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The structure of communication is being influenced by the 
appearance of social networking services (SNS), and three factors 
are assumed to be behind this.  The first factor is the appearance 
of highly functional mobile terminals such as smartphones.  
Smartphones are expected to outnumber conventional mobile 
phones by 2013, five years after they first went on sale.  The second 
factor is that WiMAX, LTE, and other wireless communications 
networks for Internet connection have come to span all of Japan.  
And the third factor is that Facebook and other SNS have been 
made available for free or at minimal cost.  

As a result of SNS use, an environment has been put in 
place where anyone can make their opinions known anytime 
and anyplace as well as view opinions of friends.  This shows 
that a ubiquitous society is spreading with certainty.  A “place” 
transcending space and time can be said be ready at any time 
where friends can discuss things whenever they wish.

Unlike with online communities in the past, anonymous 
accounts are not usually permitted with SNS.  Users are required 
to divulge their real names, thus increasing peace of mind and 
creating an atmosphere of trust. 

SNS has, as the name implies, developed as places for people 
to interact.  People with similar interests come together without 
particular division as to who is a leader.  

SNS participants express interest in a topic by, with Facebook 
for example, clicking the “Like” button to give their assessment 
of that topic.  Through such expression of empathy, they share 
the topic with other SNS friends.  Before long, the topic has 
spread across the globe.

Companies too have come to focus on SNS as a means 
of public relations with consumers.  That is because with 
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Introduction1 advertisements, for example, effects different from those gained 
through traditional mass media such as TV and newspapers can 
be expected with SNS. 

In the future, SNS will probably greatly affect provision of 
services by railways, information services in particular. 

Service Promotion Without Using 
Mass Media2

2.1 Empathy Leads to Sharing 

Companies usually conduct large-scale surveys and group 
interviews to put together the optimum marketing strategy when 
developing and promoting new products or services.  From 
that, they narrow down targets and use the mass media that the 
targets come into contact with the most to project the message 
in a concentrated manner.  If that is done on a nationwide scale, 
promotion fees skyrocket.  Let me introduce an example of a 
company that took a pioneering approach by utilizing SNS.  
Home blender company Blendtec uses a unique sales promotion 
to expand its business worldwide.  They employ the YouTube 
video sharing service, a form of SNS, to show videos of the 
company’s president putting all sorts of things in the company’s 
blenders to chop them up.  He would put in unexpected things 
such as iPhones and Barbie dolls.  There was no end to talk about 
amazing audiences by pulverizing an iPhone and the president’s 
humorous lines.  Viewers who thought that the videos were 
funny give it favorable rating and told their SNS friends about 
it.  The exposure of the videos grew exponentially, and blender 
sales were stimulated.  By the way, that mixer could not stand up 
to katsuobushi, the Japanese food ingredient of dried bonito fish.   

The theory of “six degrees of separation” applies to the world 
of SNS.  SNS users are each assumed to have an average of 
44 acquaintances.  Each of those is then connected to another 
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The Computer That Knew More Than 
Father3

3.1 Ever-evolving ICT

One thing we must not forget in considering services by ICT 
is that ICT is constantly advancing.  While the speed by which 
ICT advances according to the so-called Moore’s Law is not 
being reached recently, ICT is still advancing four fold in three 
years or a hundred fold in ten years.

As a result of such ICT advances, voice recognition and 
automatic translation functions for which practical use was 
assumed to be many years off are rapidly becoming a reality.  
They have already been equipped to some smartphones and 
demonstrated a certain level of usefulness.  A smartphone app 
for automatic translation using voice recognition provided by 
Japan’s National Institute of Information and Communications 
Technology can translate simple day-to-day phrases rather 
effectively.  When perceiving the technology from ideas at the 
time of development of voice-operated automatic ticket venting 
machines, the speed of technical advance is astounding. 

The same can be said for pattern recognition technology.  We 
are able to extract features of people’s faces to fairly accurately 
judge gender and age.  One obvious application is drink vending 
machines in use by JR mainly at stations (Fig. 1).

3.2 Start of Big Data Use 

Another surprise is that full text search and sorting by  
specific keyword as well as feature extraction and the like have 
become comparatively easy to do.  Those were considered almost 
impossible to achieve when handling petabyte class data volume 
due to issues of processing speed and storage capacity.  Today, 
they can be done almost in real time.  This is so-called big data 
analysis (Table 1).  

44 people, and repeating that six times will end up with the 
world’s population.  A Facebook survey, however, says that it 
is actually four degrees of separation.  In any case, ubiquitous 
society has such speed and scalability of information propagation.  

In this way, a new communication style is occurring with this 
flow and setup of SNS where SNS followers introduce things 
to their friends and acquaintances based on “empathy” with the 
message from the sender, “sharing” that interest.  That style is 
characterized as having an almost level, rather than top-down, 
communication structure.  For example, with SNS, anyone can 
send a message to the president of the United States and give 
their own opinions on “tweets” from opinion leaders in a variety 
of industries.  

2.2 Companies That Have Started Efforts with SNS

Many companies have come to use this setup in development and 
improvement of products and services.  For example, All Nippon 
Airways (ANA) opened it own Facebook page in 2011 to build 
new connections with customers in ways not seen before.

ANA supposedly started its Facebook use in North America 
first, but it now handles a multiple languages.  Up to then, it 
had used E-commerce sites for ticket reservations and sales and 
general websites for a wide range up public relations activities, 
but that was mostly just business-related content.  ANA then 
introduced Facebook to create a greater sense of intimacy by 
means such as introducing with an at-home feel the work of 
employees from maintenance personnel, through cabin crews, 
to pilots.  It also provides quizzes on Facebook.  As a result, the 
company could come directly into contact with what users are 
saying through Facebook, sharing that with both employees and 
users.  After the Tohoku earthquake and tsunami, the company 
held a campaign where users could donate their mileage, and that 
gained the empathy of users. 

2.3 Sense of the Ordinary Reduces Perceived Distance  

While not to the extent of six degrees of separation, sending out 
information on little things in everyday life broadens peoples’ 
connections.  In another example from ANA, the company 
showed off pictures of airplanes taking off on nights of beautiful 
full moons, and those garnered a record number of more than 
7,000 “likes.”  Similar attempts have also been made at Japan 
Airlines and many other airlines, demonstrating how many 
companies are focusing on communication making use of SNS.  
Virtuous circles are truly being generated by empathy leading 
to sharing and that sharing promoting further empathy.  Such 
empathy is said to raise customers’ loyalty to companies. 

Fig. 1  Product-recommending Vending Machine
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A variety of applications are expected for use of this method 
in sales promotion, for example.  Characteristics of a consumer 
can be extracted by matching purchase history information of 
a person who prefers a certain product or service or data on  
people’s participation in events.  Conversely, in the future we will 
be able to list up potential customers by using big data analysis 
to find those who match certain characteristics.  Theoretically, 
the possibility of leading to sales is high when conducting sales 
promotions for those potential customers.

3.3 The Computer Knew

Big data analysis can be effective if used appropriately, but a 
certain unexpected incident did occur in the United States due 
from that.

A supermarket direct mail advertisement with coupons 
for maternity goods was delivered to a family’s high-schooler 
daughter one day.  Incensed that they would send such an 
advertisement to his daughter, the father went to complain to 
the supermarket.

It turns out that a big data analysis system inferred that she 
was pregnant due to behavior patterns such as a preference for 
fragrance-free products and purchase of calcium supplements.  
In fact, the computer’s results were correct, unbeknownst to the 
girl’s father at the time. 

While there are problems with this case from an information 
management standpoint in regards to handling information of 
a minor in such an impersonal manner, it shows that the computer 
knew more than the father about his daughter’s condition. 

In future big data use, we will probably be able to describe 
with a high degree of accuracy characteristics held by keywords.  
To do that, multiple databases will be combined instead of using 
just one, data tagged to keywords extracted, and various analyses 
performed by statistical methods and estimation models. 

Google’s free e-mail service, Gmail, in fact extracts 
characteristics from the content of e-mail by the company’s own 
analysis method.  It estimates users’ preferences, interests, and 
other characteristics, linking those to ads to indirectly generate 

revenue.  The servers are set up outside Japan, so there are no 
legal issues in terms of privacy, but such analysis could infringe 
on secrecy of communications guaranteed in the Japanese 
constitution. 

3.4 Possibilities for the Future

Next, I will give a breakdown of the kinds of services that can 
possibly be provided by utilizing big data. 

First is discovering potential demand.  Potential demand can 
be stimulated for currently available travel products and the like 
for users would want those but are not aware of their availability.  
This would be a win-win solution for both supply and demand 
sides. 

Second is targeting.  Users who would be responsive to the 
characteristics of new products and services can be extracted in 
advance when they are first made available.  If appropriate sales 
promotions can be conducted for those users, the possibility of 
their using those will increase. 

Third is ability to identify macro-scale information at close 
to real-time speeds.  For example, we will be able to find out 
immediately how many customers of what characteristics are 
using a station at a given time. 

Fourth is optimization for the individual.  Focusing on a 
single user, we can find out a profile of what interests and features  
he or she has from many behavioral characteristics.  We will 
be able to predict what that user wants at that instant.  This is  
so-called feed forward marketing.

A prominent feature of hospitality of Japanese ryokan inns is 
said to be picking up what the customer desires and providing 
that in a subtle manner.  The proprietress of a top-class ryokan 
exercises ingenuity at each visit of each customer in how to best 
observe, learn, and compile in a detailed mental “database” those 
desires while sharing them with the staff.  Big data analysis of 
the future will attempt to do just that.  The essence of providing 
service lies in switching from customer satisfaction in general to 
individual customer satisfaction.

Table 1  Illustration of Big Data Use

User needs can be accurately identified by data analysis using big data to 
allow information to be provided in a more easy-to-understand manner.

Trends in railway use Suica usage history data Internet information

Origin and
destination data Visualization mechanism 

(Time and space
measurement
/visualization)

Passenger flow
analysis

mechanism

Route search engine Train timetable data

[Related technologies]
Machine learning function 

Data mining
Clustering

Neural networks
Natural language processing

Semantic searching

Hadoop (large-scale distributed processing technology)
Hadoop MapReduce
(Effective distributed

processing)
HBase

(Massive data table)

Hadoop Distributed File System 
(Large capacity distributed file system)

Processing of big data

Internet

Nishi-funabashi
Station

(1) Funabashihoten
(3) Minami-Funabashi

(2) Ichikawashiohama
(4) Shimosa-Nakayama

(5) Funabashi

(1) Funabashihoten

(3) Minami-Funabashi

(2) Ichikawashiohama

(4) Shimosa-Nakayama

(5) Funabashi

(3) Minami-Funabashi
(2) Ichikawashiohama

(4) Shimosa-Nakayama
(5) Funabashi
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Just What is Needed to Those Who 
Need It4

4.1 Counterproductive Excessive 

As shown in previous sections, services that raise user satisfaction 
can be provided through the advance of ICT.  If those services 
are excessive, however, more than what the user needs may be 
provided and they may end up being onerous.  

Looking at the example of in-cabin announcements of long-
distance trains such as Shinkansen and limited express trains, 
recorded announcements in Japanese and English are played 
every time the train arrives at or departs from a station.  The 
conductor also often repeats the same content.  On top of that, 
announcements on in-cabin sales of souvenirs and other products 
include detailed descriptions of products.  This could be said 
to be excessive provision of information to passengers who are 
reading or taking a nap.  Visual information can be avoided by 
not looking at it, but that can’t be done with audio information 
such as in-cabin announcements.  It would be best to provide 
just the minimum necessary information and create a means for 
those who require more to access that.

The same applies for information of paper media such as ad 
posters put up all around stations and their concourses.  The 
information that passengers really need may be buried in there 
someplace where they do not notice it. 

4.2 Important Idea of the Greatest Number of Common Features

What is important here is the concept of giving just what is 
needed to those who need it.  In other words, what is important 
is the idea of having the greatest number of features common to 
all as opposed to the idea of the least number of common features 
where information providing services are all-encompassing.  We 
should build a system where everything other than common 
points is provided according to individual needs. 

The same applies in the world of ICT.  It is important to 
anticipate and provide in advance services that the user desires.  
While not the hospitality mentioned previously, subtlety and 
quality of service content are key to this. 

At one time, we were inundated with SPAM e-mail from 
people we did not know, causing us to overlook the e-mail we 
actually needed.  Today, technology can judge what is SPAM, 
while opt-in methods have been introduced that require 
acknowledgment by the other party when companies and the 
like send e-mail.

Information gathering technologies using big data are rapidly 
advancing, but we still need to study methods of providing that 
and how to increase accuracy for analysis systems to provide 
just what information is needed to those who need it.  Big 
data is simply a method used to raise satisfaction of individual 
customers, and it should remain a behind-the-scenes player. 

From Empathy to Sharing5
As previously mentioned, the process from empathy towards 
topics to sharing of those has become common.  Finally, I will 
cover what is needed to further advance that process. 

First is disclosure of information.  One important thing 
when a company participates in SNS is disclosing the company’s 
information.  By providing as much information as possible, 
companies can think about problems along with users, allowing 
them to share knowledge.  If that leads to solutions, information 
sharing changes to empathy.  This concept will probably become 
very important in the future.  SNS is not a top-down means of 
communication.  

Second is building a platform for providing services.  With 
information services using ICT, it is important to provide 
services from a user’s perspective instead of in an inconsistent 
vertically structured organization manner as is often seen with 
large organizations.  Tremendous effort was needed to do that in 
the aforementioned example of ANA.  Users see a company as a 
single organization, so the perspective of incorporating the needs 
of the market into products is not realized if the organization’s 
internal logic takes the lead.  While being the platform for 
providing information services, a way to maintain lateral 
communication with users is important.

Third is the combination of services through ICT and 
through people.  It goes without saying that it is also important to 
provide services directly through people instead of relying solely 
on providing all information services by ICT.  It is important 
to constantly consider separation of duties in that combination 
while keeping an eye on advances in technology and needs of 
customers.

Cameras set up to watch over people in stations can detect 
those who have become ill or fallen down, sending someone 
to help them right away.  In the future, they may be able to 
detect those who may be about to become ill or may fall down, 
taking appropriate actions in advance.  Many railway users do 
not sufficiently make the most of ICT.  How to provide services 
including safety net functions through ICT and through people 
will thus be called into question.  And in any case, the customer 
will always be at the center of what is decided.


