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Fig.10
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INFORMATION PROVIDING APPARATUS,
INFORMATION PROVIDING METHOD,
INFORMATION PROVIDING PROGRAM,
AND COMPUTER-READABLE RECORDING
MEDIUM HAVING INFORMATION
PROVIDING PROGRAM RECORDED
THEREIN

TECHNICAL FIELD

[0001] One embodiment of the present invention relates to
an information providing apparatus, an information provid-
ing method, an information providing program, and a com-
puter-readable recording medium having the information
providing program recorded therein.

BACKGROUND ART

[0002] Systems for recommending various recommended
objects to others through Web sites are known. For example,
Patent Literature 1 describes a sales promotion system for
facilitating sales promotion of products by introduction. In
this sales promotion system, an introducer who has purchased
products using a mobile terminal selects a product desired to
be recommended to others from the products for which the
payment is done, and a recommendation advertising ID of the
selected product is provided to a person to whom introduction
is made. Further, Patent Literature 2 describes a membership
management system that introduces others to become a mem-
ber using a mobile terminal. In this membership management
system, when a first mobile terminal notifies the email
address of a second mobile terminal to a server, the server
notifies the URL of an application to be downloaded when
becoming a member to the second terminal by email.

CITATION LIST

Patent Literature

[0003] PTL 1: JP 2008-234436 A
[0004] PTL 2: JP 2009-237894 A
SUMMARY OF INVENTION
Technical Problem
[0005] However, simply recommending a recommended

object to others results in difficulty to raise the other person’s
interest in the recommended object. This means, from the
recommender’s point of view, that the recommendation made
does not affect the other person, and the recommender cannot
receive satisfaction. Accordingly, it is demanded to increase
the satisfaction level of a user who recommends a recom-
mended object to others.

Solution to Problem

[0006] An information providing apparatus according to
one aspect of the invention includes a first acquisition unit that
acquires recommendation information indicating that a first
user recommends a specified recommended object to a plu-
rality of second users from a terminal of the first user, a first
generation unit that generates a recommendation email for
recommending the recommended object to the plurality of
second users based on the recommendation information, a
first sending unit that sends the recommendation email to the
plurality of second users, a second acquisition unit that, when

Mar. 28, 2013

one of the plurality of second users applies for the recom-
mended object indicated in the recommendation email and
becomes an applicant for the recommended object, acquires
application information indicating an application for the rec-
ommended object from a terminal of the applicant, a second
generation unit that generates an application email containing
the application information, and a second sending unit that
sends the application email to the second users other than the
applicant.

[0007] An information providing method according to one
aspect of the invention is an information providing method
executed by an information providing apparatus, which
includes a first acquisition step of acquiring recommendation
information indicating that a first user recommends a speci-
fied recommended object to a plurality of second users from
aterminal of the first user, a first generation step of generating
a recommendation email for recommending the recom-
mended object to the plurality of second users based on the
recommendation information, a first sending step of sending
the recommendation email to the plurality of second users, a
second acquisition step of, when one of the plurality of sec-
ond users applies for the recommended object indicated in the
recommendation email and becomes an applicant for the
recommended object, acquiring application information indi-
cating an application for the recommended object from a
terminal of the applicant, a second generation step of gener-
ating an application email containing the application infor-
mation, and a second sending step of sending the application
email to the second users other than the applicant.

[0008] Aninformation providing program according to one
aspect of the invention causes a computer to implement a first
acquisition unit that acquires recommendation information
indicating that a first user recommends a specified recom-
mended object to a plurality of second users from a terminal
of'the first user, a first generation unit that generates a recom-
mendation email for recommending the recommended object
to the plurality of second users based on the recommendation
information, a first sending unit that sends the recommenda-
tion email to the plurality of second users, a second acquisi-
tion unit that, when one of the plurality of second users
applies for the recommended object indicated in the recom-
mendation email and becomes an applicant for the recom-
mended object, acquires application information indicating
an application for the recommended object from a terminal of
the applicant, a second generation unit that generates an
application email containing the application information, and
a second sending unit that sends the application email to the
second users other than the applicant.

[0009] A computer-readable recording medium according
to one aspect of the invention has an information providing
program recorded therein, the program causing a computer to
implement a first acquisition unit that acquires recommenda-
tion information indicating that a first user recommends a
specified recommended object to a plurality of second users
from a terminal of the first user, a first generation unit that
generates a recommendation email for recommending the
recommended object to the plurality of second users based on
the recommendation information, a first sending unit that
sends the recommendation email to the plurality of second
users, a second acquisition unit that, when one of the plurality
of'second users applies for the recommended object indicated
in the recommendation email and becomes an applicant for
the recommended object, acquires application information
indicating an application for the recommended object from a
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terminal of the applicant, a second generation unit that gen-
erates an application email containing the application infor-
mation, and a second sending unit that sends the application
email to the second users other than the applicant.

[0010] In the above aspects, when any one of the plurality
of users who have received the recommendation email
applies for the recommended object indicated in the recom-
mendation email, the application email indicating the appli-
cation is generated and sent to the second users other than the
applicant. In this manner, by showing the fact that someone
has actually applied for the recommended object to the sec-
ond users who have not yet applied for the recommended
object, it is expected that an intention to apply for the recom-
mended object occurs to the second users. If the other second
users apply for the recommended object in response to the
application email, it is expected that the satisfaction level of
the first user as the recommender increases.

[0011] The information providing apparatus according to
another aspect further may include a selection unit that selects
a plurality of candidates for the second users by reference to
a first storage unit that stores recommendation data associat-
ing the first user and the second users, and transmits candidate
information indicating the selected plurality of candidates to
the terminal of the first user, and the first acquisition unit may
acquire the recommendation information indicating the plu-
rality of second users specified from the candidates indicated
by the candidate information in the terminal of the first user.
In this case, because candidates for the second users are
presented to the first user, the first user can easily select the
second users.

[0012] Intheinformation providing apparatus according to
yet another aspect, the recommendation data may contain
sent date and time of the recommendation email which has
been recently sent to the second users as attribute information
of the second users, and the selection unit may select the
plurality of candidates in descending order of the sent date
and time. In this manner, by preferentially presenting the
second users to whom the recommendation email has been
recently sent as candidates to the first user, the first user can
easily select those who are expected to apply for the recom-
mended object.

[0013] Intheinformation providing apparatus according to
yet another aspect, the recommendation data may contain a
sent date and time of the recommendation email which has
been recently sent to the second users, a recommended object
indicated in the recommendation email, and applied date and
time for the recommended object as attribute information of
the second users, and the selection unit may select the plural-
ity of candidates in order of time from the sent date and time
to the applied date and time, from shortest to longest. In this
manner, by preferentially presenting the second users who
have applied for the recommended object in quick response to
the recommendation email as candidates to the first user, the
first user can easily select those who are expected to apply for
the recommended object.

[0014] Inthe information providing apparatus according to
yet another aspect, the recommendation data may contain the
number of recommendation emails sent to the second users as
attribute information of the second users, and the selection
unit may select the plurality of candidates in descending order
of the number of recommendation emails. In this manner, by
preferentially presenting the second users who have received
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many recommendation emails as candidates to the first user,
the first user can easily select those who are expected to apply
for the recommended object.

[0015] Inthe information providing apparatus according to
yet another aspect, the recommendation data may contain a
category of a recommended object corresponding to an inter-
est of the second users as attribute information of the second
users, and the selection unit may select the plurality of can-
didates in order of degree of coincidence between a category
of'a recommended object recommended by the first user and
a category of a recommended object indicated by the recom-
mendation data, from highest to lowest. In this manner, by
preferentially presenting the second users who have an inter-
est with a high degree of coincidence with the category of the
recommended object as candidates to the first user, the first
user can easily select those who are expected to apply for the
recommended object.

[0016] Inthe information providing apparatus according to
yet another aspect, the selection unit may refer to a second
storage unit that stores relationship data indicating a relation-
ship between users represented by a directed graph and
specify the second users in a two-way friend relationship with
the first user, the second users in a one-way friend relationship
to the first user and the second users in a one-way friend
relationship from the first user as a first group, a second group
and a third group, respectively, and select the plurality of
candidates in order of the first group, the second group and the
third group. In this manner, by determining candidates for the
second users based on the strength or direction of a friend
relationship, the first user can easily select those who are
expected to apply for the recommended object.

[0017] Inthe information providing apparatus according to
yet another aspect, the selection unit may refer to a third
storage unit that stores a sent history indicating sent date and
time of a recommendation email is sent and a recommended
object indicated in the recommendation email and a fourth
storage unit that stores an application history indicating rec-
ommended objects applied by the second users and applied
date and time, and select the plurality of candidates in order of
difference between the sent date and time and the applied date
and time, from smallest to largest, corresponding to other
recommended objects in the same category as the recom-
mended object indicated in the recommendation email gen-
erated by the first generation unit. In this manner, by prefer-
entially presenting the second users who have applied for the
recommended object in quick response to the recommenda-
tion email as candidates to the first user, the first user can
easily select those who are expected to apply for the recom-
mended object.

[0018] Inthe information providing apparatus according to
yet another aspect, the selection unit may refer to a fifth
storage unit that stores a viewing history indicating recom-
mended objects viewed by the second users and viewed date
and time, and select the plurality of candidates in order of the
number of views of other recommended objects in the same
category as the recommended object indicated in the recom-
mendation email generated by the first generation unit. In this
manner, by preferentially presenting the second users who
have often viewed other recommended objects in the same
category as the recommended object indicated in the recom-
mendation email as candidates to the first user, the first user
can easily select those who are expected to apply for the
recommended object.



US 2013/0080549 Al

[0019] Intheinformation providing apparatus according to
yet another aspect, the selection unit may refer to a sixth
storage unit that stores an application history indicating rec-
ommended objects applied by the second users and applied
date and time, and select the plurality of candidates in order of
the number of applications for other recommended objects in
the same category as the recommended object indicated in the
recommendation email generated by the first generation unit.
In this manner, by preferentially presenting the second users
who have often applied for other recommended objects in the
same category as the recommended object indicated in the
recommendation email as candidates to the first user, the first
user can easily select those who are expected to apply for the
recommended object.

[0020] Intheinformation providing apparatus according to
yet another aspect, the recommended object may be a prod-
uct, and the application for the recommended object may be
an application for purchase of a product.

Advantageous Effects of Invention

[0021] According to one aspect of the present invention, it
is possible to increase the satisfaction level of a user who
recommends a recommended object to others.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF DRAWINGS

[0022] FIG.1isadiagram showing anoverall configuration
of an information providing system according to an embodi-
ment.

[0023] FIG. 2 is a diagram showing an example of a user
relationship database shown in FIG. 1.

[0024] FIG.3 is a diagram showing an example of a user ID
translation table shown in FIG. 1.

[0025] FIG. 4 is a diagram showing a concept of recom-
mendation of a product in an embodiment;

[0026] FIG. 5 is a diagram showing a hardware configura-
tion of a server shown in FIG. 1.

[0027] FIG. 6 is a block diagram showing a functional
configuration of the server shown in FIG. 1.

[0028] FIG. 7 is a diagram showing an example of a rec-
ommendation history.

[0029] FIG. 8 is a diagram showing an example of a sales
page.
[0030] FIG. 9 is a diagram showing an example of an

authentication page.

[0031] FIG. 10 is a diagram showing an example of a rec-
ommendation email send page.

[0032] FIG.11 is a sequence chart showing an operation of
the information providing system shown in FIG. 1.

[0033] FIG.12 is a sequence chart showing an operation of
the information providing system shown in FIG. 1.

[0034] FIG.13 is a sequence chart showing an operation of
the information providing system shown in FIG. 1.

[0035] FIG. 14 is a sequence chart showing an operation of
the information providing system shown in FIG. 1.

DESCRIPTION OF EMBODIMENTS

[0036] An embodiments of the present invention is
described hereinafter in detail with reference to the appended
drawings. In the description of the drawings, the same or
equivalent elements are denoted by the same reference sym-
bols, and the redundant explanation thereof is omitted.
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[0037] FIG. 1 is a diagram showing a configuration of an
information providing system 1 according to an embodiment.
The information providing system 1 includes a server 11,
Internet 12, a client 13, clients 14, a user relationship database
15 (second storage unit), and a user ID translation table 16.
The server 11 is connected with the clients 13 and 14, the user
relationship database 15 and the user ID translation table 16
through the Internet and can thereby communicate in two way
with the clients 13 and 14, the user relationship database 15
and the user 1D translation table 16.

[0038] The server 11 is an information providing apparatus
that provides a Web page for selling products to the client 13
or the clients 14 and receives an application for purchase of a
product from the client 13 or the clients 14. In other words, the
server 11 provides an online shopping site to users. Note that
the product may be a tangible item or an intangible item such
as a service. The server 11 may be a dedicated server, a
personal computer, a virtual server, or a system combining
those.

[0039] The Internet 12 is an example of a communication
network. The Internet 12 is a wired or wireless public network
or private network, LAN (Local Area Network), WAN (Wide
Area Network) or the like.

[0040] Theclients 13 and 14 are terminals with browser and
email functions. The clients 13 and 14 acquire a Web page
from the server 11 according to user operation and display the
page on the browser. Further, the clients 13 and 14 receive
emails sent from the server 11. Examples of the clients 13 and
14 include a personal computer, a cellular phone and the like,
though the types of the clients 13 and 14 are not limited
thereto.

[0041] The user relationship database 15 is a means of
storing relationship data indicating a relationship between
users. In this embodiment, the user relationship database 15 is
placed within a computer system that controls a social net-
working service (SNS) and resides separately from the server
11. However, a place to put this database is not particularly
limited, and the server 11 may include the user relationship
database 15, for example.

[0042] As shown in FIG. 2, the relationship data is data in
which the user ID of one user and the ID (friend ID) of a user
who is a friend of the user in SNS are associated with each
other. The data of the first to third rows of FIG. 2 shows that
a user identified by the user ID “001” has a two-way friend
relationship with two users identified by the user IDs “002”
and “003”. The friend relationship, however, may be one way.
For example, in the case where the data of the second and
third rows of FIG. 2 does not exist, although the user identi-
fied by the user ID “001” have a friend relationship with the
two users identified by the user IDs “002” and “003”, when
viewed from the two users, the user identified by the user ID
“001” is a stranger to them. In this manner, the relationship
data indicates a relationship between users represented by a
directed graph.

[0043] The user ID translation table 16 is means of storing
the correspondence of user IDs between systems. One user
does not always use one single user ID in common among a
plurality of systems, and the user uses different user IDs for
different systems in some cases. For example, there is a case
where a user ID managed by an online shopping site (the
server 11) and a user ID managed by SNS (the user relation-
ship database 15) are different. Because the user ID transla-
tion table 16 is used to compensate for such a difference in
user ID between systems, the user ID translation table 16 is
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not needed if the ID of each user is completely identical
between systems. A place to put the user ID translation table
16 is not particularly limited, and it may be included in the
server 11 or in the same system as the user relationship
database 15.

[0044] Data in the user ID translation table 16 is generated
by exchanging tokens in OAuth, which is an architecture for
delegation of approval information, between services. In the
example of FIG. 3, data in the first row indicates that a user
identified by the user ID “001” in the online shopping site (the
server 11) is registered with the user ID “1001” in SNS and
registered with the user ID “2001” in another service. Note
that, in some cases, the same user ID is assigned to a single
user between sites, like the user ID “1002” in the second row.

[0045] The server 11 will be described specifically. The
server 11 sends an email for recommending a product (rec-
ommendation email) to one or more users of the clients 14 in
response to an instruction from the client 13. Hereinafter, a
user (first user) of the client 13 who makes recommendation
for a product is referred to as a recommender, and users
(second users) of the clients 14 who receive recommendation
for a product is referred to as the other users. Note that, in
Japanese patent application No. 2010-123683 filed on May
31,2010, upon which the application is based and from which
the benefit of priority is claimed, the other user is referred as
“person to whom recommendation is made”. When the other
user who has received the recommendation email purchases a
product that is recommended (which is hereinafter referred to
also as “recommended product™) and becomes a purchaser of
the product, the server 11 sends an email indicating purchase
of'a product (purchase email) to the other users excluding the
purchaser. The purchaser is one type of an applicant, and the
purchase email is one type of an application email.

[0046] FIG. 4 is a diagram showing recommendation of a
product in the information providing system 1. In FIG. 4, A
indicates a recommender, and B, to B, indicate the other
users. In the information providing system 1, the recom-
mender A who desires to gain rewards for introduction rec-
ommends a product to the other users by sending a recom-
mendation email. The other users may be colleagues in the
recommender’s company, those who have the same interest as
the recommender, those who have become acquainted with
the recommender in off-line meeting, those who are regis-
tered in the same mailing list as the recommender and the like,
for example.

[0047] Theotherusers B, to B, do notknow one another in
some cases. The other users B, to B, do not know that the
recommendation email sent to them is also sent to the other
users in some cases. Accordingly, it is sometimes difficult to
prompt the other users to purchase the recommended product
simply by sending the recommendation email.

[0048] On the other hand, if, when the other user B,, for
example, purchases a product in response to the recommen-
dation email, a message like “I bought by recommendation!”
is sent as the purchase email from the other user B, to the
otherusers B, to B, 5, the other users B, to B, get to know that
another person has actually purchased the product. By the fact
that the product has been actually purchased, it is expected
that an intention to purchase the product occurs to the other
users B, to B,,. By promoting purchase of a product in this
manner, the recommender can attain the purpose of recom-
mendation to some extent and receive a certain degree of
satisfaction.
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[0049] FIG. 5 is a block diagram showing a hardware con-
figuration example of the server 11. In the server 11, a CPU
(Central Processing Unit) 31, ROM (Read Only Memory) 32
and RAM (Random Access Memory) 33 are connected to one
another through a bus 34. An input/output interface 35 is
further connected to the bus 34. To the input/output interface
35, aninputunit 36 such as akeyboard, mouse or microphone,
an output unit 37 such as a display or speaker, a storage unit
38 such as a hard disk or nonvolatile memory, a communica-
tion unit 39 such as a network interface, and a drive 40 that
drives a removable medium 41 such as a magnetic disk,
optical disk, magneto-optical disk or semiconductor memory
are connected.

[0050] Inthe server 11, the CPU 31 loads a program stored
in the storage unit 38 to the RAM 33 through the input/output
interface 35 and the bus 34 and executes the program, so that
processes described later are performed.

[0051] An information providing program that is executed
by the server 11 (CPU 31) is provided by being recorded in the
removable medium 41 such as a magnetic disk (including
flexible disk), optical disk (CD-ROM or DVD-ROM), mag-
neto-optical disk or semiconductor memory. Alternatively,
the information providing program is provided through a
wired or wireless transmission medium such as the Internet
12.

[0052] The information providing program may be
installed to a computer by, with the removable medium 41
attached to the drive 41, being stored into the storage medium
38 through the input/output interface 35. Further, the infor-
mation providing program may be installed to a computer by
being received by the communication unit 39 and stored into
the storage medium 38. Furthermore, the information provid-
ing program may be pre-installed to a computer.

[0053] FIG. 6 is a block diagram showing an example of a
functional configuration of the server 11. In the server 11, by
execution of the information providing program or the like, a
user database 61, a product database 62, a mailing list data-
base 63, a history database (first, third, fourth, fifth and sixth
storage units) 64, an initial data generation unit 65, a Web
server function (first acquisition unit, second acquisition unit)
66, a page generation unit 67, an authentication unit 68, a
sales processing unit 69, and a recommendation unit 70 are
implemented.

[0054] Theuser database 61 is a means of storing user data.
The user data contains a user ID, various user attributes
(name, nickname, address, telephone number, email address,
interest etc.), and a login password.

[0055] The product database 62 is a means of storing prod-
uctdata. The product data contains a product ID that identifies
aproduct and various product attributes (product name, prod-
uct image, product category, product manufacturer or sup-
plier name, manufacturer or supplier address, sales area or
supply area, URL (Uniform Resource Locator) of a Web page
selling a product, product price etc.)

[0056] The mailing list database 63 is a means of storing
mailing list data. The mailing list data contains a representa-
tive email address of the mailing list and email addresses of
one or more users contained in the mailing list.

[0057] Thehistory database 64 is a means of storing various
history data (viewing history, purchase history, recommenda-
tion history, and sent history).

[0058] Viewing history records contain a user ID, a product
1D viewed, and viewed date and time. Purchase history (ap-
plication history) records contain a user ID, a product ID
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purchased, and purchased date and time (applied date and
time). The viewing history is generated and stored by the Web
server function 66, which is described later, and the purchase
history is generated and stored by the sales processing unit 69,
which is described later.

[0059] The recommendation history (recommendation
data) is data in which a user ID (recommender 1D) that iden-
tifies a recommender and attribute information of one or more
other users are associated. The attribute information of each
of'the other users contains a user ID (the other person ID) that
identifies the other user, sent date and time of a recommen-
dation email (for example, the recent sent date and time), the
other user’s name (for example, nickname), a product ID of a
recommended product indicated in the recent recommenda-
tion email from the recommender, the product’s past pur-
chased record and purchased date and time (applied date and
time), the number of emails sent from the recommender in the
past, the other user’s interest, and a product category match-
ing the interest. Because the recommendation history is data
indicating whether the other user has purchased a product or
not, it can be regarded as an example of user information of
the other user.

[0060] FIG. 7 shows an example of the recommendation
history. In this example, the recommender ID is “001”, and
the other person IDs are “101” to “104”. This example tells
that a user K has recently purchased a recommended product
A, auser ] has not yet purchased the product A, and a recom-
mendation email for the product A has not been sent to a user
L. The category may be shown in a hierarchical manner such
as “CD/classical”. The item “category” may be eliminated
from the recommendation history.

[0061] The sent history is generated and recorded for each
of recommendation emails and purchase emails, which are
described later. Sent history records contain an email 1D that
identifies an email, a user ID and email address of a recom-
mender, user IDs and email addresses of one or more other
users, sent date and time of the email, and a product ID of a
recommended product indicated in the email.

[0062] The structure of each history data is not limited to
the above-described examples, and it may vary in many ways.
For example, email addresses of a recommender and the other
users may be contained in the recommendation history rather
than in the sent history.

[0063] The databases 61 to 64 may be built directly on a file
system provided by an operating system or built by a database
management system.

[0064] The initial data generation unit 65 is a means of
generating initial data of the recommendation history and
stores the generated data into the history database 64. The
initial data generation unit 65 newly generates a record of the
recommendation history by associating a plurality of users
with each other as a recommender and the other users by
reference to a database in which a relationship among users is
defined. The time to generate the initial data is arbitrary, and
the initial data generation unit 65 generates the initial data at
regular intervals or in response to an instruction from an
administrator of the server 11. There are various methods for
generating the initial data of the recommendation history as
described below.

[0065] The initial data generation unit 65 may generate the
initial data by reference to the user database 61 and the user
relationship database 15. In the case where a user ID in the
user database 61 and a user ID in the user relationship data-
base 15 are different from each other, the initial data genera-
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tion unit 65 translates the user ID in the user relationship
database 15 into the user ID in the user database 61 inadvance
by reference to the user ID translation table 16.

[0066] Theinitial data generation unit 65 sets one user ID in
the user database 61 as a recommender ID and reads another
user 1D corresponding to the user ID from the user relation-
ship database 15. When one or more other user IDs can be
acquired, the initial data generation unit 65 sets the user IDs
as the other person IDs. Next, the initial data generation unit
65 specifies the user name and interest of each of the other
users by reading the user data of each of the other users from
the user database 61. Then, the initial data generation unit 65
specifies the category of each of the other users. The initial
data generation unit 65 specifies the category by prompting
the other user to enter the category through a certain Web page
or extracting a product category corresponding to the interest
based on a prestored certain correspondence table.

[0067] After specifying the user IDs of the recommender
and the other users and the user name, interest and category of
each of the other users, the initial data generation unit 65
generates the initial data of the recommendation history using
those data and stores the initial data into the history database
64. The example of FIG. 7 is based on the assumption that the
initial data generation unit 65 reads the other person IDs
“1017, <102, “103” and “104” corresponding to the recom-
mender ID “001” from the user relationship database 15,
specifies the user name, interest and category of each of those
four other users, and generates four records related to the
recommender ID “001”.

[0068] The initial data generation unit 65 executes the
above-described initial data generation process for each of the
user IDs in the user database 61. In the case where the corre-
sponding other user 1D is not found in the user relationship
database 15, the initial data generation unit 65 ends the pro-
cess at this point, and therefore the recommendation history is
not always generated for all user IDs in the user database 61,
[0069] The initial data generation unit 65 may generate the
initial data of the recommendation history by reference to the
user database 61 and the mailing list database 63. The initial
data generation unit 65 sets a user ID corresponding to the
representative email address indicated by the mailing list data
as the recommender 1D. Further, the initial data generation
unit 65 sets one or more user [Ds corresponding to the other
email addresses that belong to the same group as the repre-
sentative email address as the other person IDs. The user ID
corresponding to each email address can be obtained by ref-
erence to the user data. Then, the initial data generation unit
65 specifies the user name, interest and category of each ofthe
other users, as described above, and generates and stores the
initial data of the recommendation history.

[0070] As described above, the initial data generation unit
65 can generate the initial data of the recommendation history
if the relationship among users is defined in the database such
as the user relationship database 15 or the mailing list data-
base 63. The items that are blank at the time of generating the
initial data (sent date and time, recommended product, past
purchased record, purchased date and time, number of
emails) are updated by processing of the recommendation
unit 70, which is described later.

[0071] The Web server function 66 transmits a Web page
written in an arbitrary markup language (for example, HTML
(Hypertext Markup Language), compact HTML, HDML
(Handheld Device Markup Language), XML (Extensible
Markup Language)) to the client 13 or the clients 14 on the
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basis of the procedure specified by HTTP (Hypertext Transfer
Protocol). The Web page contains various kinds of objects
such as text or images. Further, the Web server function 66
receives various kinds of data that are transmitted from the
client 13 or the clients 14. The Web server function 66 moni-
tors access to the Web page by users of the clients 13 and 14
and, each time access is made, generates the viewing history
and stores it into the history database 64. The Web server
function 66 is implemented by executing a Web server pro-
gram.

[0072] Thepage generation unit 67 is a means of generating
a Web page to be transmitted to the clients 13 and 14 through
the Web server function 66.

[0073] The page generation unit 67 generates a Web page
(sales page) for performing a purchase procedure of a product
in response to HTTP request from the client 13. The page
generation unit 67 acquires product data corresponding to the
HTTP request from the product database 62 and generates a
sales page using the product data. As shown in FIG. 8, in the
sales page, product information such as a product name
(“wooden bat™), product image and product price, a “shop-
ping cart” button for adding a product to a shopping cart, a
link to send a recommendation email about this product (a
link displayed as “Recommend to friends via email”) and the
like are placed. The generated sales page is transmitted to the
client 13 by the Web server function 66 and displayed on the
client 13.

[0074] When the link “Recommend to friends via email” in
the sales pageis clocked, the client 13 requests a Web page for
sending a recommendation email, and the Web server func-
tion 66 receives the request. In response to the request, the
page generation unit 67 generates an authentication page for
authenticating a user of the client 13. For example, the page
generation unit 67 generates an authentication page shown in
FIG. 9. The “next” button in FIG. 9 is an interface for causing
the server 11 to execute an authentication process. The gen-
erated authentication page is transmitted to the client 13 by
the Web server function 66 and displayed on the client 13.
[0075] When a recommender is authenticated by the input
user ID and password, the page generation unit 67 generates
a Web page (recommendation email send page) for prompting
the recommender to enter the text of the recommendation
email and select the definite other users, and transmits the
recommendation email send page to the client 13 through the
Web server function 66. In the client 13, the recommendation
email send page is displayed, and the recommender enters the
text and selects the other users.

[0076] As shown in FIG. 10, the recommendation email
send page contains a list of candidates for the other users,
check boxes for selecting the other users, a recommender’s
email address and name, a field for entering the text of a
recommendation email, a recommended product’s name and
a store where it is available, and a button (send button) for
sending the contents to the server 11. In the example of FIG.
10, the message “this is a good item!” is entered as the text of
the recommendation email, and three users K, J and M are
selected as the other users. The list of candidates for the other
users (candidate information) is generated by a recommen-
dation candidate selection unit 71, which is described later.
[0077] When one of the other users purchases a product
(recommended product) indicated in the recommendation
email and becomes a purchaser, the page generation unit 67
generates a Web page (purchase email send page) for prompt-
ing the purchaser to enter the text of a purchase email. When
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one of the other users clicks a link to the sales page of the
recommended product indicated in the recommendation
email and accesses the sales page, and then purchases the
product on the sales page, the client 14 transmits data for an
application of purchase (application data) to the server 11.
The application data contains the user ID of the purchaser, the
user ID of the recommender who has sent the recommenda-
tion email, and information indicating that access is made to
the sales page from the link on the recommendation email.
The page generation unit 67 generates the purchase email
send page in response to the application data and sends the
purchase email send page to the client 14 of the purchaser
through the Web server function 66. The purchase email send
page contains product information of the recommended prod-
uct. Note that the text of the purchase email may be sent to the
server 11 as a part of the application data.

[0078] The authentication unit 68 is a means of authenti-
cating users ofthe clients 13 and 14. When a user of any ofthe
clients 13 and 14 enters a user ID and password on the authen-
tication page and clicks the “next” button, the client 13 or 14
transmits the user ID and password to the server 11, and the
Web server function 66 receives those data. The authentica-
tion unit 68 authenticates the user by verifying the user ID and
password combination.

[0079] The sales processing unit 69 is a means of perform-
ing a sales process such as arrangements for a product and
billing when an application for purchase of a product is made
from the client 14. The sales processing unit 69 generates a
purchase history indicating purchase of a product by a user of
the client 14 and stores it into the history database 64.

[0080] Therecommendationunit70isa means of acquiring
the text of a recommendation email that recommends a prod-
uct from the client 13 and sending a recommendation email
that contains the acquired text and product information cor-
responding to a product to be recommended (recommended
product) to the other users. Further, the recommendation unit
70 is a means of, when one of the other users purchases a
recommended product, sending a purchase email that con-
tains a message indicating purchase of the recommended
product from that user (purchaser) to the other users other
than the purchaser. The process executed in the recommen-
dation unit 70 is based on the precondition that a user of the
client 13 is authenticated by the authentication unit 68.

[0081] The recommendation unit 70 includes a recommen-
dation candidate selection unit 71, a recommendation email
generation unit (first generation unit) 72, a recommendation
email sending unit (first sending unit) 73, a purchase email
generation unit (second generation unit) 74, a purchase email
sending unit (second sending unit) 75, a recommendation
history update unit 76, a sent history recording unit 77, and a
payment processing unit 78.

[0082] The recommendation candidate selection unit 71 is
ameans of selecting candidates for the other users on the basis
of'the recommendation history stored in the history database
64. When a specified link (for example, the link “Recommend
to friends via email” in FIG. 8) in the sales page is clicked and
the recommender is authenticated, the recommendation can-
didate selection unit 71 executes the following process based
on the user ID of the recommender. A method of selecting
candidates is not particularly limited, and candidates may be
selected by the method described below, for example.
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First Example

[0083] The recommendation candidate selection unit 71
may read the recommendation history corresponding to the
recommender ID and select all of the other users indicated in
the recommendation history as candidates.

Second Example

[0084] The recommendation candidate selection unit 71
may sort the other users indicated in the recommendation
history corresponding to the recommender ID by a specific
item and select a specified number of the other users from the
top as candidates. The item and order for sorting may be set
arbitrarily.

[0085] For example, the recommendation candidate selec-
tion unit 71 may sort the other users in descending order of
sent date and time or sort the other users in descending order
of the number of emails sent. Further, the recommendation
candidate selection unit 71 may sort the other users in order of
time from sending of the recommendation email to purchase
of the recommended product indicated in the email, from
shortest to longest. This means to sort the other users in order
of response to the recent recommendation email on the basis
of a difference between the purchased date and time and the
sent date and time indicated in the recommendation history.
Inthe example of FIG. 7, sorting of the other users in order of
difference between the purchased date and time and the sent
date and time, from smallest to largest, results in: the user K,
the user M, the user L and the user J. After sorting the others
users in this manner, the recommendation candidate selection
unit 71 selects a specified number of the other users from the
top as candidates. The number of the other users to be selected
may be set arbitrarily, such as 10, 8 or 4, for example.
[0086] By extracting candidates after sorting the other
users based on the past recommendation email sent records or
preferentially extracting the other user who has purchased a
product in quick response to the recommendation email as a
candidate, it is possible to present those who are expected to
purchase the product for the recommender.

Third Example

[0087] The recommendation candidate selection unit 71
may sort the other users in order of degree of matching
between the attribute of the recommended product and the
interest of the other users, from highest to lowest, and select
a specified number of the other users from the top as candi-
dates. The third example is based on the premise that the
recommendation history has the item “category” as shown in
FIG. 7. It also based on the premise that the recommendation
candidate selection unit 71 acquires the product ID of the
recommended product indicated in the sales page, together
with the recommender ID.

[0088] The recommendation candidate selection unit 71
reads the recommendation history corresponding to the rec-
ommender ID and reads product data corresponding to the
product ID of the recommended product from the product
database 62. Then, the recommendation candidate selection
unit 71 compares the category indicated in each recommen-
dation history with the category of the recommended product
and sorts the recommendation history according to similarity
between them. The similarity in the category is predefined as
a correspondence table in an arbitrary manner, and the rec-
ommendation candidate selection unit 71 compares the two
categories by reference to the correspondence table. After
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such sorting, the recommendation candidate selection unit 71
selects a specified number of the other users from the top as
candidates. The number of the other users to be selected may
be set arbitrarily.

[0089] By preferentially extracting the other user having an
interest with a high degree of coincidence with the product
category, it is possible to present those who are expected to
purchase the product for the recommender.

Fourth Example

[0090] The recommendation candidate selection unit 71
may sort the other users on the basis of a friend relationship
between the recommender and the other users and select a
specified number of prospective recommendations from the
top as candidates.

[0091] The recommendation candidate selection unit 71
refers to the user relationship database 15 and determines
which of the following a to ¢ the relationship between the
recommender and the other user matches. Using Twitter
(trademark or registered trademark) as an example, the rela-
tionship a is a relationship in which the other user and the
recommender follow each other, the relationship b is a rela-
tionship in which the other user follows the recommender,
and the relationship c is a relationship in which the other user
is followed by the recommender.

[0092] (a) Two-way friend relationship

[0093] (b) One-way friend relationship from the other user
to the recommender (there is relationship data designating the
user 1D of the recommender as a friend ID corresponding to
the user ID of the other user, whereas there is no relationship
data indicating the opposite connection)

[0094] (c) One-way friend relationship from the recom-
mender to the other user (there is relationship data designat-
ing the user ID of the other use as a friend ID corresponding
to the user ID of the recommender, whereas there is no rela-
tionship data indicating the opposite connection)

[0095] Then, the recommendation candidate selection unit
71 sorts the other users in the order of: the other users corre-
sponding to the above relationship a (first group), the other
users corresponding to the above relationship b (second
group), and the other users corresponding to the above rela-
tionship c (third group). Then, the recommendation candidate
selection unit 71 selects a specified number of the other users
sequentially from the users of the first group as candidates.
The number of the other users to be selected may be set
arbitrarily.

[0096] In this manner, by determining candidates for the
other users based on the strength or direction of a friend
relationship, it is possible to present those who are expected
to purchase the product for the recommender. Because the
two-way friend relationship is a stronger connection than the
one-way friend relationship, the relationship a has the top
priority. In the relationship b, the other user receives the
recommendation email from the recommender whom the
user regards as a friend, whereas, in the relationship c, the
recommender is a stranger to the other user. Thus the second
group has a higher priority than the third group when select-
ing candidates.

Fifth Example

[0097] The recommendation candidate selection unit 71
may sort the other users according to the viewing history or
the purchase history in the history database 65 and select a
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specified number of prospective recommendations from the
top as candidates. For example, the recommendation candi-
date selection unit 71 may sort the other users in order of the
number of views or the number of purchases of products in
the category corresponding to the recommended product,
from largest to smallest.

[0098] Further, the recommendation candidate selection
unit 71 may refer to the sent history and the purchase history
and sort the other users in order of response to products in the
category corresponding to the recommended product (in
order of time from reception of the recommendation email to
purchase ofthe product, from shortest to longest). This means
to sort the other users in order of difference between the sent
date and time and the purchased date and time, from smallest
to largest, corresponding to another product in the same cat-
egory as the product indicated in the recommendation email
generated by the recommendation email generation unit 72.
In this case, a plurality of time differences corresponding to a
plurality of recommended products are obtained in some
cases on the basis of a plurality or sent histories and purchase
histories in the past, which is different from the second
example (the case where a difference between the sent date
and time and the purchased date and time is obtained only for
the recent recommendation email). In such a case, the recom-
mendation candidate selection unit 71 may sort the other
users based on statistics such as a median value or a mean
value about differences in the sent date and time and the
purchased date and time.

[0099] Inthis manner, by extracting the other user who has
often viewed or purchased a product in the same category as
the product indicated in the recommendation email or the
other user who has purchased the product in quick response to
the recommendation email as a candidate, it is possible to
present those who are expected to purchase the product for the
recommender.

[0100] The recommendation candidate selection unit 71
outputs a list of candidates for the other users selected by any
of the above methods as candidate information to the page
generation unit 67. The page generation unit 67 generates the
recommendation email send page using the list.

[0101] The recommendation candidate selection unit 71
may allow the recommender to select a candidate selection
method and extract candidates for the other users by the
selected method. For example, candidates for the other users
may be extracted using a method selected by the recom-
mender among the methods shown in the above first to fifth
examples.

[0102] The recommendation email generation unit 72 is a
means of generating a recommendation email based on an
instruction from a recommender. When a recommender
enters necessary data in the recommendation email send page
and presses the send button, the client 13 transmits data indi-
cated in the page to the server 11. The Web server function 66
receives the data and outputs the data to the recommendation
email generation unit 72.

[0103] The recommendation email generation unit 72
acquires the text of the recommendation email from the input
data. Further, the recommendation email generation unit 72
acquires the nicknames of the other users actually specified
by the recommender from the data and translates the nick-
names into user IDs by reference to the user database 61.
Then, the recommendation email generation unit 72 reads the
email addresses corresponding to the user IDs of the other
users from the user database 61. The recommendation email
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generation unit 72 then generates a recommendation email in
which a predetermined title, a recommender 1D, the acquired
text of the recommendation email, the product information
displayed on the recommendation email send page (product
name, manufacturer or supplier name, URL of a sales page,
price etc.) are shown and which is addressed to the read email
addresses. In the recommendation email, the URL of a Web
page selling the recommended product is placed as a link. The
recommendation email generation unit 72 outputs the gener-
ated recommendation email to the recommendation email
sending unit 73.

[0104] Note that the text of the recommendation email is an
example of recommendation information. The recommenda-
tion information may be in any form as long as it is informa-
tion for recommending a product, and thus the recommenda-
tion information may be indicated in a form different from the
text of an email. For example, the level (1, 2, 3 and the like) or
the ranking (for example, ranking indicated as “top n ranks”)
of the evaluation of the recommended product specified by a
recommender may be added or attached to the recommenda-
tion email.

[0105] The recommendation email sending unit 73 is a
means of sending the recommendation email that is input
from the recommendation email generation unit 72 to each of
the other users designated.

[0106] The purchase email generation unit 74 is a means of
generating a purchase email indicating that the other user has
purchased the recommended product indicated in the recom-
mendation email. When one of the other users (purchaser)
enters necessary data in the purchase email send page and
presses the send button, the client 14 transmits data indicated
in the page to the server 11. The input data contains the text of
the purchase email (for example, “this is a really good
item!”). The Web server function 66 receives the data and
outputs the data to the purchase email generation unit 74.
[0107] The purchase email generation unit 74 acquires the
text of the purchase email from the input data. Further, the
purchase email generation unit 74 reads the sent history cor-
responding to the purchaser and the purchased product from
the history database 64, specifies the email addresses of the
other users who have received the same recommendation
email as the one sent to the purchaser and acquires the email
address of the recommender who is the sender of the recom-
mendation email from the user database 61. Then, the pur-
chase email generation unit 74 generates a purchase email in
which a predetermined title, the acquired text of the purchase
email, the product information displayed on the purchase
email send page (product name, manufacturer or supplier
name, URL of a sales page, price etc.) are shown and which is
addressed to the read email addresses. The destination
addresses of the purchase email do not include the email
address of the purchaser. The purchase email generation unit
74 outputs the generated purchase email to the purchase email
sending unit 75.

[0108] Note that the text of the purchase email is an
example of purchase information (application information).
The purchase information may be in any form as long as it is
information indicating that a product is purchased, and thus
the purchase information may be indicated in a form different
from the text of an email. For example, a purchase price, the
evaluation of a product, a product image and the like may be
used as the purchase information. The purchase email may
contain information identifying a purchaser (for example, a
nickname), purchased date and time or the like.
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[0109] The purchase email sending unit 75 is a means of
sending the purchase email that is input from the purchase
email generation unit 74 to the recommender and the other
users.

[0110] The recommendation history update unit 76 is a
means of updating the recommendation history in the history
database 64. Upon sending of the recommendation email by
the recommendation email sending unit 73, the recommen-
dation history update unit 76 updates the records of the rec-
ommender and the other users corresponding to the recom-
mendation email. The items to be updated are the sent date
and time, the recommended product, the purchase record, the
purchased date and time, and the number of emails sent. The
purchase record is updated to “no purchase”, and the pur-
chased date and time are cleared. Further, upon sending of the
purchase email by the purchase email sending unit 75, the
recommendation history update unit 76 updates the records of
the purchaser. Specifically, the purchase record of the pur-
chaser is updated to “purchase”, and the date and time the
purchase email is sent are set to the purchased date and time.
[0111] The sent history recording unit 77 is a means of
storing the sent history of recommendation emails sent by the
recommendation email sending unit 73 and the sent history of
purchase emails sent by the purchase email sending unit 75
into the history database 64.

[0112] The payment processing unit 78 is a means of per-
forming a process of paying rewards to a recommender when
the other user purchases a product through a Web page indi-
cated by product information in the recommendation email.
In other words, the payment processing unit 78 performs a
process regarding affiliate payouts. The payment for the affili-
ate is not limited to be made by cash, and the payment may be
made by points that can be exchanged for a product or the like.
[0113] A process of recommending a product from a user of
the client 13 to users of the clients 14 (information providing
method) is described hereinafter with reference to FIGS. 11 to
14.

[0114] First, in the server 11, the page generation unit 67
generates a sales page in response to HTTP request from the
client 13, and the Web server function transmits the sales page
to the client 13 (Step S1001, S1002).

[0115] The client 13 receives and displays the sales page
(Step S2001, S2002). In this sales page, when a link to a
recommendation email send page is clicked, the client 13
requests the send page to the server 11 (Step S2003).

[0116] Intheserver11,the Web server function receives the
HTTP request, and the page generation unit 67 generates an
authentication page in response to the HTTP request (Step
S1003, S1004). Then, the Web server function 66 transmits
the authentication page to the client 13 (Step S1005).

[0117] The client 13 receives and displays the authentica-
tion page (Step S2004, S2005). In this authentication page,
when a user ID and password are entered and a button for
authentication is clicked, the client 13 acquires the user ID
and password and transmits them to the server 11 (Step
S2006, S2007).

[0118] Inthe server 11, the Web server function 66 receives
the user ID and password (Step S1006). Then, the authenti-
cation unit 68 authenticates the user of the client 13 by veri-
fying those user ID and password against the user ID and
password stored in the user database 61 (Step S1007).
[0119] When the user of the client 13 is authenticated, the
recommendation candidate selection unit 71 selects candi-
dates for the other users (Step S1008). The recommendation
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candidate selection unit 71 can select candidates using vari-
ous methods such as the above first to fifth examples. Then,
the page generation unit 67 generates a recommendation
email send page (Step S1009), and the Web server function 66
transmits the recommendation email send page to the client
13 (Step S1010).

[0120] The client 13 receives and displays the recommen-
dation email send page (Step S2008, S2009). When, in this
page, the other users are selected, the text of a recommenda-
tion email is entered, and the send button is clicked, the client
13 acquires the text and data indicating the other users and
transmits those data to the server 11 (Step S2010, S2011).
[0121] Inthe server 11, the Web server function 66 receives
the text of a recommendation email and the data indicating the
other users (Step 1011; first acquisition step). Then, the rec-
ommendation email generation unit 72 generates a recom-
mendation email using those data (Step S1012, first genera-
tion step), and the recommendation email sending unit 73
sends the recommendation email to the other users selected
by the recommender (Step S1013, fist sending step). The
recommendation email is received by each of the clients 14
(Step S3001, S4001, S5001). In the server 11, the recommen-
dation history update unit 76 updates the recommendation
history upon sending of the recommendation email (Step
S1014), and the sent history recording unit 77 stores the sent
history of the recommendation email into the history database
64 (Step S1015).

[0122] When a user of the client 14, which is one of the
other users, clicks a link to the sales page of the product
(recommended product) indicated in the recommendation
email, the client 14 requests the sales page (Step S3002).
[0123] Inthe server 11, the Web server function 66 receives
the HTTP request (Step S1016). Then, the page generation
unit 67 generates the sales page of the recommended product
in response to the HTTP request (Step S1017), and the Web
server function 66 sends the sales page to the client 14 (Step
S1018).

[0124] The client 14 receives and displays the sales page
(Step S3003, S3004). When the user of the client 14 executes
a series of operations to purchase the product (for example,
operation of adding a product to a shopping cart, operation of
entering a user ID and password, operation of designating a
payment method and the like) on the sales page, the client 14
acquires data of application for purchase (application data)
and transmits the data to the server 11 (Step S3005, S3006).
[0125] Inthe server 11, the Web server function 66 receives
the application data (Step S1019). Then, the sales processing
unit 69 executes a sales process (Step S1020), and the pay-
ment processing unit 78 performs an affiliate payment pro-
cess for the recommender (S1021). After that, the page gen-
eration unit 67 generates a purchase email send page (Step
S1022), and the Web server function 66 transmits the pur-
chase email send page to the client 14 of the purchaser (Step
$1023).

[0126] The client 14 of the purchaser receives and displays
the purchase email send page (Step S3007, S3008). When the
purchaser enters the text of a purchase email in the purchase
email send page, the client 14 acquires the text and transmits
it to the server 11 (S3009, S3010).

[0127] Intheserver 11, the Web server function 66 receives
the text of a purchase email (Step S1024, second acquisition
step). Then, the purchase email generation unit 74 generates
a purchase email containing the text (Step S1025, second
generation step), and the purchase email sending unit 75
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sends the purchase email to the recommender and the other
users other than the purchaser (Step S1026, second sending
step). The purchase email is received by the client 13 and the
clients 14 of the users other than the purchaser (Step S2012,
S4002, S5002). After that, the recommendation history
update unit 76 updates the records about the purchaser in the
recommendation history (Step S1027), and the sent history
recording unit 77 stores the sent history about the purchase
email into the history database 64 (Step S1028). The recom-
mendation process by the recommendation email and the
purchase email thereby ends.

[0128] When a user of another client 14 purchases the rec-
ommended product, the above process is performed in the
same way, and the purchase email is sent to the recommender
and the other users (other than the purchaser of the recom-
mended product). Thus, a plurality of purchase emails can be
sent.

[0129] The above-described process may be executed by
hardware or software. In the case of executing the process by
software, a program constituting the software is installed to a
computer from a program recording medium.

[0130] It should be noted that the program executed by a
computer may be a program that is processed in a time
sequence according to the order shown in this embodiment or
aprogram that is processed in parallel or at a necessary timing
such as when called.

[0131] As described above, according to this embodiment,
when any of a plurality of other users who have received a
recommendation email purchases a product indicated in the
recommendation email, a purchase email indicating the pur-
chase is generated and sent to the other users other than the
purchaser. In this manner, by showing the fact that someone
has actually purchased the product to the other users who
have not yet purchased the product, it is expected that an
intention to purchase the product occurs to the other users,
thereby making a recommendation of a product with high
efficiency. If the other users purchase the product in response
to the purchase email, it is expected that the satisfaction level
of the recommender increases.

[0132] If a framework for a recommender to receive
rewards for the affiliate is prepared as in this embodiment, the
recommender can obtain a monetary satisfaction as well.
Specifically, more rewards can be gained as more products are
purchased.

[0133] The embodiment of the present invention is
described in detail above. However, the present invention is
not restricted to the above-described embodiment, and vari-
ous changes and modifications may be made without depart-
ing from the scope of the invention.

[0134] Although the server 11 includes the payment pro-
cessing unit 78 in the above embodiment, the payment pro-
cessing unit 78 may be omitted. In other words, a process for
payment of the affiliate can be skipped.

[0135] The databases 61 to 64 may be placed on a computer
different from the server 11. In this case, the server 11 may
access those databases through a network.

[0136] Although a product is recommended using the rec-
ommendation email by the server 11, a target of recommen-
dation is not limited to a product. For example, a target of
recommendation may include invitation to membership or
membership card, entry into campaign and the like. Thus, the
type of applications is also not limited to an application for
purchase, and there may be various different applications
such as application for membership and application for entry.
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Reference Signs List

[0137] 1 ... Information providing system, 11 ... Server
(information providing apparatus), 12 . . . Internet, 13, 14 . . .
Client, 15 . . . User relationship database (second storage
unit), 16 . . . User ID translation table, 61 . . . User database,
62 . .. Product database, 63 . . . Mailing list database, 64 . . .
History database (first, third, fourth, fifth, and sixth storage
units), 65 . . . Initial data generation unit, 65 . . . History
database, 66 . . . Web server function (first acquisition unit,
second acquisition unit), 67 . . . Page generation unit, 68 . . .
Authentication unit, 69 . . . Sales processing unit, 70 . . .
Recommendation unit, 71 . . . Recommendation candidate
selection unit, 72 . . . Recommendation email generation unit
(first generation unit), 73 . . . Recommendation email sending
unit (first sending unit), 74 . . . Purchase email generation unit
(second generation unit), 75 . . . Purchase email sending unit
(second sending unit), 76 . .. Recommendation history update
unit, 77 . . . Sent history recording unit, 78 . . . Payment
processing unit

1. An information providing apparatus comprising:

a first acquisition unit that acquires recommendation infor-
mation indicating that a first user recommends a speci-
fied recommended object to a plurality of second users
from a terminal of the first user;

a first generation unit that generates a recommendation
email for recommending the recommended object to the
plurality of second users based on the recommendation
information;

a first sending unit that sends the recommendation email to
the plurality of second users;

a second acquisition unit that, when one of the plurality of
second users applies for the recommended object indi-
cated in the recommendation email and becomes an
applicant for the recommended object, acquires appli-
cation information indicating an application for the rec-
ommended object from a terminal of the applicant;

a second generation unit that generates an application
email containing the application information; and

a second sending unit that sends the application email to the
second users other than the applicant.

2. The information providing apparatus according to claim
1, further comprising:

a selection unit that selects a plurality of candidates for the
second users by reference to a first storage unit that
stores recommendation data associating the first user
and the second users, and transmits candidate informa-
tion indicating the selected plurality of candidates to the
terminal of the first user,

wherein the first acquisition unit acquires the recommen-
dation information indicating the plurality of second
users specified from the candidates indicated by the
candidate information in the terminal of the first user.

3. The information providing apparatus according to claim
2, wherein

the recommendation data contains a sent date and time of
the recommendation email which has been recently sent
to the second users as attribute information ofthe second
users, and

the selection unit selects the plurality of candidates in
descending order of the sent date and time.
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4. The information providing apparatus according to claim

2, wherein

the recommendation data contains a sent date and time of
the recommendation email which has been recently sent
to the second users, a recommended object indicated in
the recommendation email, and an applied date and time
for the recommended object as attribute information of
the second users, and

the selection unit selects the plurality of candidates in order
of time from the sent date and time to the applied date
and time, from shortest to longest.

5. The information providing apparatus according to claim

2, wherein

the recommendation data contains the number of recom-
mendation emails sent to the second users as attribute
information of the second users, and

the selection unit selects the plurality of candidates in
descending order of the number of recommendation
emails.

6. The information providing apparatus according to claim

2, wherein

the recommendation data contains a category of a recom-
mended object corresponding to an interest of the sec-
ond users as attribute information of the second users,
and

the selection unit selects the plurality of candidates in order
of degree of coincidence between a category of a rec-
ommended object recommended by the first user and a
category of a recommended object indicated by the rec-
ommendation data, from highest to lowest.

7. The information providing apparatus according to claim

2, wherein

the selection unit refers to a second storage unit that stores
relationship data indicating a relationship between users
represented by a directed graph and specifies the second
users in a two-way friend relationship with the first user,
the second users in a one-way friend relationship to the
first user and the second users in a one-way friend rela-
tionship from the first user as a first group, a second
group and a third group, respectively, and selects the
plurality of candidates in order of the first group, the
second group and the third group.

8. The information providing apparatus according to claim

2, wherein

the selection unit refers to a third storage unit that stores a
sent history indicating sent date and time of a recom-
mendation email and a recommended object indicated in
the recommendation email and a fourth storage unit that
stores an application history indicating recommended
objects applied by the second users and applied date and
time, and selects the plurality of candidates in order of
difference between the sent date and time and the
applied date and time, from smallest to largest, corre-
sponding to other recommended objects in the same
category as the recommended object indicated in the
recommendation email generated by the first generation
unit.

9. The information providing apparatus according to claim

2, wherein

the selection unit refers to a fitth storage unit that stores a
viewing history indicating recommended objects
viewed by the second users and viewed date and time,
and selects the plurality of candidates in order of the
number of views of other recommended objects in the
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same category as the recommended object indicated in
the recommendation email generated by the first genera-
tion unit.

10. The information providing apparatus according to

claim 2, wherein

the selection unit refers to a sixth storage unit that stores an
application history indicating recommended objects
applied by the second users and applied date and time,
and selects the plurality of candidates in order of the
number of applications for other recommended objects
in the same category as the recommended object indi-
cated in the recommendation email generated by the first
generation unit.

11. The information providing apparatus according to

claim 1, wherein

the recommended object is a product, and the application
for the recommended object is an application for pur-
chase of a product.

12. An information providing method executed by an infor-

mation providing apparatus, comprising:

a first acquisition step of acquiring recommendation infor-
mation indicating that a first user recommends a speci-
fied recommended object to a plurality of second users
from a terminal of the first user;

a first generation step of generating a recommendation
email for recommending the recommended object to the
plurality of second users based on the recommendation
information;

afirst sending step of sending the recommendation email to
the plurality of second users;

a second acquisition step of, when one of the plurality of
second users applies for the recommended object indi-
cated in the recommendation email and becomes an
applicant for the recommended object, acquiring appli-
cation information indicating an application for the rec-
ommended object from a terminal of the applicant;

a second generation step of generating an application email
containing the application information; and

a second sending step of sending the application email to
the second users other than the applicant.

13. (canceled)

14. A non-transitory computer-readable recording medium

having an information providing program recorded therein,
the program causing a computer to implement:

a first acquisition unit that acquires recommendation infor-
mation indicating that a first user recommends a speci-
fied recommended object to a plurality of second users
from a terminal of the first user;

a first generation unit that generates a recommendation
email for recommending the recommended object to the
plurality of second users based on the recommendation
information;

a first sending unit that sends the recommendation email to
the plurality of second users;

a second acquisition unit that, when one of the plurality of
second users applies for the recommended object indi-
cated in the recommendation email and becomes an
applicant for the recommended object, acquires appli-
cation information indicating an application for the rec-
ommended object from a terminal of the applicant;

a second generation unit that generates an application
email containing the application information; and

a second sending unit that sends the application email to the
second users other than the applicant.
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12
15. The information providing apparatus according to users specified from the candidates indicated by the
claim 1, further comprising: candidate information in the terminal of the first user,
. . . . and
aselection unit that selects a plurality of candidates for the the selection unit selects the plurality of candidates in order
second users by reference to a first storage unit that based on at least one of an attribute of the recommenda-
stores recommendation data associating the first user tion email sent to the second user in the past, a relation-
and the second users, and transmits candidate informa- ship between the first user and the second user repre-
tion indicating the selected plurality of candidates to the sented by a directed graph, and a history of the
terminal of the first user, recommended object viewed or applied by the second
user.

wherein the first acquisition unit acquires the recommen-
dation information indicating the plurality of second ¥ % % % %



