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DESCRIPTION

TITLE

BILLING SERVER, SERVER CONTROL METHOD, AND SERVER CONTROL PROGRAM

FIELD

[0001]
The present invention relates to a billing server, a server control method, and a server

control program.

BACKGROUND

[0002]

With the spread of email, recipients often receive a large number of emails, and
technological developments corresponding thereto are being made continuously.
[0003]

For example, Patent Literature 1 describes, in an email service in which the receiving side
pays a fee, an email billing system in which only the email charge for a specific user,
exemplified by a celebrity or advisor, is borne by the sender. In the invention of Patent Literature
1, the email sender obtains payment ticket information and transmits an email with the obtained
ticket information attached. The email billing system transmits email with ticket information
attached to the recipient and changes the billing destination from the recipient of the email to the
sender, and performs processing such as discarding emails without ticket information attached

without transmitting.

[CITATION LIST]

[PATENT LITERATURE]

[0004]

[PTL 1] Japanese Unexamined Patent Publication (Kokai) No. 2004-186888

SUMMARY

[0005]
In the invention of Patent Literature 1, since emails without ticket information attached
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are discarded, it is not possible to receive and process billable and non-billable emails with the
same email address.
[0006]

The present disclosure aims to solve such conventional problems, and an object of the
present disclosure is to provide a billing server, server control method, and server control
program with which emails, regardless of whether they are billable or not, can be received at the
same address and treated separately.

[0007]

A billing server according to the present disclosure includes a sender acquisition unit
which detects that a mail server has received an email and acquires a sender of the email, a
compensation determination unit which determines compensation to be requested from the
sender, an information requisition unit which requests that the sender input information
necessary for settlement of the compensation to a settlement server, a results reception unit
which receives result of the request for information, a display changing unit which controls the
mail server to change a display prior to opening of the email to a predetermined display format
when the results reception unit receives result indicating that the information has been supplied,
an operation detection unit which detects, via the mail server, opening of the email or an
operation executed on the email after opening, and a settlement requisition unit which requests
that the settlement server execute the settlement when the results reception unit receives result
indicating that the information has been supplied and the operation detection unit detects that the
predetermined operation has been executed.

[0008]

It is preferable for a billing server according to the present disclosure to further include a
billing exclusion individuals registration unit which registers, based on a request by a recipient of
the email, the sender and the recipient as a pair, wherein the information requisition unit
excludes emails having a sender and recipient pair identical to the pair registered by the billing
exclusion individuals registration unit from the request for information necessary for the
settlement of the compensation.

[0009]

It is preferable for a billing server according to the present disclosure that the results
reception unit receives, via the settlement server, requests of the request for information
necessary for the settlement of the compensation.

[0010]

It is preferable for a billing server according to the present disclosure that the

compensation determination unit calculates the compensation based on an SNS follower count of

the recipient of the email or a number of prior emails received by the recipient of the email.
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[0011]

It is preferable for a billing server according to the present disclosure that the settlement
requisition unit further receives a settlement response indicating execution of the settlement from
the settlement server, the billing server further including: a judgment unit which judges whether
a reply mail to the email has been transmitted by the recipient of the email by a predetermined
time, and a follow-up unit which transmits a follow-up mail which prompts a reply to the email,
to the recipient when the settlement response has been received, the predetermined operation is
opening of the email and the reply mail has not been transmitted by the recipient by the
predetermined time.

[0012]

It is preferable for a billing server according to the present disclosure that the follow-up
unit determines at least one of a frequency and interval of transmission of the follow-up mail
based on an SNS follower count of the recipient.

[0013]

It is preferable for a billing server according to the present disclosure to further including
an additional cost information acquisition unit which acquires additional cost information
representing a cost paid by the sender of the email for the transmission of the follow-up email,
wherein the compensation determination unit determines the compensation to be requested from
the sender based on at least one of a compensation amount set by the recipient of the email and a
compensation amount calculated by the compensation determination unit, and a cost
corresponding to the additional cost information.

[0014]

A server control method according to the present disclosure includes detecting that a mail
server has received an email and acquiring a sender of the email, determining compensation to be
requested from the sender, requesting that the sender input information necessary for settlement
of the compensation to a settlement server, receiving result of the request for information,
controlling the mail server to change a display prior to opening of the email to a predetermined
display format when result indicating that the information has been supplied is received,
detecting, via the mail server, opening of the email or an operation executed on the email after
opening, and requesting that the settlement server execute the settlement when result indicating
that the information has been supplied is received and it is detected that the predetermined
operation has been executed.

[0015]

A server control program according to the present disclosure controls the server to detect

that a mail server has received an email and acquires a sender of the email, determine

compensation to be requested from the sender, request that the sender input information
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necessary for settlement of the compensation to a settlement server, receive result of the request
for information, control the mail server to change a display prior to opening of the email to a
predetermined display format when result indicating that the information has been supplied is
received, detect, via the mail server, opening of the email or an operation executed on the email
after opening, and request that the settlement server execute the settlement when result indicating
that the information has been supplied is received and it is detected that the predetermined
operation has been executed.
[0016]

According to the present disclosure, email recipients can receive emails, regardless of
whether they are billable or not, at the same address and treat them separately.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF DRAWINGS

[0017]

FIG. 1 is a view showing an example of an overview of processing of a billing system 1.

FIG. 2 is a view showing an example of the schematic structure of the billing system 1.

FIG. 3 is a view showing an example of the schematic structure of a billing server 4.

FIG. 4 is a view showing an example of a sender table stored in a storage unit 44.

FIG. 5 is a view showing an example of a recipient table stored in the storage unit 44.

FIG. 6 is a view showing an example of a billing exclusion table stored in the storage unit
44,

FIG. 7 is a view showing an example of a message table stored in the storage unit 44.

FIG. 8 is a view showing an example of the schematic structure of a mail server 6.

FIG. 9 is a view showing an example of the schematic structure of a terminal 7.

FIG. 10 is a view showing an example of an initial registration operation sequence
carried out by the billing system 1.

FIG. 11 is a view showing an example of a processing operation sequence when an email
arrives at the mail server 6.

FIG. 12 is a flowchart illustrating an example of compensation determination processing
by the billing server 4.

FIG. 13 is a view showing an example of a compensation determination method by the
billing server 4.

FIG. 14 is a view showing an example of a processing operation sequence after email
acquisition by the billing system 1.

FIG. 15 is a view showing an example of an email list screen displayed on the terminal 7.

FIG. 16 is a view showing an example of the schematic structure of a billing server 104
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according to a first modification.

FIG. 17 is a view showing an example of a follow-up frequency table according to the
first modification.

FIG. 18 is a view showing an example of a processing operation sequence after email
acquisition according to the first modification.

FIG. 19 is a flowchart illustrating an example of follow-up mail processing according to
the first modification.

FIG. 20 is a view showing an example of the schematic structure of a billing server 204
according to a second modification.

FIG. 21 is a view showing an example of an additional cost table according to the second
modification.

FIG. 22 is a view showing an example of an additional cost registration operation
sequence according to the second modification.

FIG. 23 is a view showing an example of a processing operation sequence when an email
arrives according to the second modification.

FIG. 24 is a flowchart illustrating an example of compensation determination processing

according to the second modification.

DESCRIPTION OF EMBODIMENTS

[0018]

The various embodiments of the present invention will be described below while
referring to the drawings. However, it should be noted that the technical scope of the present
invention is not limited to these embodiments, but extends to the inventions described in the
claims and the equivalents thereof.

[0019]

FIG. 1 is a view showing an example of an overview of the processing of the billing
system 1. The billing system 1 comprises a billing server 4, a settlement server 5, a mail server 6,
and a terminal 7, etc. A summary of the processing from the transmission of an email until the
changing of the display of a billing target email prior to opening to a predetermined display
format and the execution of settlement by the settlement server 5 will be described below.

[0020]

Initially, the mail server 6 receives an email addressed to user B transmitted by the sender
(hereinafter referred to as user A) of the email (S1). Next, the billing server 4 acquires header
information from the email received by the mail server 6 (S2), and judges whether compensation
for user B to process the email should be requested from user A based on predetermined criteria.
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When compensation is to be requested, the billing server 4 requests, via the settlement server 5,
that the user A input, into the settlement server 5, information (settlement information) necessary
for settlement of the compensation for the user B to process the email (S3, S4).

[0021]

The billing server 4 detects (S6), via the settlement server 5, that the settlement
information has been input to the settlement server 5 from the user A (S5), and controls the mail
server 6 so as to change the display of the email prior to opening to a predetermined display
format (S7). The mail server 6 sets the display of the email in the email list screen in bold with
highlighting in accordance with the control of the billing server 4.

[0022]

The user B receives from the mail server 6, using the terminal 7, a list of transmitted
emails addressed to user B (S8). When the received email list is displayed on the terminal 7,
emails for which settlement information has been input to the settlement server 5 are displayed in
bold with highlighting. When user B opens an email displayed in bold with highlighting, the
billing server 4 detects the opening via the mail server 6 (S9, S10), and requests that the
settlement server 5 execute settlement based on the settlement information received in S4 (S11).
The settlement server 5 executes settlement based on the request of the billing server 4 (S12).
Due to the foregoing, the processing from the transmission of the email to the changing of the
display prior to opening of the billing target email to the predetermined display format and the
execution of settlement by the settlement server 5 is complete.

[0023]

FIG. 2 is a view showing an example of the schematic structure of the billing system 1.
[0024]

The billing system 1 comprises a sender terminal 2, the billing server 4, the settlement
server 5, the mail server 6, and the terminal 7. The servers and terminals are connected via a
communication network 8 such as the Internet.

[0025]

The sender terminal 2 transmits emails addressed to user B (email recipient) to the mail
server 6 and transmits information necessary for the settlement of the compensation for the user
B to process the email to the settlement server 5 in accordance with the request from the billing
server 4 or the settlement server 5. Though the sender terminal 2 is a multi-functional mobile
phone (so-called “smartphone”), the sender terminal 2 may be, for example, a communication
device such as a mobile information terminal (Personal Digital Assistant (PDA)) or tablet PC.
[0026]

The settlement server 5 is a server which provides settlement services. Though the

settlement server 5 is a server which provides credit card settlement services in the present
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embodiment, the settlement server 5 may be a server which provides other settlement services or
online settlement services, such as bank net settlement or mobile carrier settlement. Furthermore,
a plurality of servers may cooperate to provide the functions of the settlement server 5.

[0027]

FIG. 3 is a view showing an example of the schematic structure of the billing server 4.
[0028]

The billing server 4 detects the arrival of an email addressed to user B in the mail server
6, and requests that user A (email sender) supply settlement information of compensation for the
user B to process the email to the settlement server 5. When result indicating that the settlement
information has been supplied to the settlement server 5, the billing server 4 controls the mail
server 6 so as to change the display of the email prior to opening to a predetermined display
format. For this purpose, the billing server 4 comprises a communication unit 41, a storage unit
44, and a processing unit 45.

[0029]

The communication unit 41 has a wired communication interface circuit such as
EthernetTM. The communication unit 41 performs communication with the settlement server 5,
the mail server 6, and the terminal 7 via the communication network 8. The communication unit
41 supplies data received from the settlement server 5, the mail server 6, and the terminal 7, etc.,
to the processing unit 45. The communication unit 41 transmits data supplied from the
processing unit 45 to the settlement server 5, the mail server 6, and the terminal 7, etc.

[0030]

The storage unit 44 comprises, for example, at least one of semiconductor memory, a
magnetic disk device, and an optical disk device. The storage unit 44 stores driver programs,
operating system programs, application programs, and data, etc., used for processing by the
processing unit 45.

[0031]

For example, the storage unit 44 stores a communication device driver program for
controlling the communication unit 41, etc., as a driver program. Furthermore, the storage unit
44 stores a connection control program by a communication method such as TCP/IP
(Transmission Control Protocol/Internet Protocol), etc., as an operating system program. The
storage unit 44 stores a data processing program for the transmission and reception of various
data, etc., as an application program. The computer programs may be installed in the storage unit
44 from a known computer readable portable recording medium such as a CD-ROM (Compact
Disk Read Only Memory) or DVD-ROM (Digital Versatile Disk Read Only Memory), using a
well-known setup program, etc.

[0032]
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The processing unit 45 comprises one or a plurality of processors and peripheral circuits
thereof. The processing unit 45 comprehensively controls the entirety of the operations of the
billing server 4, and is, for example, a CPU (Central Processing Unit). The processing unit 45
controls the operations of the communication unit 41 so that the various processes of the billing
server 4 are executed in the appropriate order in accordance with the programs stored in the
storage unit 44. The processing unit 45 executes processes based on the programs (driver
programs, operating system programs, application programs, etc.) stored in the storage unit 44.
Furthermore, the processing unit 45 can execute a plurality of programs (application programs,
etc.) in parallel.

[0033]

The processing unit 45 comprises an initial registration unit 451, a sender acquisition unit
452, a compensation determination unit 453, an information requisition unit 454, a results
reception unit 455, a display changing unit 456, a settlement requisition unit 457, an operation
detection unit 458, and a billing exclusion individuals registration unit 459. The units included in
the processing unit 45 are functional modules implemented by programs executed by the
processor of the processing unit 45. Alternatively, the units included in the processing unit 45
may be implemented in the billing server 4 as independent integrated circuits, microprocessors,
or firmware.

[0034]

FIG. 4 is a view showing an example of a sender table stored in the storage unit 44.
[0035]

As shown in FIG. 4, a sender address and sender first and last names are stored in the
sender table in association with each other for each email sender. The sender address is the email
address of the sender.

[0036]

FIG. 5 is a view showing an example of a recipient table stored in the storage unit 44.
[0037]

As shown in FIG. 5, a recipient address, recipient first and last names, the email server
used by the recipient, a settlement trigger, an access token, SNS name, and SNS accounts are
stored in a recipient table in association with each other for each email recipient. The recipient
address is the email address of the recipient. The settlement trigger is information representing
an email operation by which the settlement server 5 is triggered to execute settlement, and the
settlement trigger includes opening of a settlement target email and replying to a settlement
target email.

[0038]
The access token is a character string supplied from the mail server 6 when the email
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recipient email logs in to the mail server 6 by specifying a user name and a password, and is a
character string used for authentication of processing performed on the mail server 6.
[0039]

SNS name is the title of the SNS used by the email recipient. SNS account is the account
name used by the email recipient on the SNS indicated by the SNS name.
[0040]

In the present embodiment, the email address is stored in the sender stable when joining
the system as a sender, and the email address is stored in the recipient table when joining the
system as a recipient. Thus, when the billing system 1 is joined, the user can select from three
methods including (1) joining as a sender but not as a recipient, (2) joining as a recipient but not
as a sender, and (3) joining as a sender and a recipient.

[0041]

FIG. 6 is a view showing an example of a billing exclusion table stored in the storage unit
44,

[0042]

As shown in FIG. 6, a sender address and recipient address are stored in the billing
exclusion table in association with each other. The billing exclusion table shows individuals for
whom the billing server 4 does not request compensation (does not bill) for emails transmitted
from the sender address registered in this table to the recipient address.

[0043]

FIG. 7 is a view showing an example of a message table stored in the storage unit 44.
[0044]

As shown in FIG. 7, an MID (message ID) which can uniquely identify an email, the
sender address, the recipient address, the compensation, the billing process status, and the mail
process status are stored in association with each other in the message table. The compensation
represents the compensation for the email recipient to perform a predetermined operation on the
email, and the predetermined operation is, for example, opening or replying to the email. The
billing process status is information representing the progress of the billing process for the email
indicated by the MID, and is represented by attribute values such as “not requested”, “waiting for
reply”, “payable”, “not payable”, “paid”, and “unpaid.” The mail process status is information
indicating the status of the email indicated by the MID, and is represented by attribute values that
correspond to settlement triggers in the recipient table such as “opened” and “replied”, and other
attribute values such as “unopened.”

[0045]

FIG. 8 is a view showing an example of the schematic structure of the mail server 6.

[0046]
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The mail server 6 receives emails, and enables the recipient of the email to reference the
received email from the terminal 7, etc. The mail server 6 supplies the arrival status of the email
to the billing server 4 in accordance with a request from the billing server 4, changes the display
format of the email prior to opening, and supplies the status of the received email to the billing
server 4. For this purpose, the mail server 6 comprises an M communication unit 61, an M
storage unit 64, and an M processing unit 65.

[0047]

The M communication unit 61 includes a wired communication interface circuit such as
EthernetTM. The M communication unit 61 communicates with the sender terminal 2, the billing
server 4, and the terminal 7 via the communication network 8. Further, the M communication
unit 61 provides data received from the sender terminal 2, the billing server 4, and the terminal 7,
etc., to the M processing unit 65. Furthermore, the M communication unit 61 transmits the data
supplied from the M processing unit 65 to the sender terminal 2, the billing server 4, and the
terminal 7, etc.

[0048]

The M storage unit 64 includes at least one of, for example, a semiconductor memory, a
magnetic disk device, and an optical disk device. The M storage unit 64 stores driver programs
used by the M processing unit 65 for processing, operating system programs, application
programs, and data.

[0049]

For example, the M storage unit 64 stores a communication device driver program for
controlling the M communication unit 61, etc., as a driver program. Furthermore, the M storage
unit 64 stores a connection control program by a communication method such as TCP/IP
(Transmission Control Protocol/Internet Protocol), etc., as an operating system program. The M
storage unit 64 stores a data processing program for the transmission and reception of various
data, etc., as an application program. The computer programs may be installed in the M storage
unit 64 from a known computer readable portable recording medium such as a CD-ROM or
DVD-ROM, using a well-known setup program, etc.

[0050]

The M processing unit 65 comprises one or a plurality of processors and peripheral
circuits thereof. The M processing unit 65 comprehensively controls the entirety of the
operations of the mail server 6, and is, for example, a CPU. The M processing unit 65 controls
the operations of the M communication unit 61, etc., so that the various processes of the mail
server 6 are executed in the appropriate order in accordance with the programs stored in the M
storage unit 64. The M processing unit 65 executes processes based on the programs (driver
programs, operating system programs, application programs, etc.) stored in the M storage unit

10
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64. Furthermore, the M processing unit 65 can execute a plurality of programs (application
programs, etc.) in parallel.
[0051]

The M processing unit 65 includes a token issuance unit 651 and a mail processing unit
652, etc. The units included in the M processing unit 65 are functional modules implemented by
programs executed by the processor of the M processing unit 65. Alternatively, the units
included in the M processing unit 65 may be implemented in the mail server 6 as independent
integrated circuits, microprocessors, or firmware. The various units such as the token issuance
unit 651 and the mail processing unit 652 use a communication protocol such as HTTP (Hyper
Text Transfer Protocol) when services are provided to the terminal 7.

[0052]

FIG. 9 is a view showing an example of the schematic structure of the terminal 7.
[0053]

The terminal 7 receives and displays emails which have arrived at the mail server 6. The
terminal 7 performs operations such as replying to the received email. For this purpose, the
terminal 7 comprises an R communication unit 71, an R operation unit 72, an R display unit 73,
an R storage unit 74, and an R processing unit 75.

[0054]

The R communication unit 71 includes a wired communication interface circuit such as
EthernetTM. The R communication unit 71 communicates with the billing server 4 and the mail
server 6, etc., via the communication network 8. Further, the R communication unit 71 provides
data received from the billing server 4 and the mail server 6, etc., to the R processing unit 75.
Furthermore, the R communication unit 71 transmits the data supplied from the R processing
unit 75 to the billing server 4 and the mail server 6, etc.

[0055]

The R operation unit 72 may be any type of device as long as it is capable of performing
the operations of the terminal 7, and may be, for example, a keyboard, mouse, or touchpad.
Using this device, a user can input characters and number, and can select from menus. The R
operation unit 72 receives user instructions, generates signals corresponding to the received
instructions, and outputs the signals to the R processing unit 75.

[0056]

The R display unit 73 may be any type of device as long as it is capable of outputting
images, and may be, for example, a touch panel display device, a liquid crystal display, an
organic EL (Electro-Luminescence) display, or a CRT (Cathode Ray Tube) display. The R
display unit 73 displays images in accordance with data supplied from the R processing unit 75.
[0057]

11
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The R storage unit 74 includes at least one of, for example, semiconductor memory, a
magnetic disk device, and an optical disk device. The R storage unit 74 stores driver programs
used by the R processing unit 75 for processing, operating system programs, application
programs, and data, etc.

[0058]

For example, the R storage unit 74 stores a communication device driver program for
controlling the R communication unit 71, etc., as a driver program. Furthermore, the R storage
unit 74 stores a connection control program by a communication method such as TCP/IP
(Transmission Control Protocol/Internet Protocol), etc., as an operating system program. The R
storage unit 74 stores a data processing program for the transmission and reception of various
data, etc., as an application program. The computer programs may be installed in the R storage
unit 74 from a known computer readable portable recording medium such as, for example, a CD-
ROM or DVD-ROM, using a well-known setup program.

[0059]

The R processing unit 75 comprises one or a plurality of processors and peripheral
circuits thereof. The R processing unit 75 comprehensively controls the entirety of the operations
of the terminal 7, and is, for example, a CPU (Central Processing Unit). The R processing unit 75
controls the operations of the R communication unit 71 so that the various processes of the
terminal 7 are executed in the appropriate order in accordance with the programs stored in the R
storage unit 74. The R processing unit 75 executes processes based on the programs (driver
programs, operating system programs, application programs, etc.) stored in the R storage unit 74.
Furthermore, the R processing unit 75 can execute a plurality of programs (application programs,
etc.) in parallel.

[0060]

The R processing unit 75 includes a registration request unit 751, a mail reception unit
752, a mail display unit 753, a mail creation unit 754, a mail transmission unit 755, and a billing
exclusion request unit 756, etc. The units included in the R processing unit 75 are functional
modules implemented by programs executed by the processor of the R processing unit 75.
Alternatively, the units included in the R processing unit 75 may be implemented in the terminal
7 as independent integrated circuits, microprocessors, or firmware.

[0061]
<1. Initial Registration>

FIG. 10 is a view showing an example of the initial registration operation sequence

carried out by the billing system 1.
[0062]
The operation sequence described below is executed mainly by the processing unit of

12
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each device in cooperation with each element of each device based on a program stored in the
storage unit of each device in advance.
[0063]

Hereinafter, unless explicitly stated otherwise, the sender (user A) of the email uses the
sender terminal 2, and the email to be processed by the sender terminal 2 relates to the sender
(user A) of the email. Furthermore, the recipient (user B) of the email uses the terminal 7, and
the email to be processed by terminal 7 relates to the recipient (user B) of the email.

[0064]

Initially, the sender registration sequence will be described. The sender terminal 2
transmits a user A registration request to the billing server 4 in accordance with the instruction of
the user A (S101). The registration request is transmitted to the billing server 4 by means of a
message including information indication registration as a sender, the email address of user A,
and first and last names.

[0065]

Next, the initial registration unit 451 of the billing server 4 receives the registration
request transmitted from the sender terminal 2 via the communication unit 41. The initial
registration unit 451 detects that the information of the email indicating registration as a sender is
included in the registration request, and registers other information included in the registration
request in the sender table of the storage unit 44 (S102). As a result, the sender registration
sequence ends. The billing server 4 can store information on a plurality of senders in the sender
table.

[0066]

Next, the sequence of recipient registration will be described. The registration request
unit 751 of the terminal 7 transmits, in accordance with the instruction of user B, the user B
registration request to the billing server 4 via the R communication unit 71 (S103). The
registration request is transmitted to the billing server 4 by means of a message including
information representing registration as a recipient, the email address and first and last name of
user B, the mail server used by user B, a trigger starting settlement, and the SNS name and SNS
account used by user B. Note that regarding the mail server used by user B, it is preferable that
the billing server 4 present to the terminal 7 mail servers which can be linked with the billing
server 4 and the terminal 7 select therefrom.

[0067]

The initial registration unit 451 of the billing server 4 receives the registration request
transmitted from the terminal 7 via the communication unit 41. The initial registration unit 451
detects that the information representing registration as an email recipient is included in the
registration request, and registers other information contained in the registration request in the

13
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recipient table of the storage unit 44 (S104).
[0068]

The registration request unit 751 of the terminal 7 transmits a token request to the mail
server 6 via the R communication unit 71 (S105). The token request is transmitted to the mail
server 6 by means of a message including a user name and password.

[0069]

The token issuance unit 651 of the mail server 6 receives the token request transmitted
form the terminal 7 via the M communication unit 61. The token issuance unit 651 confirms
whether the user name and password contained in the token request match the user name and
password stored in the M storage unit 64 of the mail server 6 in advance. When they match, the
token issuance unit 651 issues an access token and transmits a token response containing the
access token to the terminal 7 via the M communication unit 61 (S106). Furthermore, the token
issuance unit 651 stores the user name and access token in association with each other in the M
storage unit 64. When they do not match, the token issuance unit 651 does not issue an access
token and transmits a token response which does not contain an access token to the terminal 7
via the M communication unit 61.

[0070]

The registration request unit 751 of the terminal 7 receives the token response transmitted
by the mail server 6 via the R communication unit 71. When an access token is contained in the
token response, the registration request unit 751 transmits the token registration request via the R
communication unit 71 (S107). The token registration request is transmitted to the billing server
4 by means of a message containing the email address of the user B and the access token
contained in the token response.

[0071]

The initial registration unit 451 of the billing server 4 receives the token registration
request transmitted from the terminal 7 via the communication unit 41. The initial registration
unit 451 confirms whether the email address of the user B contained in the token registration
request matches with any of the recipient addresses of the entries contained in the recipient table.
When they match, the initial registration unit 451 registers the access token in the entry of the
recipient table (§108), and when they do not match, the initial registration unit 451 does not
perform registration of the access token. In accordance with the foregoing, the recipient
registration sequence ends. The billing server 4 can store a plurality of types of recipient
information in the recipient table.

[0072]
In the following processes, the requests transmitted by the billing server 4 to the mail

server 6 contain an access token of an email recipient such as user B. The mail server 6, which
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has received a request message containing an access token, associates this request with the
access token and processes as a request from to the user of the user name stored in the M storage
unit 64. As a result, the billing server 4 can receive from the mail server 6 the same service as the
recipient of the email associated with the access token.

[0073]

Next, the sequence for registration to the billing exclusion table will be described. The
billing exclusion request unit 756 of the terminal 7 transmits a registration request for senders
(billing exclusion individuals) who have not requested compensation from the billing server 4
via the R communication unit 71 based on the request by the email recipient (user B) (S109).
The registration request is transmitted to the billing server 4 by means of a message containing
information indication billing exclusion, the email address (sender address) of the billing
exclusion individual, and the email address (recipient address) of user B.

[0074]

The billing exclusion individuals registration unit 459 of the billing server 4 receives the
registration request transmitted from the terminal 7 via the communication unit 41. The billing
exclusion individuals registration unit 459 detects that information indicating billing exclusion is
contained in the registration request, and registers other information contained in the registration
request in the billing exclusion table of the storage unit 44 (S110). As a result, the billing
exclusion individuals registration unit 459 registers the sender and recipient of the email as a pair
in the billing exclusion table. In accordance with the foregoing, the sequence for registration to
the billing exclusion table ends. The billing server 4 can store a plurality of types of sender-
recipient pairs in the billing exclusion table.

[0075]

It should be noted that in the sequence shown in FIG. 10, the order of the sender
registration request (S101, S012), the recipient registration request (S103 to S108), and the
request for registration to the billing exclusion table (§109, S110) are not limited to this order.
For example, the recipient registration request may be executed before the sender registration
request. Furthermore, by transmitting the token request (S105) and token response (S106) prior
to the registration request (S103), the registration request (5103) may contain the access token
transmitted by the token response (S106). As a result, transmission of the token registration
request (S107) can be omitted.

[0076]

Furthermore, though the request for registration to the billing exclusion table has been
described as a part of initial registration, the request for registration to the billing exclusion table
is not limited to this time. For example, in the case in which user B reads an email and

subsequently wishes to execute an email exchange with the sender of the email at no extra cost,
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user B may execute the request for registration to the billing exclusion table at that time.
[0077]
<2. Process when Email Arrives at Mail Server 6>

FIG. 11 is a view showing an example of the operation sequence of the process when an
email arrives at the mail server 6.

[0078]

Initially, the sender terminal 2 transmits an email from user A to user B (S201). The mail
processing unit 652 of the mail server 6 receives the email transmitted from the sender terminal 2
via the M communication unit 61, and stores the received email in a user B mailbox in the M
storage unit 64 (S202).

[0079]

In parallel with the processes of S201 and S202, the sender acquisition unit 452 of the
billing server 4 detects whether the recipient mail server (mail server 6) has received any new
mail addressed to a mail recipient stored in the recipient table (S203). For example, the sender
acquisition unit 452 acquires from the mail server 6 and stores the headers of the emails stored in
the user B mailbox at predetermined cycles. If the acquired header includes a header that has not
been acquired in the previous cycle, the sender acquisition unit 452 judges that the mail server 6
has received a new mail. When new mails are not received by the mail server 6, the sender
acquisition unit 452 does not execute the processes of S204 and thereafter, which are described
later, and again performs the judgment of S203 after the predetermined cycle has elapsed.
[0080]

When the mail server 6 has received a new mail, the sender acquisition unit 452 acquires
the sender and recipient thereof from the new mail. For example, the sender acquisition unit 452
extracts the email address described in the “From:” field as the sender email address and the
email address described in the “To:” field as the recipient email address from the header of a
previous acquired email, from the acquired header of the email.

[0081]

Next, the sender acquisition unit 452 judges whether an entry matching the acquired
sender and recipient email address pair is present in the billing exclusion table stored in the
storage unit 44 (S204). In other words, the sender acquisition unit 452 judges whether or not to
request compensation from the email sender (whether or not a matching entry is present).

[0082]

When compensation is requested (a matching entry is not present) (S204 - Y), in order to
request compensation for the user B to perform the predetermined operation on the email from
the email sender (user A), the compensation determination unit 453 of the billing server 4
determines the compensation (S205). The details of the process of S205 will be described later.
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[0083]

When the compensation determination unit 453 determines compensation, the
information requisition unit 454 transmits the request for compensation from the email sender
(user A) to the settlement server 5 via the communication unit 41 (S206). The request for
compensation is transmitted to the settlement server 5 by means of a message containing the
MID, the first and last names of the email sender, and the compensation amount determined in
S205. Regarding the first and last names of the email sender, the sender email address acquired
by the sender acquisition unit 452 is used as a key, and the first and last names extracted by the
information requisition unit 454 from the sender table are used.

[0084]

Based on the request from the billing server 4, the settlement server 5 transmits the
request for compensation for the email recipient (user B) to perform the operation on the email to
the sender terminal 2 (user A) (S207). The sender terminal 2 receives the request from the
settlement server 5 and transmits a compensation response containing whether or not
compensation is to be paid and additionally a credit card number when compensation is to be
paid to the settlement server 5 in accordance with the instructions from user A (S208).

[0085]

When a response is received from the sender terminal 2, and the received response is a
reply indicating that the payment of the compensation is to be performed, the settlement server 5
stores the settlement information containing the MID transmitted in S207, the first and last
names of the email sender, the compensation amount, and the credit card number contained in
the response (S209). When the first and last names used by the sender terminal 2 for settlement
are contained in the response, the settlement server 5 may store the first and last names
transmitted in the response instead of the first and last names of the email sender transmitted in
S207. The settlement server 5 further transmits a compensation response indicating whether or
not the payment of the compensation is to be performed to the billing server 4, based on the
received response (S210). It should be noted that at this time, the settlement server 5 does not
transmit the credit card number to the billing server 4. The results reception unit 455 of the
billing server 4 receives the response to the compensation request transmitted in S206 from the
settlement server 5 via the communication unit 41. In accordance with the foregoing, the process
in the case in which compensation is requested from the email sender (when a matching entry is
not present) ends.

[0086]

When compensation is not requested (a matching entry is present) (S204 - N), the billing
server 4 does not execute the processes of S205 to S210. In other words, the information
requisition unit 454 excludes emails having the same sender and recipient pair as a pair
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registered by the billing exclusion individuals registration unit 459 from the target of the request
for settlement information.
[0087]

When the result indicating that the settlement information has been supplied in S210 is
transmitted and received by the results reception unit 455 (S211 - Y), the display changing unit
456 controls the mail server 6 so as to change the display of the email judged in S204 prior to
opening to the predetermined display format (S212). When the sender acquisition unit 452
judges in S204 that compensation has not been requested (S211 - Y), the display changing unit
456 controls the mail server 6 so as to change the display of the email judged in S204 to another
predetermined display format (S212). The mail processing unit 652 of the mail server 6 sets the
display of the email prior to opening to the predetermined display format in accordance with the
control of S212 (S213).

[0088]

For example, the display changing unit 456 uses the API (Application Programming
Interface) cooperation function supplied by the mail server 6 to add label information indicating
billing exclusion or that settlement information has been supplied to the header of the email
stored in the mail server 6. Furthermore, for example, the display changing unit 456 transmits the
request for setting the display format of the email in the list of received emails to the
predetermined format, to the mail server 6. The mail processing unit 652 of the mail server 6
executes the setting requested by the display changing unit 456 of the billing server 4.

[0089]

When it is judged in S204 that compensation is to be requested and result indicating that
settlement information has not been supplied in S201 is transmitted, the display changing unit
456 does not execute the processes of S212 and S213. In other words, when the received email is
a billing target and the supply of settlement information for the email is not received by the
settlement server 5, the mail processing unit 652 of the mail server 6 does not set the display of
the email prior to opening to the predetermined display format. In accordance with the foregoing,
the operation sequence of the process when an email arrives is completed.

[0090]

Note that the sender terminal 2 and the settlement server 5 may use other settlement
information used by bank net settlement, mobile carrier settlement, etc., in place of a credit card
number. Furthermore, though the billing server 4 requests, via the settlement server 5, that user
A input information necessary for the settlement of the compensation to the settlement server 5,
the billing server 4 may make such a request directly to user A. For example, the information
requisition unit 454 of the billing server 4 transmits a request for compensation for user B to

perform the operation on the email to the sender terminal 2 (user A) via the communication unit
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41. The information requisition unit 454 describes in the request a URL for inputting settlement
information such as a credit card number to the settlement server 5, and user A may input
settlement information to the settlement server 5 from the webpage represented by the URL.
[0091]

Since the billing system 1 changes the display of emails prior to opening for which the
settlement information has been supplied to a predetermined display format in this manner, the
email recipient can treat emails for which settlement information has been supplied separately
from emails for which settlement information has not been supplied. For example, the email
recipient can open and process emails for which settlement information has been supplied at a
higher priority than emails for which settlement information has not been supplied.

[0092]

Furthermore, the information for registration to the billing exclusion table is a set of a
sender address and a recipient address. Thus, the billing server 4 can exclude emails transmitted
from user B to user A from billing even if the emails transmitted from user A to user B are
identified as billing targets in the judgement of S204.

[0093]

FIG. 12 is a flowchart showing an example of the compensation determination process by
the billing server 4, and FIG. 13 is a view showing an example of the compensation
determination method by the billing server 4. The process of the flowchart of FIG. 12
corresponds to the process of S205 of FIG. 11, and is executed when the sender acquisition unit
452 judges that compensation should be requested in S204.

[0094]

Note that the operation described below are executed by the processing unit 45, which
primarily comprises a CPU, in cooperation with each element of the billing server 4 based on a
program stored in the storage unit 44 in advance.

[0095]

The compensation determination unit 453 of the billing server 4 transmits a
compensation setting request, which is requested of the email sender (user A), to the terminal 7
(user B) via the communication unit 41, and receives a response thereto from the terminal 7
(S301). The compensation amount is preferably specified in 100 yen increments up to a
maximum of 2000 yen.

[0096]

Next, the compensation determination unit 453 judges whether compensation is indicated

in the received response (S302).
[0097]
When compensation is not indicated in the response (S302 - N), the compensation
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determination unit 453 acquires the SNS name and SNS account used by the email recipient
(user B) from the recipient table. Next, the compensation determination unit 453 transmits a
request for the follow count of the account indicated by the SNS account to the SNS server
represented by the SNS name via the communication unit 41. Next, the compensation
determination unit 453 receives the follower count of user B from the SNS server via the
communication unit 41 (S303). These processes may be executed using the API cooperation
function supplied by the SNS server.

[0098]

The compensation determination unit 453, which has received the follower count of user
B, calculates a reference point number based on the follower count (S304). For example, when
the settlement trigger is “opening”, it is preferable that the calculation formula “reference point
number = follower count x 0.03 (rounded to the nearest decimal point)” be used. Note that when
the follower count exceeds 1000000 followers, calculation is performed using a follower count
of 1000000. An example of the calculation of the reference point number by this method is
shown in FIG. 13(a).

[0099]

Since it is more preferably for the email sender (user A) to receive a reply than simply
opening (with the expectation of reading), when the settlement trigger is “reply”, the
compensation determination unit 453 may use a calculation formula in which the reference point
number is higher than the case of “opening.” For example, it is preferable that the calculation
formula “reference point number = follower count x 0.05 (rounded to the nearest decimal point)”
be used.

[0100]

Next, the compensation determination unit 453 acquires the mail server (mail server 6)
used by the email recipient (user B) from the recipient table and transmits a request for an email
reception number for the last 30 days. In other words, the compensation determination unit 453
issues a request to the mail server associated with the email recipient in the recipient table to
transmit the email reception number of the recipient in the last 30 days. Next, the compensation
determination unit 453 receives the email reception number from the mail server 6 via the
communication unit 41 (S305). These processes may be executed using the API cooperation
function supplied by the mail server 6.

[0101]

Next, the compensation determination unit 453 calculates a mail point number based on
the email reception number (S306). For example, when the settlement trigger is “opening”, it is
preferable that the calculation formula shown in FIG. 13(b) be used. Note that when the
reception number exceeds 100, calculation is performed using a mail reception number of 100.
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[0102]

As shown in FIG. 13(b), the calculation of the mail point number is weighted by a
predetermined coefficient (1.1) by performing an exponential calculation based on the mail
reception number. This is based on the idea that email recipients have difficulty reading every
email as the number of emails received increases, and thus, the sender must provide the recipient
greater compensation in order to receive preference.

[0103]

By the same idea as calculation of the reference point number based on the follower
count, the compensation determination unit 453 may use a calculation formula in which the mail
point number is greater when the settlement trigger is “reply” than when it is “opening.” For
example, in the formula of FIG. 13(b), the coefficient 1.3, which is changed from 1.1, may be
used.

[0104]

Next, the compensation determination unit 453 calculates the compensation based on the
reference point number and the mail point number (S307). For example, the compensation
determination unit 453 may calculate the compensation by the calculation formula
“compensation (yen) = (reference point number + mail point number) x 10.”

[0105]

Next, the compensation determination unit 453 registers an entry including the MID of
the email for which it is judged in S204 of FIG. 11 that compensation for the user B to perform
the predetermined operation is to be requested, the sender address, the recipient address, and the
compensation in the message table (S308). At this time, the compensation determination unit 453
registers the received value in the compensation column in the case in which compensation is
received in S301, and registers the value calculated in S307 when the compensation is not
received in S301. Furthermore, the compensation determination unit 453 sets the attribute value
of the billing process status column of the entry to “not requested” and the attribute value of the
mail process status column to “not opened.” In accordance with the foregoing, the compensation
determination process ends.

[0106]
<3. Process at the Time of Email Operation by Terminal 7>

FIG. 14 is a view showing an example of the operation sequence of the process by the
billing system 1 after an email is acquired, and FIG. 15 is a view showing an example of an
email list screen displayed on the terminal 7.

[0107]

The mail reception unit 752 of the terminal 7 requests that the mail server 6 supply a list

of received emails via the R communication unit 71 (S501). The mail processing unit 652 of the
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mail server 6 receives the request from the terminal 7 via the M communication unit 61, and
transmits the list of emails sent to user B to the terminal 7 (S502). Though the email list includes
the email sender names and subjects extracted from the header information of the emails, etc.,
information on the texts of the emails is not included. When the mail display unit 753 of the
terminal 7 receives the email list from the mail server 6 via the R communication unit 71, the R
display unit 73 displays the contents thereof. An example of this display is shown in FIG. 15.
[0108]

FIG. 15 shows an example of an email from the sender “TOHSHI KIBOU” having the
subject “New Business Model Suggestions” for which settlement information has been supplied
(displayed with a * (star) mark) and an email from the sender “KIM SHOU” having the subject
“Investment Request” for which settlement information has not been supplied. This display is
displayed by the mail display unit 753 of the terminal 7 based on the addition of the label
information to the email or the setting of the display format of the email to the predetermined
format, which is executed by the mail server 6 in step S213 of FIG. 11.

[0109]

In accordance with the instructions of user B using the R operation unit 72, the mail
reception unit 752 of the terminal 7 transmits an acquisition request for the text of the email
indicated by the user B via the R communication unit 71 to the mail server 6 (S503). The mail
processing unit 652 of the mail server 6 receives the request from the terminal 7 via the M
communication unit 61, and transmits the full text of the email addressed to user B to the
terminal 7 (S504). Furthermore, the mail processing unit 652 stores the fact that the email for
which the full text has been transmitted to the terminal 7 has been “opened” in the M storage unit
64. The mail reception unit 752 of the terminal 7 receives the full text of the email from the mail
server 6 via the R communication unit 71, and the mail display unit 753 displays the full text of
the email received by the mail reception unit 752 on the R display unit 73.

[0110]

In accordance with the instructions of user B using the R operation unit 72, the mail
creation unit 754 creates a replay to the email displayed by the mail display unit 753. The mail
transmission unit 755 transmits a request to transmit the email (replay) generated by the mail
creation unit 754 to user A to the mail server 6 via the R communication unit 71 (S505). The
mail processing unit 652 of the mail server 6 receives the request from the terminal 7 via the M
communication unit 61, and transmits the email addressed to user A to the sender terminal 2
(S506). The mail processing unit 652 stores the fact that the email for which the full text has
been transmitted to the terminal 7 has been “replied” to in the M storage unit 64.

[0111]
In parallel with the processes of S501 to S506, the operation detection unit 458 of the
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billing server 4 periodically confirms the operation executed by user B on the emails in the
mailbox of the mail server 6 (S507). The operations detected by the operation detection unit 458
includes the opening of emails and operation executed on the email after opening.

[0112]

For example, the operation detection unit 458 transmits a mail process status request
related to emails stored in the message table for which user B is the recipient to the mail server 6
via the communication unit 41. When the operation detection unit 458 receives a mail process
status response form the mail server 6, comparison with the mail process status stored in the
message table is performed.

[0113]

When the mail process status received from the mail server 6 and the mail process status
stored in the message table differ for a certain email, the operation detection unit 458 updates the
attribute value in the mail process status column of the message table to the mail process status
received from the mail server 6. For example, if the attribute value in the mail process status
column of the message table is “unopened” and the mail process status received from the mail
server 6 is “opened” for a certain email, the attribute value in the mail process status column of
the message table for the email is updated to “opened.”

[0114]

Next, the operation detection unit 458 confirms whether the mail process status of each
email received from the mail server 6 matches a settlement trigger for user B (S508). In other
words, the operation detection unit 458 confirms whether the attribute value of each email in the
mail progress status column of the message table matches with an attribute value in the
settlement trigger column associated with the recipient address of the email in the recipient table.
When they match, the operation detection unit 458 judges that a settlement trigger has occurred,
and when they do not match, the operation detection unit 458 judges that a settlement trigger has
not occurred.

[0115]

When the operation detection unit 458 detects the occurrence of a settlement trigger
(S508 - Y), the settlement requisition unit 457 transmits a settlement request containing the MID
of the email for which the occurrence of a settlement trigger has been detected to the settlement
server 5 via the communication unit 41 (S509). In other words, when the results reception unit
455 has supplied settlement information, and the operation detection unit 458 detects that the
predetermined operation has been executed, the settlement requisition unit 457 requests that the
settlement server 5 execute settlement. The settlement server 5, which has received the
settlement request, executes settlement for user A based on the settlement information stored in
S209 of FIG. 11 and the received MID (S510), and transmits a response indicating the execution
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of settlement to the billing server 4 (S511). In the settlement in S510, the settlement server 5
pays the user B an amount obtained by subtracting a system fee for processing by the billing
server 4.

[0116]

When a response is received from the settlement server 5 via the communication unit 41,
the settlement requisition unit 457 of the billing server 4 generates a notification containing
information representing that a settlement trigger has occurred and that settlement has been
executed or settlement was attempted but could not be executed. The settlement requisition unit
457 transmits the generated notification via the communication unit 41 (S512), and changes and
saves the billing process status in the message table as “paid” if settlement was successful and
“unpaid” if unsuccessful (S513). The settlement requisition unit 457 may again execute the
process of S509 and thereafter for emails for which the billing process status in the message
table is “unpaid.”

[0117]

When the operation detection unit 458 cannot confirm the occurrence of a settlement
trigger (S508 - N), the processes of S509 to S513 are not executed. In accordance with the
foregoing, the operation sequence of the process after an email is acquired ends.

[0118]

It should be noted that though the settlement requisition unit 457 transmits a settlement
request to the settlement server 5 when the operation detection unit 458 detects the occurrence of
a settlement trigger (S509), the settlement requisition unit 457 may reference the billing
exclusion table prior to transmitting the settlement request. For example, when the
sender/recipient pair of the settlement request target email is present in an entry in the billing
exclusion table, the settlement requisition unit 457 does not transmit a settlement request to the
settlement server 5. As a result, when the sender/recipient pair of the email for which it has been
determined that the payment of compensation is to be made in S208 of FIG. 11 is later registered
in the billing exclusion table (when the recipient determined that billing should not be requested
from the sender), the billing server 4 can prevent the billing of the sender of the email.

[0119]

Furthermore, though the operation detection unit 458 receives the mail process status
from the mail server 6, the mail process status may be detected by the mail server 6 or the
operation contents of the terminal 7 may be notified via the mail server 6. In either case, the
operation detection unit 458 detects the operation executed on the email by the terminal 7 via the
mail server 6.

[0120]
As described above, the billing server according to the present invention changes the
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display prior to opening of the email when the settlement information of the compensation for
performing the operation on the email is input to the settlement server, and executes settlement
when the email is opened or when the operation is executed after the email has been opened.
Thus, the email recipient can receive an email at the same address, regardless of whether or not
the email is a billing target, and can treat such emails separately.

[0121]

Furthermore, the information requisition unit 454 of the billing server 4 can exclude as a
target for request of information necessary for the settlement of the compensation emails having
a sender and recipient pair identical to a pair registered by the billing exclusion individuals
registration unit 459. Thus, the billing server 4 can eliminate the waste of charging compensation
every time to a person for whom it has been determined that emails can be continuously
exchanged without additional compensation.

[0122]

Furthermore, the compensation determination unit 453 of the billing server 4 calculates
the compensation based on the SNS follower count of the email recipient. Thus, the billing
server 4 can determine the compensation amount based on objective indicators rather than the
subjectivity of the email recipient.

[0123]

It should be noted that the present invention is not limited to the present embodiment. For
example, in the present embodiment, the mail server 6 supplies the service to the terminal 7
using HTTP. Instead, the mail server 6 may use a communication protocol such as SMTP
(Simple Mail Transfer Protocol), POP3 (Post Office Protocol version 3), or IMPA (Internet
Message Access Protocol) to send and receive emails to and from the terminal 7.

[0124]

Furthermore, though “opening” and “replying” have been exemplified as settlement
triggers in the present embodiment, the settlement triggers are not limited thereto, and operations
such as, for example, the sending of emails to a specific individual or saving to a predetermined
folder may be adopted as settlement triggers. By setting an action that cannot be executed
without opening the email as a settlement trigger, it can be guaranteed at the time of settlement at
least that the email has been opened.

[0125]

Furthermore, though conventional currency has been exemplified as the compensation in
the present embodiment, the compensation is not limited thereto, and, for example, points earned
by using specific services, virtual currency, and electronic money may be adopted.

[0126]
Furthermore, the use of the mail server 6 by the sender terminal 2 for sending and
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receiving emails has been exemplified in the present embodiment, the sender terminal 2 may be
connected to another mail server, and the sending and reception of emails with the terminal 7
using the mail server 6 may be executed via the other mail server.

[0127]

<First Modified Example>

When a reply mail has not been transmitted by the recipient of an email, for which
“opening” has been set as the attribute value of the settlement trigger, regardless of the fact that
the email has been opened, the billing server 104 according to the first modified example
transmits a follow-up email which prompts a reply to the email to the recipient.

[0128]

FIG. 16 is a view showing an example of the schematic structure of the billing server 104
according to the first modified example.
[0129]

The billing server 104 differs from the billing server 4 in that a follow-up frequency table
is further included in the storage unit 144, a judgment unit 460 and a follow-up unit 461 are
further included in the processing unit 47, and that a part of the contents of the process of the
settlement requisition unit 477 differs. The structures and functions of the constituent elements
of the billing server 104 other than the follow-up frequency table, the settlement requisition unit
477, the judgment unit 460, and the follow-up unit 461 are identical to the structures and
functions of the constituent elements of the billing server 4 assigned the same reference sign, and
thus, detailed descriptions thereof have been omitted herein.

[0130]

FIG. 17 is a view showing an example of the follow-up frequency table according to the
first modified example.
[0131]

As shown in FIG. 17, the SNS follower count, a follow-up mail frequency, and a follow-
up mail interval are stored in association with each other in the follow-up frequency table. The
SNS follower count is the SNS follower count of the recipient of the emails for which the
occurrence of a settlement trigger has been detected. Hereinafter, the email for which the
occurrence of a settlement trigger has been detected will be referred to as a “target email.”
[0132]

A follow-up mail is an email which prompts a reply to the target email. A follow-up mail
is transmitted to the recipient when a replay mail has not been transmitted from the recipient of
the target mail regardless of the fact that settlement has been executed. The follow-up mail
frequency is the frequency at which follow-up mails are transmitted for a single target email. The
follow-up mail interval represents the interval from the time when the opening of the target email
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is detected to the time an initial follow-up mail is transmitted. When the follow-up frequency is
two repetitions or more, the follow-up mail interval may also represent the interval from the time
at which a certain follow-up email has been transmitted to the time when the next follow-up mail
Is transmitted.

[0133]

The initial registration operation sequence and the operation sequence of the process
when an email arrives according to the first modified example are identical to the initial
registration operation sequence and the operation sequence of the process when an email arrives
in the embodiment, and thus, a detailed description thereof has been omitted herein.

[0134]

FIG. 18 is a view showing an example of the operation sequence of the process after an
email has been acquired according to the first modified example.
[0135]

The processes of S531 to S535, excluding execution by the settlement requisition unit
477 in place of the settlement requisition unit 457, are identical to the process of S501 to S504
and S507 of the process after an email has been acquired according to the embodiment, and thus,
a detailed description thereof has been omitted herein.

[0136]

The operation detection unit 458 confirms whether or not the attribute value of the mail
process status column of each email in the message table matches the attribute value of the
settlement trigger column associated with the recipient address of the email in the recipient table
(S536).

[0137]

When the two attribute values do not match in the process of S536 (S536 - N), the
process proceeds to S535. In other words, when the operation detection unit 458 cannot confirm
the occurrence of a settlement trigger, the processes of S535 and S536 are repeated.

[0138]

When the operation detection unit 458 detects the occurrence of a settlement trigger in
the process of S536 (S536 - Y), the settlement requisition unit 477 associates the MID of the
email for which the occurrence of a settlement trigger was detected and the current date and time
with each other and stores them in the storage unit 144 (S537).

[0139]

The processes of S538 to S542, excluding the execution by the settlement requisition unit
477 in place of the settlement requisition unit 457, are identical to the processes of S509 to S513
of the process after an email has been acquired according to the embodiment, and thus, a detailed
description thereof has been omitted herein.
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[0140]

Next, the judgment unit 460 and the follow-up unit 461 execute a follow-up mail process
(S543). In accordance with the foregoing, the operation sequence of the process after an email
has been acquired ends.

[0141]

FIG. 19 is a flowchart showing an example of the follow-up mail process according to
the first modified example.
[0142]

The process of the flowchart of corresponds to the process of S543 of FIG. 18 and is
executed for each target email.
[0143]

It should be noted that the operations described below are executed by the processing unit
47 mainly comprising a CPU in cooperation with each of the elements of the billing server 4
based on a program stored in the storage unit 144 in advance.

[0144]

Initially, the judgment unit 460 judges whether the settlement response received by the
settlement requisition unit 477 indicates that settlement has been executed (S601). When the
settlement response does not indicate that settlement has been executed (S601 - N), the follow-up
mail process ends.

[0145]

When the settlement response indicates that settlement has been executed (S601 - Y), the
judgment unit 460 judges whether the settlement trigger corresponding to the settlement
response, i.e., the predetermined operation, is opening of the email (S602). When the
predetermined operation is not opening of the email (S602 - N), the follow-up mail process ends.
[0146]

When the predetermined operation is opening of the email (S602 - Y), the follow-up unit
461 determines the frequency and interval at which follow-up mails are transmitted based on the
SNS follower count of the recipient of the target email (S603). The follow-up unit 461 receives
the SNS follower count of the recipient of the target email by a method identical to the method
by which the compensation determination unit 453 receives the SNS follower count in the
process of S303. The follow-up unit 461 determines the follow-up mail transmission frequency
and transmission interval based on the received SNS follower count and the information
registered in the follow-up frequency table.

[0147]

In the follow-up frequency table shown in FIG. 17, the frequency of follow-up mails is

set higher the higher the SNS follower count of the email sender. Individuals with high SNS
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follower counts are generally busy, and replies to email tend to be delayed. Thus, the follow-up
unit 461 preferably increases the chance of recognition of lack of reply to the email by
determining that the follow-up mail frequency should be increased as the SNS follower count of
the sender of the email increases.

[0148]

Furthermore, in the follow-up frequency table shown in FIG. 17, the follow-up mail
interval is set longer the higher the SNS follower count of the email sender. Since the follow-up
mail frequency is increased the higher the SNS follower count of the email sender in the follow-
up frequency table, in some cases, shortening of the follow-up mail interval can increase the
frequency of follow-up mails more than is necessary, which can cause inconvenience to the
email sender. The follow-up unit 461 preferably performs determination so that the follow-up
mail interval becomes long as the number of SNS followers of the email sender increases.
[0149]

Next, the follow-up unit 461 extracts the date and time associated with the MID identical
to the MID of the target email from the date and time at which the occurrence of the settlement
trigger stored in the storage unit 144 in the process of S537 was detected. Next, the follow-up
unit 461 determines the time at which the presence or absence of a reply to the target email
should be confirmed by adding the follow-up mail interval to the extracted date and time. Below,
the time at which the presence or absence of a reply to the determined target email should be
confirmed will be referred to as the predetermined time.

[0150]

Next, the judgment unit 460 sets the transmission frequency of the follow-up mail to the
initial value of 0, and waits until the predetermined time (S604).
[0151]

Next, when it is detected that the predetermined time has elapsed, the judgment unit 460
confirms the operation state of the target email in the mail box of the mail server 6 (S605). the
judgment unit 460 updates the message table by a method identical to the method by which the
operation detection unit 458 updates the mail process status of the message table in the process
of S535, and confirms the operation state of the target email.

[0152]

Next, the judgment unit 460 judges whether the recipient of the target email has
transmitted a reply mail to the target email by the predetermined time based on the confirmed
operation state of the email (S606). For example, if the mail process status of the target email is
“replied” in the message table, it is judged that the recipient of the target email has transmitted a
reply mail to the target email by the predetermined time. When the recipient of the target mail
has transmitted a reply mail by the predetermined time (S606 - Y), the follow-up mail process
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ends.
[0153]

When the recipient of the target email has not transmitted a reply mail by the
predetermined time (S606 - N), the follow-up unit 461 transmits a follow-up mail to the recipient
of the target email (S607). The follow-up unit 461 acts as an email client, and transmits a follow-
up mail addressed to the recipient of the target email to the mail server 6 via the communication
unit 41,

[0154]

The mail processing unit 652 of the mail server 6 receives the transmitted follow-up mail
via the M communication unit 61, and stores the received follow-up mail in the mailbox for the
recipient of the target email in the M storage unit 64. The mail reception unit 752 of the terminal
7 acquires the follow-up mail from the mailbox of the mail server 6 via the R communication
unit 71, and displays it on the R display unit 73, whereby the recipient of the target email can
recognize the follow-up mail.

[0155]

Next, the follow-up unit 461 stores the date and time at which the follow-up mail was
transmitted in the storage unit 144, and increases the transmission frequency of the follow-up
mail by 1. Next, the judgment unit 460 determines whether the transmission frequency of the
follow-up mail matches the transmission frequency determined in the process of S603 (S608).
When the transmission frequency of the follow-up mail matches the transmission frequency
determined in the process of S603 (S608 - Y), the follow-up mail process ends.

[0156]

When the transmission frequency of the follow-up mail does not match the transmission
frequency determined in the process of S603 (S608 - N), the judgment unit 460 determines a new
predetermined time from the date and time at which the follow-up mail was transmitted stored in
the storage unit 144, and the follow-up mail interval (S609). Next, the process returns to S604,
and the processes of S604 to S609 are repeated.

[0157]

Since the billing server 104 according to the first modified example transmits a follow-up
email when the recipient of the target email does not transmit a reply mail to the target email, it
is possible to reduce failure of the recipient to transmit the reply mail.

[0158]

Note that the follow-up mail process of S543 may be executed after the settlement
requisition unit 477 has received the settlement response transmitted from the settlement server 5
in the process of S540.

[0159]
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Furthermore, the date and time used as the start point for determining the predetermined
time in the process of S603 may be the date and time at which the settlement requisition unit 477
transmits the settlement request in the process of S538 or may be the date and time at which the
settlement requisition unit 477 receives the response transmitted in the process of S540.

[0160]

Furthermore, in the process of S603, the follow-up unit 461 may determine only one of
the frequency and interval at which the follow-up mails are transmitted based on the SNS
follower count of the recipient, or may use a predetermined value irrespective of the SNS
follower count. Furthermore, in the process of S603, the follow-up unit 461 may determine the
predetermined time using predetermined transmission frequency and interval in place of the
predetermined time determined based on the determined results of the frequency and interval at
which the follow-up mails are transmitted.

[0161]
<Second Modified Example>

The billing server 204 according to the second modified example is a modified version of
the billing server 104 according to the first modified example, and transmits a follow-up mail to
the recipient of the email by satisfying other conditions when the sender of the email pays a
predetermined cost.

[0162]

FIG. 20 is a view showing an example of the schematic structure of the billing server 204
according to the second modified example.
[0163]

The billing server 204 differs from the billing server 104 according to the first modified
example in that the storage unit 244 further stores an additional cost table, the processing unit 48
further includes an additional cost information acquisition unit 462, and a part of the contents of
the process of the compensation determination unit 483 differs. The structures and functions of
the constitute elements of the billing server 204 aside from the foregoing are identical to the
structures and functions of the constituent elements of the billing server 104 which have been
assigned the same reference signs, and thus, detailed descriptions thereof have been omitted
herein.

[0164]

FIG. 21 is a view showing an example of the additional cost table according to the second
modified example.
[0165]

The additional cost table stores the sender address, recipient address, and additional cost
information in association with each other. The sender address represents the email address of
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the sender of the target email. The recipient address represents the email address of the recipient
of the target email. The additional cost information represents costs paid by the sender of the
target email specified by the sender address in order for the billing server 204 to transmit a
follow-up email to the target email to the recipient address.

[0166]

Since the initial registration operation sequence according to the second modified
example is identical to the initial registration operation sequence according to the first modified
example, a detailed description thereof has been omitted herein.

[0167]

FIG. 22 is a view showing an example of the operation sequence of additional cost
registration according to the second modified example.
[0168]

The operation sequence of additional cost registration is executed after the initial
registration sequence has been executed but before the sequence of the process when an email
arrives. Initially, the sender terminal 2, in accordance with the instructions from the user,
transmits an additional cost information registration request representing costs to be paid by the
email sender for transmitting a follow-up email to the billing server 204 (S701). The registration
request is transmitted to the billing server 204 as a message containing information representing
additional cost information registration, the email address of the sender of the email, the email
address of the recipient of the email, and the additional cost information.

[0169]

Next, the additional cost information acquisition unit 462 of the billing server 4 receives
the registration request transmitted from the sender terminal 2 via the communication unit 41.
When it is detected that the information representing additional cost information registration is
contained in a registration request, the additional cost information acquisition unit 462 judges
whether the cost indicated by the additional cost information is equal to or greater than a
predetermined cost stored in the storage unit 244 in advance (S702).

[0170]

When the cost indicated by the additional cost information is greater than or equal to the
predetermined cost, the additional cost information acquisition unit 462 acquires the email
address of the sender of the email, the email address of the recipient of the email, and the
additional cost information from the registration request. Next, the additional cost information
acquisition unit 462 registers the acquired information in the additional cost table in association
with each other (S703). Next, the additional cost information acquisition unit 462 transmits an
additional cost registration response containing information indicating that the additional cost

information registration was successful to the sender terminal 2 via the communication unit 41
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(S704). In accordance with the foregoing, the additional cost registration sequence ends.
[0171]

When the cost indicated by the additional cost information is not greater than or equal to
the predetermined cost, the additional cost information acquisition unit 462 transmits an
additional cost registration response containing information indicating that the additional cost
information registration has failed to the sender terminal 2 via the communication unit 41. In
accordance with the foregoing, the additional cost registration sequence ends.

[0172]

FIG. 23 is a view showing an example of the operation sequence of the process when an
email arrives according to the second modified example.
[0173]

Since the processes of S211 to S224 are identical to the processes of S201 to S204 of the
process when an email arrives according to the first modified example, detailed descriptions
thereof have been omitted herein.

[0174]

When compensation is requested from the email sender (S244 - Y), the compensation
determination unit 483 of the billing server 4 executes the compensation determination process
(S225). The details of the process of S225 are described later. When compensation is not
requested from the email sender (S224 - N), the process proceeds to S231.

[0175]

Since the processes of S226 to S233 are identical to the processes of S206 to S213 of the
process when an email arrives according to the first modified example, detailed descriptions
thereof have been omitted herein. In accordance with the foregoing, the operation sequence of
the process when an email arrives ends.

[0176]

FIG. 24 is a flowchart showing an example of the compensation determination process
according to the second modified example.
[0177]

The process of the flowchart of FIG. 24 corresponds to the process of S225 of FIG. 23,
and is executed when it is judged by the sender acquisition unit 452 in the process of S224 that
compensation is to be requested.

[0178]

The processes of S311 to S317 and S320 are identical to the processes of S301 to S308 of
the process for determining compensation according to the first modified example excluding
execution by the compensation determination unit 483 in place of the compensation
determination unit 453, and thus, a detailed description thereof has been omitted herein.
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[0179]

After the process of S317, the compensation determination unit 483 determines a new
compensation charge based on the amount of the compensation calculated by the compensation
determination unit 483 and the amount set by the email sender (S318). The compensation
determination unit 483 adds the compensation amount calculated by the compensation
determination unit 483 and the amount indicated in the additional cost information registered in
the additional cost table in the process of S703, and sets the added amount as the new
compensation amount.

[0180]

When S312 - Y, the compensation determination unit 483 determines the new
compensation based on the compensation amount set by the email recipient and the amount set
by the email sender (S319). The compensation determination unit 483 adds the compensation
amount set by the email recipient received in the process of S311 and the amount indicated in the
additional cost information registered in the additional cost table in the process of S703, and sets
the added amount as the new compensation amount.

[0181]

Next, the compensation determination unit 483 registers the new compensation in the
message table (S320). The process of S320 is identical to the process of S308 of the process for
determining the compensation according to the first modified example except for execution by
the compensation determination unit 483 in place of the compensation determination unit 453,
and thus, a detailed description thereof has been omitted herein. In accordance with the
foregoing, the compensation determination process ends.

[0182]

The compensation amount registered in the message table in the process of S320
calculated in the process of S318 or S319 is based on an amount corresponding to the additional
cost. The compensation amount registered in the message table is used in the settlement of the
process of S539, and the execution of settlement in the process of S539 is one of the conditions
for transmitting the follow-up mail as shown in the process of S601 in the follow-up mail
process of S543. Thus, when the email sender pays a predetermined amount, the billing server
204 according to the second modified example transmits a follow-up mail to the email recipient
by satisfying other conditions.

[0183]

Note that when the registration request transmitted in the process of S701 is received, the
additional cost information acquisition unit 462 may execute registration in the additional cost
table without judging whether or not the amount indicated in the additional cost information
contained in the registration request is greater than or equal to a predetermined amount. In this
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case, the judgment unit 460 judges whether the amount indicated in the additional cost
information contained in the registration request in the follow-up mail process of S543 is equal
to or greater than the predetermined amount, and when it is not greater than or equal to the
predetermined amount, the follow-up unit 461 does not transmit a follow-up email.

[0184]

Furthermore, the additional cost information acquisition unit 462 may register the email
address of the sender and recipient of the email and the additional cost information in the
additional cost table by another process in place of registration in the additional cost table in the
processes of S701 to S705.

[0185]

For example, in the process of S101 of the sender registration operation sequence, the
sender terminal 2 further includes the email address of the email recipient and the additional cost
information in the message transmitted to the billing server 4. The initial registration unit 451 of
the billing server 4 registers the email address of the email sender, the email address of the email
recipient, and the additional cost information in association with each other in the additional cost
table.

[0186]

Furthermore, for example, in the process of S228, the sender terminal 2 includes the
additional cost information in the compensation response transmitted to the settlement server 5,
and in the process of S230, the settlement server 5 includes the received additional cost
information in the compensation response transmitted to the billing server 204. The results
reception unit 455 of the billing server 204 registers the email address of the email sender and
the email address of the email recipient acquired after the process of S223, as well as the
received additional cost information in association with each other in the additional cost table.
[0187]

Furthermore, when the additional cost information is received from the sender terminal 2,
the additional cost information acquisition unit 462 may transmit a request to secure the amount
indicated by the additional cost information as a credit line, and the credit line may be settled by
the settlement server 5. In the process of S539, the settlement server 5 can reliably pay the
amount indicated in the additional cost information to the recipient of the target email by
executing settlement with the amount indicated by the secured credit line as a part of the
settlement amount.

[0188]

Furthermore, in the process of S318, the compensation determination unit 483 may
determine a new compensation amount based on the compensation amount set by the email
recipient, the compensation amount calculated by the compensation determination unit 483, and
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the amount set by the email sender. For example, in the compensation determination process
shown in FIG. 24, the compensation determination unit 483 may execute the processes of S313
to S317 when the compensation is indicated in the response received in the process of S311. In
the process of S318, the compensation determination unit 483 sets the sum of the compensation
amount set by the email recipient, the compensation amount calculated by the compensation
determination unit 483, and the amount set by the email sender as the new compensation amount.
[0189]

Furthermore, in place of indicating the amount to be paid by the sender of the target
email, the additional cost information may indicate whether or not a fee is to be paid in order for
the sender of the target email to transmit a follow-up mail. In this case, in place of the process of
S318 in the compensation determination process shown in FIG. 24, the compensation
determination unit 483 may judge whether or not the additional cost information indicates that a
fee is to be paid. When the additional cost information indicates that a fee is to be paid, the
compensation determination unit 483 determines a new compensation amount based on the
compensation amount set by the email recipient or the compensation amount calculated by the
compensation determination unit 483, as well as the predetermined amount stored in the storage
unit 244 in advance.

[0190]

Furthermore, when the additional cost information indicates whether the sender of the
target email is to pay a fee, prior to the process of S601, the judgment unit 460 judges whether
the additional cost information indicates that the sender of the target email is to pay a fee.
Referring to the additional cost table, the judgment unit 460 acquires the additional cost
information associated with the target email sender and target email recipient pair, and judges
whether the additional cost information indicates that a fee is to be paid. When the additional
cost information indicates that a fee is to be paid, the judgment unit 460 advances the process to
S601, and when the additional cost information does not indicate that a fee is to be paid, the
follow-up mail process ends.

[0191]
A person skilled in the art could understand that various changes, replacements and

modifications can be made without deviating from the spirit and scope of the present invention.
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CLAIMS

1. A billing server, comprising:

a sender acquisition unit which detects that a mail server has received an
email and acquires a sender of the email;

a compensation determination unit which determines compensation to be
requested from the sender;

an information requisition unit which requests that the sender input
information necessary for settlement of the compensation to a settlement server;

a results reception unit which receives result of the request for
information;

a display changing unit which controls the mail server to change a display
prior to opening of the email to a predetermined display format when the results reception unit
receives result indicating that the information has been supplied:;

an operation detection unit which detects, via the mail server, opening of
the email or an operation executed on the email after opening; and

a settlement requisition unit which requests that the settlement server
execute the settlement when the results reception unit receives result indicating that the
information has been supplied and the operation detection unit detects that a predetermined

operation has been executed.

2. The billing server according to claim 1, further comprising a billing exclusion
individuals registration unit which registers, based on a request by a recipient of the email, the
sender and the recipient as a pair, wherein

the information requisition unit excludes emails having a sender and
recipient pair identical to the pair registered by the billing exclusion individuals registration unit
from the request for information necessary for the settlement of the compensation.

3. The billing server according to claim 1 or 2, wherein the results reception unit
receives, via the settlement server, result of the request for information necessary for the

settlement of the compensation.
4. The billing server according to any one of claims 1 to 3, wherein the

compensation determination unit calculates the compensation based on an SNS follower count of

the recipient of the email or a number of prior emails received by the recipient of the email.
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5. The billing server according to any one of claims 1 to 4, wherein the settlement
requisition unit further receives a settlement response indicating execution of the settlement from
the settlement server, the billing server further comprising:

a judgment unit which judges whether a reply mail to the email has been
transmitted by the recipient of the email by a predetermined time; and

a follow-up unit which transmits a follow-up mail which prompts a reply
to the email, to the recipient when the settlement response has been received, the predetermined
operation is opening of the email and the reply mail has not been transmitted by the recipient by
the predetermined time.

6. The billing server according to claim 5, wherein the follow-up unit determines at
least one of a frequency and interval of transmission of the follow-up mail based on an SNS

follower count of the recipient.

7. The billing server according to claim 5 or 6, further comprising an additional cost
information acquisition unit which acquires additional cost information representing a cost paid
by the sender of the email for the transmission of the follow-up email, wherein

the compensation determination unit determines the compensation to be
requested from the sender based on at least one of a compensation amount set by the recipient of
the email and a compensation amount calculated by the compensation determination unit, and a
cost corresponding to the additional cost information.

8. A server control method, comprising:

detecting that a mail server has received an email and acquiring a sender
of the email,

determining compensation to be requested from the sender;

requesting that the sender input information necessary for settlement of
the compensation to a settlement server;

receiving result of the request for information;

controlling the mail server to change a display prior to opening of the
email to a predetermined display format when result indicating that the information has been
supplied is received;

detecting, via the mail server, opening of the email or an operation
executed on the email after opening; and

requesting that the settlement server execute the settlement when result
indicating that the information has been supplied is received and it is detected that a
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predetermined operation has been executed.

9. A server control program, wherein the server control program causes the server

to:

detect that a mail server has received an email and acquires a sender of the
email,

determine compensation to be requested from the sender;

request that the sender input information necessary for settlement of the
compensation to a settlement server;

receive result of the request for information;

control the mail server to change a display prior to opening of the email to
a predetermined display format when result indicating that the information has been supplied is
received,

detect, via the mail server, opening of the email or an operation executed
on the email after opening; and

request that the settlement server execute the settlement when result
indicating that the information has been supplied is received and it is detected that a

predetermined operation has been executed.
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