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PLACING IN A MARKETPLACE WITH A
MERCHANT A MODULAR APPARATUS WITH A
UNITARY APPEARANCE, THE APPARATUS
CONFIGURED TO ADVERTISE THE FOOD,
STORE THE FOOD, DISPLAY AT LEAST A
PORTION OF THE FOOD, AND PREPARE THE
FOOD

1420 —

CHARGING NO SEPARATE FEE TO THE
MERCHANT FOR THE USE OF THE
APPARATUS

1430

SELLING FOOD TO THE MERCHANT FOR
RESALE TO A CONSUMER

1440 — !

THE MERCHANT COLLECTING THE PRICE FOR
THE FOOD FROM THE CONSUMER AT A
RETAIL CHECKOUT COUNTER

FIG. 12
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SELECTING A FOOD ITEM FROM A FOOD
STORAGE UNIT OF THE CUSTOMER-
ENGAGING FOOD MERCHANDISING MODULE

1620 Y
INSERTING THE SELECTED FOOD ITEM IN THE
FOOD PREPARATION UNIT OF THE
CUSTOMER- ENGAGING FOOD
MERCHANDISING MODULE

1630 ™
A
INDICATING THE FOOD ITEM SELECTED TO A
FOOD PREPARATION UNIT OF THE
CUSTOMER- ENGAGING FOOD
MERCHANDISING MODULE

1640 — ‘

INITIATING PREPARATION OF THE INSERTED
SELECTED FOOD ITEM

1650 —

REMOVING THE SELECTED FOOD ITEM FROM
THE FOOD PREPARATION UNIT OF THE
CUSTOMER- ENGAGING FOOD
MERCHANDISING MODULE AFTER
PREPARATION

A

EXCHANGE MONEY FOR THE FOOD

FIG. 13



US 6,777,654 B1

1

CUSTOMER-ENGAGING FOOD
MERCHANDISING MODULE

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Technical Field

This invention generally relates to a retail food merchan-
dising apparatus and method. This invention more specifi-
cally relates to self-service frozen food merchandising.

2. Background Art

Following the rise to prominence of “convenience stores”
as suburban marketplaces, attempts have been made to
improve the merchandising of frozen food to convenience
store customers. The original baseline method is simply to
display frozen food in a freezer case for the consumer to
purchase, take home, and prepare. An improvement in this
method was to provide a microwave oven on the conve-
nience store premises to allow heating of the various frozen
foods offered. The amount of time and the proper power
setting for each of the many frozen foods offered, despite
conventionally being printed on the food packaging, is
sometimes difficult to determine for a particular microwave
oven, requiring some disappointing experiments by the
consumer.

Aseparate problem in convenience store merchandising is
the problem of penetration for non-franchise producers.
Most convenience stores are franchises, so the floor layout
of the merchandising displays and the contents of those
displays is largely predetermined. In order to have a new
product marketed in the convenience store, it may have to
displace a product in a carefully calculated merchandising
scheme. This may be a very difficult obstacle for an outside
producer to overcome. Even when that obstacle is overcome,
additional problems face an outside producer of a new
product before it may be profitably added to the convenience
store’s merchandising scheme. Adding a product may
require modifying the store floor plan or utility outlets. This
is a substantial obstacle to acceptance of a new product by
the store management. An example of this problem is an
earlier attempt by the inventor to market frozen food through
convenience stores. U.S. Pat. No. D438,403 S to Greenburg
(Mar. 6, 2001) shows the outward configuration of a mer-
chandise display case for frozen food. Some devices of this
design, in operation, required three separate electrical outlets
and would not run on standard 12 amp/120 volt lines.
Necessary modifications to accommodating utility outlets in
convenience stores were an obstacle to market penetration
and profitability.

It would be advantageous to the art to have an apparatus
and method for easily penetrating convenience store markets
with frozen food displays. The method and apparatus should
minimize the costs and disruptions of previous systems
while maximizing the convenience of purchasing to the
consumer.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

Accordingly, an apparatus and method are disclosed for
penetrating convenience store frozen food markets with a
customer-engaging frozen food display. The customer-
engaging food merchandising module comprises three units:
a food storage and display unit releasably attached to a food
preparation and display unit, and a shell unit releasably
attached to at least one of the other two units. One embodi-
ment of the apparatus comprises: a glass-door freezer for
storing and displaying at least one frozen food, a microwave
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oven attached to the freezer, and a shell attached to the
freezer. Embodiments of the shell are configured to have
widths co-extensive with the width of the base and adver-
tising and instructional graphics placed thereon to give the
modular apparatus a unitary appearance. The microwave
oven has one or more pre-programmed buttons correspond-
ing to each of the foods displayed in the freezer, each button
activating the microwave oven to correctly heat a corre-
sponding frozen food. The shell may extend above the
freezer/microwave combination. The apparatus may be
completely assembled in a factory and shipped ready-to-use.
Maintenance may be by replacement of defective units,
rather than the entire apparatus. The entire apparatus plugs
into one ordinary wall outlet for electrical power. The
invention also extends to non-frozen foods and preparation
methods other than just heating.

The foregoing and other features and advantages of the
present invention will be apparent from the following more
detailed description of the particular embodiments of the
invention, as illustrated in the accompanying drawings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 illustrates a first embodiment of a customer-
engaging food merchandising module;

FIG. 2 illustrates a second embodiment of a customer-
engaging food merchandising module;

FIG. 3 is a side view of an embodiment of a customer-
engaging food merchandising module;

FIG. 4 illustrates an embodiment of a customer-engaging
food merchandising module with foot connectors;

FIG. 5 illustrates an embodiment of a customer-engaging
food merchandising module with rail connectors;

FIG. 6 illustrates an embodiment of a customer-engaging
food merchandising module with details of heating unit
controls;

FIG. 7 illustrates exemplary embodiments of a plurality of
customer-engaging food merchandising modules arranged
side-by-side on a counter-top;

FIG. 8 illustrates an embodiment of a customer-engaging
food merchandising module with a side-attached plurality of
food preparation units and side-attached shell;

FIG. 9 is a rear perspective view of an embodiment of a
customer-engaging food merchandising module having a
recessed area for the power distribution unit and related
power cords.

FIG. 10 is perspective view of a food storage unit of an
embodiment of the customer-engaging food merchandising
module with brackets attached to the top of the food storage
unit receiving edges of a shell;

FIG. 11 is a flow diagram of a method of marketing frozen
food using embodiments of the customer-engaging food
merchandising module of the present invention;

FIG. 12 is a flow diagram of a method of marketing frozen
food through a merchant; and

FIG. 13 is a flow diagram of a method of using embodi-
ments of the customer-engaging food merchandising mod-
ule of the present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF EMBODIMENTS
OF THE INVENTION

As discussed above, embodiments of the present inven-
tion relate to a customer-engaging food merchandising mod-
ule.

FIG. 1 illustrates an embodiment of a customer-engaging
food merchandising module 100 comprising a food storage
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unit 102 for storing food, having a customer-operable door
108 with at least one window 110 for displaying the stored
food, a food preparation unit 104 for changing the stored
food from a stored condition to a ready-to-eat condition, and
a removable shell 106 adapted to display advertising. For
example, the food storage and display unit 102 may be a
freezer 102 with a glass 110 door 108, the food preparation
unit 104 may be a microwave oven 104, and the shell 106
may be constructed of foam board of the type used for
poster-backing. The shell may be sized and shaped to give
the customer-engaging food merchandising module 100 a
frontal appearance of substantially uniform width (see FIG.
2) and particular embodiments of the invention may further
include a substantially uniform depth (see FIG. 3). The food
preparation unit 104 is customer-operable and may have a
control panel 105. The food preparation unit 104 may also
display the food in preparation, i.e., through a window.

In a particular embodiment, the food storage and display
device 102 may be a refrigerator. In another particular
embodiment, the food storage and display device 102 may
be a vegetable bin, such as a potato bin. In yet another
particular embodiment, the food preparation unit 104 may
be a toaster oven. In still yet another particular embodiment,
the food preparation unit 104 may be a steamer. Most
embodiments will be vertically stacked, as shown, but some
embodiments may be horizontally or otherwise arranged
(see FIG. 8).

For example, a food storage and display unit 104 may be
placed on a shelf beside a food preparation unit 104 having
a shell 106 over it. Embodiments of the apparatus are
configured compactly to make thrifty use of available retail
space, whether on a floor, counter top, or shelf. Particular
embodiments may include more than one food preparation
unit 104. All the food preparation units 104 may be of the
same type to serve customers faster, or may be of different
types for different preparations. For example, thin crust
pizza may be prepared in a toaster oven 700 (FIG. 7), while
thick crust (i.e., french bread) pizza is prepared in a micro-
wave oven 104, both foods being stored in the same food
storage unit 102. In another particular embodiment, a plu-
rality of food preparation units 104 are aligned beside the
food storage unit 102 and attached to the food storage unit
102 and to each other (see FIG. 8). The customer-engaging
food merchandising module 100 is preferably manufactured
to operate using one standard electrical wall outlet, such as
a twelve ampere, 120-volt outlet, and has a power cord 101
for that purpose. Different countries may have different
power standards to which the present invention may be
readily adapted by one of ordinary skill in the art.

The shell may be open at the top to vent any heat or
exhaust from the food preparation unit 104. In some
embodiments, the shell 106 may be shaped to direct the
appetizing aroma of the food being prepared towards the
customer using the customer-engaging food merchandising
module 100. In a variation of these embodiments, the shell
106 is shaped to direct the appetizing aroma to potential
customers not yet attracted to the customer-engaging food
merchandising module 100. The shaping of the shell may
comprise vents 109. The shell 106 may be configured to
adjustably direct such aromas, so that the direction of
potential customers may be determined and exploited
uniquely in each marketplace.

The customer-engaging food merchandising module 100
may be sized to sit on a counter top 710 (FIG. 7) or other
surface, usually at a height at least 24 inches above the floor.
It is preferred that embodiments with microwave ovens 104
be elevated to a point that keeps the control panel 105 out of
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reach of small children. The surface may be fixed or mobile.
In an exemplary alternate embodiment, the customer-
engaging food merchandising module 100 may be adapted
to a cart for portable or stationary food sales at fairs, ball
games, and the like. The cart may have an electrical
generator, photo voltaic array, or may use locally available
electrical power.

FIG. 2 illustrates another embodiment of a customer-
engaging food merchandising module 200 which includes a
plurality of buttons 202 on control panel 105. The food
preparation unit 104 may be adapted to prepare a variety of
stored foods. Rather than require the customer to experiment
with food preparation timing, pre-programmed preparation
times are associated with individual control buttons 202, as
are known in the art of microwave ovens 104, and the
customer may select the button 202 appropriate to the food
selected from storage for preparation. Distinct from conven-
tional microwave ovens, which include generic pre-
programmed preparation times associated with control but-
tons for general food categories, the pre-programmed
preparation times associated with the individual control
buttons 202 of the present invention are programmed to
correspond specifically to the proper cook time of a specific
food stored in the food storage unit 102 (see also FIG. 6 and
related discussion). In this way, a particular food product
stored in the food storage unit 102 at a particular known
temperature may be placed in the food preparation unit 104
and heated to a correct temperature for consumption with the
push of a single button. No experimentation or guessing is
required by the customer, and there is a significantly greater
likelihood that the food product will be cooked perfectly
every time. The pre-programmed cook times may, for
example, account for the ingredients of the specific corre-
sponding food item, the size of the food item, the tempera-
ture at which the food item is stored, and the heating power
of the food preparation unit. The pre-programmed control
buttons may further include wait times or different power
settings for portions of a heating cycle to optimally heat the
corresponding food product. Such programming may also be
extended to toaster ovens and steamers and similarly asso-
ciate a pre-programmed control button with a corresponding
food stored in the storage unit. The food preparation unit 104
may have a window 107 for viewing the food during
preparation.

In an alternate embodiment, the control panel 105 may be
a touch-sensitive computer screen, possibly integrated into
the food preparation unit 140 and may display a menu of
different types of food to be prepared. The consumer may
select from the menu a preparation appropriate to the food
selected. The invention contemplates any means by which
the consumer may specify what food is to be prepared. For
example, a bar code reader may be adapted to read a UPC
code from a package in which a food item is stored and to
transmit that code to an oven 104 controller responsive to the
code to load the proper preparation program. In some
embodiments which automatically recognize the food item
to be heated or only include a single food product in the food
storage unit 102, after the consumer puts the food item in the
food preparation unit 104, the consumer need only push a
“start” button to initiate the loaded preparation program. For
another example, voice-responsive input devices may be
used in place of or as an alternative in addition to buttons
202.

FIG. 3 is a side view of an embodiment of a customer-
engaging food merchandising module 200. The straight back
of the display 200 economizes on counter space by not
requiring a stand off from the wall even with the electrical















