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Abstract
Mobile devices have changed the way in which people interact, consume, and share information with their
friends. Much of this information flow is in the form of mobile video traffic, which has grown 18 fold in the
last 5 years and now accounts for 60% of total mobile data traffic. While these trends are exciting for content
providers and ISPs, consumers increasingly face a high cost for accessing content on a mobile device.
Consequently, mobile ISPs like AT&T and Verizon have begun to explore novel subsidy-oriented business
models, such as “Sponsored Data” plans, which allow advertisers and content providers to subsidize users’
consumption of data. Such realizations of the “watch ads, get paid” model are initial attempts at the design of
customer incentive-based advertisement campaigns.
This study therefore investigates the effectiveness of financial incentives (hereafter, simply incentives) in
increasing viewership and social sharing of advertisements. Incentives can, in principle, help advertisers
reach a larger audience, but there are two aspects of their application that have yet to receive much attention:
(a) How large of an incentive will be needed to engage users with advertisements in the real world? (b) How
does the design of a system that offers incentives in exchange for advertising exposure impact said
incentives’ effectiveness? To this end, we develop a system called NURM (Network User Rewarding
Mechanism) that uses a mobile application to offer users with ad-subsidized access to data (and thus content)
in exchange for exposing herself or her social network to advertisements. We conduct a randomized
experiment in which users were offered a monetary incentive in exchange for engaging with an
advertisement, watching or sharing the advertisement with their social network on Twitter. Our work speaks
to two open questions in the networking and economics literature: how can we design effective “Sponsored
data plans” and how can we convert individuals into agents of social sharing in “Paid advertising.” Our
initial results from the experiment show that users do respond to incentives, but they do so in interesting
heterogeneous fashion, conditional on a variety of factors, including advertisement characteristics, incentive
amount, and the type of engagement (i.e., watch vs. share).
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