabling the customer 

.25 to determine, and potentially fix, a problem with the computer system. 
Although an illustrative embodiment has been shown and described, 

other modifications, changes, and substitutions are intended in the 
foregoing disclosure. Accordingly, it is appropriate that the appended 
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claims be construed broadly and in a manner consistent with the scope of 

the disclosure. 
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Claims 

What is claimed is: 

1. A method of providing a computer system with a built-in automatic 

customer identifier for use in identifying the computer system to a vendor 

website, the method comprising: 

providing general HTML content with tokens for said computer 

system to a token substitution program; 

providing system and order information specific to said compu'ter 

system to said token substitution program; 

said token substitution program combining said general HTML 

content with said system and order information to generate system-specific 

content; 

installing said system-specific content on a hard drive of said 

computer system. 

2. The method of claim 1 wherein said system-specific content comprises., 

a GET URL. 

3. The method of claim 1 wherein said system and order information 

comprises a system identifier for said computer system. 

4. The method of claim 1 wherein said system-specific content is stored 

2 in a bookmarks database of said hard drive. 

1 5. The method of claim 1 wherein said system-specific content is stored 

2 in a HTML content database of said hard drive. 
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1 6. The method of claim 3 wherein, upon connection of said computer 

2 system to said vendor website, said system identifier includes a service tag 

3 automatically inserted in at least one appropriate field of a page of said 

4 vendor website. 

1 7. The method of claim 3 wherein, upon connection of said computer 

2 system to said vendor website, said customer type identifier is automatically 

8 provided to said vendor website for enabling selection of a customer 

4 environment to be made and displayed on a web page of said vendor· 

5 website. 

1 8. The method of claim 1 wherein, upon connection of said computer 

2 system to said vendor website, said system-specific content is automatically 

3 provided to said vendor website and enables said vendor website to display 

4 on a web page of said vendor website information specific to said computer 

5 system. 

1 9. The method of claim 8 wherein said information specific to said 

2 computer system comprises a list of available hardware components. 

1 10. The method of claim 8 wherein said information specific to said 

2 computer system comprises .troubleshooting instructions. 

1 11. The method of claim 8 wherein said information specific to said 

2 computer system comprises a list of available software components. 
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1 12. A system for providing a computer with a built-in automatic customer 

2 identifier for use in identifying the computer to a vendor website, the 

3 system comprising: 

4 means for providing general HTML content with tokens for said 

5 computer to a token substitution program; 

6 means for proViding system and order information specific to said 

7 computer to said token substitution program, said token substitution 

8 program combining said general HTML content with said system and order 

9 information to generate computer-specific content; 

10 means for installing said computer-specific content on a bard drive of 

11 said computer. 

1 13. The system of claim 12 wherein said computer-specific content 

2 comprises a GET URL. 

1 14. The system of claim 12 wherein said system and order information 

2 comprises a system identifier for said computer. 

1 15. The system of claim 12 wherein said computer-specific content is 

2 stored in a favorites database of said hard drive. 

1 16. The system of claim 12 wherein said computer-specific content.is 

2 stored in a HT.ML content database of said hard drive. 

1 17. The system of claim 14 wherein, upon connection of said computer to 

2 said vendor website, said system identifier includes a service tag 

8 automatically inserted· in at least one appropriate field of a page of said 

4 vendor website. 
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1 18. The system of claim 14 wherein, upon connection of said computer to 

2 said vendor website, said customer type identifier is automatically provided 

3 to said vendor website for enabling selection of a customer environment to 

4 be made and displayed on a web page of said vendor website. 

1 19. The system of claim 1 wherein, upon connection of said computer to 

2 said vendor website, said computer-specific content is automatically 

3 provided to said vendor website and enables said vendor website to display 

4 on a web page of said vendor.website information specific to said computer. 

1 20. The system of claim 19 wherein said information specific to said 

2 computer comprises a list of available hardware components. 

1 21. The system of claim 19 wherein said information specific to said 

2 computer comprises troubleshooting instructions. 

1 22. The system of claiin 19 wherein said information specific to said 

2 computer comprises a list of available software components. 

1 23. A computer system comprising a processor, a memory device, and at 

2 least one storage device, the computer system further comprising system-

s specific content stored in said at least Qne storage device, wherein_.saig 

4 system-specific content comprises a built-in automatic cu8tomer identifier 

5 for identifying the computer system to a vendor website when said computer 

6 ~!st~~ is connected thereto . 
• 

1 24. The computer system of claim 23 wherein said system-specific content 

2 comprises a GET URL. 
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1 25. The computer system of claim 23 wherein said system and order 

2 information comprises a system identifier for said computer system. 

1 26. The computer system of claim 23 wherein said system-specific content 

2 is stored in a favorites database of said at least one storage device. 

1 27. The computer system of claim 28 wherein said system-specific content 

2 is stored in a HTML content database of said at least one storage device. 

1 28. The computer system of claim 25 wherein, upon connection of said 

2 computer system to said vendor website, said system identifier includes a 

3 service tag automatically inserted in at least one appropriate field of a page 

4 of said vendor website. 

1 29. The computer system of claim 25 wherein, upon connection of said 

2 computer system to said vendor website, said customer type identifier is 

3 automatically provided to said vendor website for enabling selection of a 

4 customer environment to be made and displayed on a web page of said 

5 vendor website. 

1 SO. The computer system of claim 23 wherein, upon connection of said 

2 computer system to said vendor website, said system-specific cont~nt i~ 

3 automatically provided to said vendor website and enables said vendor 

4 website to display on a web page of said vendor website information specific 

5 to said computer system. 
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1 31. The computer system of claim 30 wherein said in.formation specific to 

2 said computer system is selected from the group consisting of a list of 

3 available hardware components, troubleshooting instructions, and a list of 

4 available software components. 

1 32. . The computer system of claim 23 wherein said at least one storage 

2 device is a hard drive. 
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