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Web publishers must balance two objectives: how to keep users engaged by directing them to relevant con-
tent, and how to properly monetize this user traffic. The standard approach is to solve each problem in
isolation, e.g., by displaying content that is tailored to the user’s interests so as to maximize clickthrough
rates (CTR), and also by building a standalone ad serving system that displays ads depending on the user’s
characteristics, the article being viewed by the user, and advertiser-specified constraints. However, showing
the user only the articles with highest expected CTR precludes the display of some ads; if the publisher
had previously guaranteed the delivery of a certain volume of impressions to such ads, then underdelivery
penalties might have to be paid. We propose a joint optimization of article selection and ad serving that
minimizes underdelivery by shaping some of the incoming traffic to pages where underperforming ads can
be displayed, while incurring only minor drops in CTR. In addition to formulating the problem, we design
an online optimization algorithm that can find the optimal traffic shaping probabilities for each new user
using only a cache of one number per ad contract. Experiments on a large real-world ad serving web portal
demonstrate significant advantages over the standalone approach: a threefold reduction in underdelivery
with only 10% drop in CTR, or a 2.6-fold reduction with a 4% CTR drop, and similar results over a wide
range.

Categories and Subject Descriptors: H.1.0 [Models and Principles]: General
General Terms: Economics, Algorithms, Performance

Additional Key Words and Phrases: Ad serving, Online reconstruction, Underdelivery

1. INTRODUCTION

Online display advertising is the fastest-growing segment of global advertising, grow-
ing by 18.9% a year [Zenith Optimedia ]. Each display of an ad to a user is called an
impression, and in display advertising, advertisers pay for impressions; user actions
such as clicking on ads are not necessary. Display advertising campaigns are often
“targeted”: Advertisers specify that their ad can only be shown to users visiting web-
pages where the (user, webpage) pair matches certain desired characteristics (e.g., the
user is a young male who has previously shown interest in sports, and the webpage is
about soccer). Targeting can even be more fine-grained, e.g., the ad can only be shown
on certain positions on the webpage (called ad slots, such as “north”, “Irec”, etc.). We
focus on guaranteed display advertising where the advertiser is guaranteed a certain
number of qualifying impressions on the ad within a predetermined ad lifetime, and
the price per impression is fixed.

Such guarantees can only be made if the publisher of the website can accurately fore-
cast user traffic for the lifetime of the ad. In addition, the fraction of this traffic that
matches the desired targeting attributes must also be forecast. Unfortunately, unbi-
ased forecasting is very difficult in both cases, and the high variances associated with
the forecasts only compounds the problem. Hence, the publisher must be conservative
when guaranteeing impressions, or run the risk of being liable for severe underdeliv-
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ery penalties. Even if the eventual supply of impressions exceeds forecasts, those can
only be sold on the spot market for non-guaranteed display advertising, where prices
are much lower than in the guaranteed marketplace. Hence, the publisher is unable to
fully utilize the incoming user traffic.

At the core of the problem lies the following constraint: the publisher has no control
over the volume or characteristics of the user traffic visiting her website. However, this
constraint can be relaxed if we also model the flow of users from webpage to webpage.
For instance, if the publisher is able to influence a user u arriving on webpage w; to
visit another webpage w, such that the pair (u,w2) matches the targeting attributes
of an underdelivering ad!, and this ad can be displayed on the ad slots available on
ws, then the publisher has essentially created a revenue-generating impression. Such
traffic shaping can dynamically alter the distribution of user traffic across webpages to
reduce underdelivery, allowing the publisher to guarantee larger impression volumes
to advertisers. However, any attempt to influence users carries with it the risk of de-
grading the user experience. Thus, traffic shaping must couple the dual objectives of
reducing underdelivery as much as possible while allowing only insignificant drops in
user satisfaction metrics.

To make these ideas more precise, we focus on a case study involving a large web
portal. A user arriving at the portal homepage is shown a set of clickable article ab-
stracts (e.g., the day’s top stories displayed on www.yahoo.com). Clicking on an abstract
takes the user to the full article webpage, on which ads can be displayed. The user’s
“satisfaction” with the portal can be measured by her clickthrough rate (CTR) on the
displayed articles?, and so the obvious policy of the portal’s publisher is to display ar-
ticles that are most likely to be clicked by the user. If the user’s attributes are known
(e.g., the user might have been identified by cookie, or she could have logged in to the
portal), then the portal can dynamically select, from an available pool of articles, the
subset of articles that is best suited to the user’s interests. However, suppose an ad
from a sportswear company is currently underdelivering. The advertiser has specified
that this ad can only be shown to young females who visit a sports-related webpage.
Then, when a matching user visits the portal, the publisher could preferentially dis-
play sports-related article abstracts to this particular user®. This might lead to a loss
in CTR since the displayed articles might have lower predicted CTR as compared to
other articles available in the pool, but it increases the publisher’s utility — the num-
ber of impressions delivered to the underdelivering ad (if the user does click on the
sports-related articles). The goal of traffic shaping would be to generate as many such
impressions on underdelivering ads as possible, while accepting a bounded loss in CTR.

A seemingly simple solution would be to preferentially display those article sum-
maries which, if clicked, would enable the display of the most underperforming ads.
Improved variants of this strategy have been proposed in prior work as well [Agarwal
et al. 2011]. However, these are reasonable only when the volume of shaped traffic is
relatively insignificant; otherwise, the very act of traffic shaping may cause impression
forecasts for ads to be grossly inaccurate, thereby impairing the determination of un-
derdelivering ads. Thus, while such strategies are useful in some scenarios, they fall
short when a general solution is required.

1 An underdelivering ad is one for which the forecasted impressions over the remaining lifetime of the ad
will be insufficient to meet its guarantee.

20ther satisfaction metrics include dwell-time on the article landing page, time spent on the portal, repeat
visits, etc. For this paper, we focus on CTR alone.

3Note that the user is merely browsing and has not expressed any intent, e.g. by issuing a search query.
Thus, article selection involves suggesting articles that may be of interest to the user based solely on his/her
prior interactions with the website. In particular, search results are not biased.



Instead, in this paper, we seek a unified mathematical formulation of the traffic
shaping problem. It should accept three inputs: (a) forecasts of traffic arriving at the
portal (and hence, independent of any previous traffic shaping), (b) a black box that
predicts the expected CTR when a user is shown an article abstract, and (c) another
black box that uses the targeting attributes of all available ads to determine which
ads can be shown on each ad slot 7 of a given article page p if it is visited by user w.
Now, whenever a new user arrives at the portal’s website, we must optimally select
one article abstract to show to the user. We note that the problem of picking multiple
articles is the same as the single-article case, except for the need to adjust expected
CTR depending on article position (as is common for, say, search result ranking), so
we focus on the single-article problem for ease of exposition. Business reasons might
also constrain traffic shaping by requiring that certain articles are shown to some
minimum (or maximum) fraction of users. For instance, the publisher could choose
to show to 90% of users the article with the maximum expected CTR, and leave only
10% for traffic shaping; this would also lower-bound the CTR after traffic shaping. As
another example, the publisher could insist that every article receives at least 5% of the
traffic, perhaps to get better CTR estimates. Finally, since runtime speed is critical, the
algorithm should only require access to the set of matching ads and possibly a small
cache; loading into memory the entire forecasted traffic is out of the question. Thus,
we need to not only formalize the optimization problem, but also make it efficiently
solvable. This dual requirement is what makes the problem difficult.

Our contributions are as follows.

(1) Formulation: We formulate traffic shaping as an optimization problem. Our
framework is very generic, and incorporates domain knowledge and constraints that
are of practical importance: forecasts of user traffic, differences in the ad slots avail-
able on various article pages, constraints on the displayable ads depending on the user
and article attributes, minimum (maximum) probabilities for displaying articles, etc.

(2) Optimality: We present an algorithm that, given the attributes of a user arriving
at the portal’s webpage, assigns probabilities to the various available article abstracts.
One of these article abstracts is picked from this distribution and displayed to the user.
We prove that this strategy is optimal, assuming the correctness of the forecasts.

(3) Online reconstruction: Our algorithm pre-computes a small cache that stores one
number per ad. At runtime, for every user arriving at the portal, only the set of match-
ing ads and their cached values are needed by the algorithm. Thus, the correct solution
of the optimization problem is reconstructed for each new user from an online cache,
without having to process the entire data every time.

(4) Empirical results: On a large real-world dataset of historical logs from a web
portal, the algorithm yielded a threefold reduction in underdelivery with respect to
the standalone approach that selects articles and serves ads independently. The drop
in CTR was only 10% and can be varied according to the publisher’s preferences; for
example, a 2.6-fold reduction in underdelivery can be achieved for only a 4% CTR loss.
This clearly demonstrates the usefulness of traffic shaping and the flexibility of our
formulation.

The paper is organized is follows. In Section 2, we propose our formulation of traffic
shaping as a constrained optimization problem on a graph linking users, articles, ad
slots, and ad contracts. We also present our online reconstruction algorithm that finds
the optimal traffic shaping probabilities for a new user arriving at the portal. Empiri-
cal evidence of the usefulness of our traffic shaping algorithm is presented in Section 3.
We review related prior work in Section 4, and conclude in Section 5.
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Fig. 1. Overall traffic shaping diagram

2. PROPOSED METHOD

We shall split the description of our work into three parts. First, we will discuss the
proposed model of traffic shaping. This includes forecasting of user traffic, and inter-
linking users with articles, the ad slots on article pages, and the ad contracts them-
selves to create a traffic shaping graph. Then, we present our formulation of the traf-
fic shaping problem as an optimization problem based on this graph. This will pro-
vide the mathematical formalization of the model, and capture the various constraints
stemming from practical concerns. Finally, we will present our online reconstruction
algorithm that computes a probability distribution over available articles based on the
attributes of the user arriving at the portal. The primary goal here is to limit the cache
size, and our proposed algorithm only needs to store only one number per ad in its
cache. This allows it to scale to millions of ads, satisfying the exacting requirements of
even the largest ad-serving systems.

2.1. Model

The overall traffic shaping problem is shown in Figure 1. A user k arrives at the portal
webpage, and the publisher can choose to show her one article abstract out of a set
of available abstracts. The displayed article abstract is clicked by the user with some
click-through rate (CTR) that depends on features of the (user, article) pair. If clicked,
the user arrives at the article page ¢, which has multiple ad slots ¢; different articles
may have different slots available. For each (user, article, slot) triple, there can be
several matching ads j. Note that the set of matching contracts depends on user and
article attributes as well as the ad slot, so the graph will be different for each user. Our
goal is to compute the traffic shaping probabilities wy; such that underdelivery of ads
will be minimized, subject to constraints on these probabilities.

The model has two basic ingredients: the forecasts, and the graph linking the users,
articles, and ads. Before describing these two aspects, we discuss why seemingly sim-
pler methods of underdelivery estimation are inapplicable.

DIFFICULTY OF UNDERDELIVERY ESTIMATION. Traffic shaping algorithms would be
simple and obvious if good underdelivery estimates were available for all ad contracts.
Several apparently simple solutions present themselves, but each has significant flaws,
as we discuss next.

The simplest idea is to estimate the future underdelivery of an ad from historical un-
derdeliveries of “similar” ads. However, an ad underdelivers if not enough users with
the right targeting attributes arrive at the website, or if such user impressions are can-
nibalized by other similar ads. Thus, such estimation is unreasonable unless (a) user



volume, (b) the distribution of user attributes, (c) the number of active ad contracts,
and (d) the distribution of targeting attributes of these ads, are all stationary over the
historical period. Clearly, such an assumption would require significant evidence in its
favor.

If an ad’s underdelivery cannot be estimated, an alternative would be to forecast the
total volume of user impressions to whom the ad could be shown. However, these im-
pressions must be the (user, article, ad slot) triples mentioned above, and their volume
is clearly dependent on traffic shaping itself. Forecasting numbers that are affected by
traffic shaping, for the purposes of traffic shaping, via simple non-iterative methods
appears difficult.

Finally, it might be possible to estimate underdelivery if the traffic shaping algo-
rithm was very simple. However, our goal is to present a formal framework for traffic
shaping and find the optimal solution. In Section 3, we do design an alternative greedy
traffic shaping competitor; our proposed algorithm reduces underdelivery by over 61%
as compared to it, while retaining the advantages of fast run-time execution thanks to
our online reconstruction algorithm detailed later.

FORECASTS. Clearly, the probabilities wy; must depend on the other users who visit
the website in the future, since their ad views would affect the determination of un-
derdelivering ads. If we could directly forecast the (user, article, ad slot) impressions
that can be served to each ad, computing underdelivery would be easy; however, these
future impression volumes depend on traffic shaping itself. To avoid such circularity,
we need to forecast the expected number of users who will visit the portal homepage
during the lifetime of the currently guaranteed ads, or will arrive directly at the article
pages from some external site (say, a search engine).

In fact, we need forecasts of not only the volume of traffic but also the distribution of
user attributes in it. However, there are many user attributes of interest to advertisers
(e.g., age, gender, interests, geographical location, etc.), each of which can have many
different values. Hence, a full specification of the attribute distribution can be very
difficult to forecast and cumbersome to use.

An appealing alternative, described previously in [Vee et al. 2010], is to forecast
samples of individual impressions instead of the entire probability distribution. Briefly,
one creates an unbiased sample of future impressions and attaches, to each sample, a
weight representing how likely it is to appear. Such a sample can be created from
historical logs, e.g., by picking impressions from March, 2011 as samples for March,
2012; adjustments could also be made for any observed trends, such as changes in
user demographics. An appropriate sample size can be chosen to trade off accuracy
w.r.t. the full distribution against costs for computing time and storage space. The
particular process employed in building this sample is orthogonal to our work, and
any standard technique from the forecasting literature can be applied. Multiplying
these sample weights by the forecasted traffic volume, we get a forecast of impressions
that has both the expected volume and expected distribution of user attributes. We
assume in our work that such a forecasted sample is made available as input to our
algorithm.

One further complication is that new ads will enter the system over the forecasted
time period, and they must be accounted for. We adjust for this effect by forecasting
new ads as well, in a manner similar to that for forecasting sample impressions. Fi-
nally, we assume that even though the content of future articles is unknown, there will
always be articles with the same attributes as those available currently. Thus, current
articles can be used as proxies for all future articles.

LINKING USERS, ARTICLES, AND ADS. The forecasts give unbiased estimates of the fu-
ture states of users, articles, and ads. These must be linked together to form the traffic



SO
A Q‘@C@ > O-- 2]

supply s; O .
A

C : O . /(ad contract)

(user) (user, article)
(user, article, slot)

Fig. 2. Traffic shaping graph linking forecasted users and ad contracts. Users A and B arrive at the portal’s
homepage, while C arrives directly at an article page.

shaping graph. The graph has four layers, successively connecting users to articles,
then to ad slots on those articles, and finally the ads themselves. Figure 2 shows an
example, with three forecasted users (A, B, and C) and two articles (white and black).
Users A and B arrive at the portal homepage, while C bypasses the portal’s homepage
and arrives directly at one of the article pages. Clearly, only the traffic for A and B can
be shaped, but C must be included since it affects the total forecasted traffic.

We reiterate a few points about this graph: (1) Articles can have different numbers
of ad slots (one for the white article, three for the black article); (2) each node in the
second and third layers includes a specific user attribute in its definition and can be
traced back to a unique user node from the first layer, so there are no cross-connections
in the first three layers, i.e., given ¢, the corresponding k and 7 are fixed; (3) two users
can be shown the same article and yet have different matching ads, since ads can
target different user attributes; and (4) it is possible for some (user, article, ad slot)
triples to have no matching ads. Next, we formalize the traffic shaping problem on this
graph.

2.2. Mathematical Formulation

We first present some notation. We index users by k, (user, article) pairs by 4, (user,
article, ad slot) triples by ¢, and ad contracts by j. For ease of exposition, we shall
occasionally use i to refer to articles and ¢ to refer to ad slots, but the context will
make the difference clear. Let I'(x) represent the neighbors of node z; this encodes
the structure of the graph. Each user £ has an associated sample size representing
the expected number of users of this “type” in the forecast time period, which we call
the supply si. The click-through rate for user k on a displayed article i is assumed
to be known, and is denoted by cy;. Each ad contract j requires a certain number



of impressions to be delivered to it during the forecast period in order to satisfy its
guaranteed contract; call this the demand d;. An ad “underdelivers” if it receives fewer
than d; impressions. The goal is to find the optimal traffic shaping probabilities wy; so
that total underdelivery is minimized.

To compute underdelivery, we must understand how traffic “flows” from the user
nodes (the supply) to the ad contract nodes (the demand). Consider a path k — i —
¢ — j from user k to ad contract j. The traffic at & that flows to i is spwy;cy,. This traffic
sees every ad slot present on the article 7, so the traffic at ¢ is also sjwg;cr;. Assuming
the fraction of traffic at ¢ that is shown ad j is ¢,;, we find that the total flow along
the entire path is spwy;cri¢¢;. Summing over all paths ending in any ad j gives the
total flow reaching j, from which its underdelivery can be computed. Let U; and L; be
pre-specified upper and lower bounds on wy;. Then, a basic optimization setup might
be the following:

Minimize Z u; such that (D
J
Z SEWkiCkiGej +u; > d;  Vj
LeT(j)
Li<wy <U; Wi

Z w <1 Vk

i€T'(k)

Y b1 Ve

JEr(2)
Uj, Wgi > 0

The first constraint essentially defines the underdelivery term u; as the difference
between the demand d; and the total delivered impressions > er () SkWkiCki®e;. Recall
that there is a unique & and ¢ for each /, so the first term of the first constraint is well-
defined. The second constraint allows the portal’s publisher to exercise fine-grained
control on the traffic shaping probabilities. For example, L; could be set to 0.95 for the
article 7 with the highest predicted CTR, thus ensuring that the overall CTR of the
shaped traffic is close to the maximum CTR. The third constraint merely states that
only available traffic can be shaped; the fourth constraint serves a similar purpose.

While this is a clean and intuitive formulation, it is nonetheless problematic. First,
we would have to solve for two sets of unknowns wy; and ¢;;. Second, note that these
two unknowns appear as a product in the first constraint; hence, the optimization is
not stated as a linear program that can be solved simply. Even if we could solve for
both, online reconstruction of wy; in this setting appears to be difficult. The solution to
this problem comes from the following insight.

LEMMA 2.1. Suppose {w;,, (b}fj} is an optimal solution for problem 1. Define z;; =
wi; $r; /o ) ;7 Ze ! / .
—mgxzjeri[) e wj; = Max Zjep(@ 25, and by = ‘m?x ZJQNT " Then, {wm7 d)éj} is also

an optimal solution.

PROOF. We may assume without loss of generality that max > jer() oy > 05 if not,

some ¢;; can be increased infinitesimally (note that this can never increase any un-
derdelivery u;). Thus, z;; is well-defined. It may easily be determined that {w;,, gbgj}

satisfy all the constraints while having the same objective as {wj,, qﬁ}fj}. |



This lemma allows us to create an optimal solution {wy;, ¢;;} where both are func-
tions of z;;. Thus, we can reformulate problem 1 as an optimization problem of just the
single set of unknowns z;.

To gain an intuition about the physical meaning of z,;, let us analyze the the flow of
traffic through the middle layers of the graph. The total fraction of traffic at ¢ that is
served some ad is i), = Zjer(@ ¢¢j; note that ¢y < 1, and is strictly less than 1 if there

are no matching ads or the demands of the matching ads are already satisfied. Hence,
the total flow through ¢ is simply spwg;ci; > jer() ¢¢;. Working backwards through the
graph, we can now compute the total flow through article i. Every user who arrives at
i is exposed to all of its ad slots, and if an ad is always shown in each slot then the
flow at i equals the flow at each of its ad slots. However, ad slots can occasionally be
empty, and hence have different flows. Suppose there are two slots /1 and ¢2 available
on article ¢, with 1,5 < 1p;. Then, in the optimal solution, a user arriving at article i
will see ads either on both ¢; and /5, or only on ¢;, but never only on ¢;. Generalizing
this to multiple ad slots, it is easily seen that the total traffic at i that sees ads is the
maximum of the traffic through each of its ad slots, i.e., sywyicr; maxyer(;) Ejer(e) boj-

The factor max,cr(;) > jer(e) 9t can be thought of as the “efficiency” of ad serving at

article 7; for every unit of traffic arriving at 4, this fraction is shown some ad. Thus,
bej/ maxeer(i) Y_jer(e) $e; 18 the fraction of traffic that sees ad j in slot £, normalized by
the fraction of traffic at article i that sees any ads at all. Multiplying this by wy; gives
z¢5; thus, ci;z¢; is the normalized fraction of incoming users at k that see ad j.

We are now in a position to formally restate the optimization problem in terms of z;.
Define s, = sjcy;; this is the supply that would be available at ¢ if all the user traffic
at k had been sent its way, i.e., along the path ¥ — ¢ — ¢ (recall that the entire path
is set when we specify /). Let hs;(z¢;) be a continuously-differentiable strictly convex
penalty function; it is a technical device that ensures uniqueness of the solution and
can be used to bias the solution (e.g., away from extremes, such as showing only one
particular ad on some ad slot), but it can also be made arbitrarily small so that the
underdelivery penalty dominates. Then, replacing wy; with maxser(i) )_; er() ?tj> We
get the reformulated optimization problem:

MinimizeZuj + Z Z h¢j(ze;) such that (2)

J L jer(e)

Z 2058¢ + Uj > dj Vi
Lel(j)
Li S max 205 S U7 Vi

eT(4)
JET(£)
i <1 VEk

Z A Z =

i€T (k) €r(e)
Uj, 205 >0

We note here that problem 2 differs from problem 1 in one minor way: the total frac-
tion of shaped traffic is allowed to be less than 1 (compare the second-last constraint
in both problems). This is a simplification device that ensures that the intermediate
solutions found by our algorithm are always feasible. If >, wy; < 1 at the optimal,
then article i is picked for display with probability w;;, and no article is displayed with
probability 1 — 3. wy;, so the probabilistic interpretation of w;; remains valid.



SUMMARY. Conceptually, the arrival of a user at the portal triggers two steps: (1) the
(pre-computed) forecasted graph is augmented with nodes corresponding to this user
(i.e., extra nodes in the first three layers), which are connected to available ad con-
tracts, and (2) the optimization problem 2 on this augmented graph is solved, yielding
the optimal traffic shaping probabilities for this user. The optimization is convex, and
hence can be solved in time that scales linearly with the graph size. However, the
graph itself can be huge; it has of the order of users x articles x slots + contracts nodes.
This is dominated by the first term, since a large sample of users is desirable to better
represent the full distribution of forecasted traffic. Such a huge problem is impossible
to solve at runtime for every incoming user. The next section presents our solution.

2.3. Online Reconstruction

Computation of traffic shaping probabilities at runtime presents a thorny problem.
Time and space considerations prevent us from loading the entire graph into memory
and solving the optimization, but if the probabilities are computed without reference
to the full graph, all guarantees regarding underdelivery are lost. The optimal proba-
bilities can, nonetheless, be computed by using a small cache that captures essential
information from the graph, as discussed below.

The basic idea is to split up the optimization in two stages. The first stage is offline;
the entire graph is loaded into memory, the optimization problem is solved, and a
set of by-products (the optimization “duals”) are cached. Then, at runtime, the second
stage reconstructs the traffic shaping probabilities for the incoming user using just the
cached duals and the user’s characteristics. Only one dual per ad contract is required,
making this a very fast and space-efficient solution. The offline solution is recomputed
periodically to ensure that the cached duals remain in sync with their correct values;
we find that recomputing every 15 minutes is sufficient.

We first convert the optimization problem 2 into an equivalent form that turns out
to be easier for online reconstruction. We introduce an auxiliary variable v; which, at
the optimal solution, should equal maxycr(;) ) jer(e) %4 Then, we have the following

form for the optimization:

Minimize }_;u; + 32,22 cr ) hes(2e5) 3)
Zzer(j) zejse +uj; >d;  Vj (dual o) 4)
Z]‘gr(z) 205 < U W (dual 7) (5)
Yjer i <vi Ve (dual op) (6)
v > Ly Vi (dual &;) (7
Yierpy Vi <1 Vk (dual ) (8)
uj, 25 = 0

The first (offline) stage, where we solve the above convex problem on the forecasted
graph (Fig. 2), can be accomplished using any off-the-shelf solver, so it is not discussed
any further. Once solved, we cache the duals «;. Then, at runtime, when a new user
arrives at the portal, the second stage builds the graph only for this user (i.e., Fig. 1) but
also loads in the cached «; values for all ad contracts. The traffic shaping probabilities
must be reconstructed using only this information.

The duals are connected to the optimal solution via the Karush-Kuhn-Tucker (KKT)
conditions. Define the function g,; = (h;)~", where hj; represents the first derivative
of hy;. Since hy; is continuously differentiable and strictly convex, g,; is well-defined,
smooth, and monotonically increasing. In the following, we assume that it is also piece-
wise linear; if not, it can always be approximated arbitrarily well by a piecewise linear



function. Then, at the optimal solution z;, the KKT conditions yield the following (af-
ter some algebraic manipulation):

zo; = max{0, gej(a;se — 0 — 00)} 9
pe = Y o¢ (forall {i|ieT(k),v; > L;}) (10)
eT (i)
7 > 0,with equality if »  z; < U; (11)
JET(E)
op > 0,with equality if 3=, ) 2¢; < vs (12)

From these equation, we prove a series of claims that motivate our online recon-
struction algorithm.

CLAIM 1. z; is a decreasing function of (o¢ + 7).

PROOF. The proof follows from the fact that g;; is a monotonically increasing func-
tion of its argument (a;s¢ — oy —7/) and «; and s, are known (hence fixed) during online
reconstruction. O

CLAIM 2. 3 o 2ej = min{U;, 3 ;e max{0, g (ajse — or) -

PROOF. Let X =}, max{0, gs;(ca;s — or)}. Then, we have:

Sauj<Ui=mn=0=)Y 2z =X, (13)
J J

where the two implications come from Eqs. 11 and 9 respectively. Now, suppose X > U.
If Zj z¢j < U;, then by Eq. 13, Zj zij = X > U, leading to a contradiction. Hence,
Ej z¢; > U;. However, Zj z¢j < U; from Eq. 5. Hence, we find that Zj zj = U;. Con-
versely, suppose X < U;. Note that }, z; = >, max{0, g¢; (s, — 00 — 7¢)} < X from
claim 1, since 7, > 0. Thus, Zj zi; < X < U;, which implies Zj zi; = X by Eq. 13.
Thus, we have: }_; z;; = min{U;, X}, as desired. O

Hence, z;; can essentially be treated as a decreasing function of o, that
is clipped above to ensure that >z, < U, Thus, if we define g(z) =

min{U;, max{0, Zjer(e) gej(ajsg — z)}}, then Zj ze; = Go(0).
CLAIM 3. > zej < §¢(0).

PROOF. The function g, is monotonically decreasing and piecewise linear, from the
properties of g;;. The claim follows. O

At optimality, v; = maxyer) D jer(e) 25+ Let the max-set M; denote those ¢ that
attain this maximum value v;: M; = {£ € T'(9) | Zjer(e) z; = v;}. In other words,
the max-set is the set of (user, article, ad slot) triplets which consume all the traffic
that flows in through their parent (user, article) node; recall that some ad slots might
remain empty and hence not carry all the incoming flow.

CLAIM 4. oy is non-zero only for { € M,.
PROOF. This is just a restatement of Eq. 12. O
CLAIM 5. g4(0) > v; & £ € M,.



PROOF. ¢ M; = 0, =0= Zj ze5 = Ge(0) = Ge(0) < v;. Hence, §,(0) > v; = € € M,.
Conversely, £ € M; = Zj zpj = v;, but Zj ze; < G¢(0) by claim 3, so £ € M; = §,(0) >
v;. O

The online reconstruction algorithm initially sets all o, = 0, implying that all z,; are
at their maximum possible values (claim 3) and underdelivery is as low as possible.
If this violates constraint 8, we must reduce v;, for which we must reduce z,; for all
¢ € M; (by definition of M;). This is accomplished by increasing the corresponding o,
values (claim 1). However, increases in o, must account for two factors: every ¢ that is
in the current max-set must continue to be in the max-set after v; decreases (claim 5),
and the total sum }, ., o must remain the same for all {i € I'(k)|v; > L;} (Eq. 10).

The following lemma shows how o, should be changed to satisfy these conditions.

LEMMA 2.2. For all ¢ € M, the rate of change of o, that satisfies both of the above
conditions is given by: o} x 2351,\/479[1/6/’ where §,(x) = limp, 0(ge(x + h) — ge(x))/h is the
e i gt
right derivative of gy.

PROOF. Consider an infinitesimal increase Ao, in o,. This decreases Zj 25 by
§yAoy. For ¢ to remain in the max-set, v; must decrease by the same amount, which
means that every ¢ € M; must decrease by this amount: gﬁAag =gplopy = ... =k
for some k; that is fixed for all / € M;. Thus, Aoy = k; /Gy, and the total change in
o, values connected to some (user, article) pair i is 3 /cr iy, D0 = ki X periy 1/ 90

By Equation 10, the total change should be identical for all {i € T'(k)jv; > L;}:
ki Y oer@ynm, 13 = ki 2per M, 1/Gp = ... = ¢y, for some ¢;. Thus, we can in-

fer that Ao, = 2,1/\4/71@‘1% proving the claim. O

Thus, the algorithm should keep increasing o, for M; at the rate specified in
Lemma 2.2, until either constraint 8 is satisfied, or v; reaches its minimum allowed
value L;, or the max-set changes. The last condition occurs when v; is reduced to the
point where it equals the ¢ with the “second-best” value of > ; 2¢5; note that since this

second-best ¢ was not in the max-set earlier, we have > 2 = §¢(0) by claim 3. Thus,

the sequence of ¢’s that join the max-set can be pre-computed. Algorithm 1 provides
the details.

COMPLEXITY. At runtime, the nodes and edges corresponding to the new user have to
be generated. Assuming that the pool of articles available at any time is bounded, and
each article has a bounded number of ad slots, the time and space required for this
graph is constant. Thus, space complexity is dominated by the cache size; assuming
the number of ads that get connected to ad slots is |A|, this needs O(|A|) space. Each
iteration of the algorithm computes z;;, which can take O(|A|) time. The number of
iterations is bounded by the number of “breakpoints” in the piecewise-linear function
gg, plus a constant. If g, has B, breakpoints, the number of iterations is O(} , By), giv-
ing a total time complexity of O(|A| ", B,). This is far smaller than the O(graph-size)
complexity of solving the entire optimization at run-time.

3. EXPERIMENTS

The previous section described our algorithm to optimally couple a portal’s homepage
with its ad-serving engine. In this section, we will empirically demonstrate that this
coupling leads to a significant reduction in underdelivery as compared to competing
approaches. Before presenting the results, we first discuss the data and the baseline
algorithms.



ALGORITHM 1: Traffic shaping reconstruction

Pre-process: Compute the breakpoints By, where the function §; changes values
{g; is piecewise constant since g, is piecewise linear}

Init: Set oo = 0 for all ¢
Set z¢; = Compute-Z(oy); set z, = Zjer(e) z¢j, and v; = maxeer() 2¢.
while >, ., v >1do
Set M; = {[ | s F(i),Zz = Vi, V; > Ll}
Set M= UI ./Vli
if M is empty then
Return infeasible
end if
Set v* = max{z | £ € (i), 2 < v;} {“second-best” z, for a given i}
for all . € M do
{e(¥) is the distance to the closest possible o value where (a) g, changes value, or (b)
another ¢' would have to be added to M, or (c) L; is reached}

e(t) =min{{o | 0 € Be,o > ov}, 3, (01?), 67 (Li)} — o4

end for
Set ¢ = minge {e(ﬁ) X ZZlelj\//léizl/gw }

_ 1/9;
Set oy =0yp+ ¢ X Zti’eMi 1/%,
Set z¢; = Compute-Z(o¢); set 2ze = 37y 2¢j, and vi = maxeer() 2e.

end while
Output: Traffic shaping fractions wy; =

maXeer (i) #¢
7
224D (k) ™Kl e (ify 7

ALGORITHM 2: Compute-Z
Input: o,
if 3, max{0, g¢j(ojse — o¢)} > Ui then
Set 7¢ such that > max{0, g¢;(ajs¢ — e —00)} = U;
else
Set Te — 0
end if
Set z¢; = max{0, ge;(ajs¢e — ¢ — 04)}
Output: z(;

3.1. Data

Our experiments were conducted on historical traffic logs from April, 2011 of a large
web portal. The entire website can be broadly divided into several sections (e.g., Sports,
News, etc.). New articles are created by editors periodically, and while their content is
varied, there are always some articles from each section. Reliable estimates of CTR
are available via a separate standalone module, as are forecasts of future traffic and
ad contracts. Experiments were run on a random subset of nearly 25K user nodes and
100K ad contracts (these are not necessarily representative of the entire dataset).

3.2. Baseline Algorithms

Any traffic shaping algorithm must answer two questions: (a) article selection: how to
pick articles to show to users, and (b) ad serving: which ads to serve on which ad slots,
if the user does click on the displayed article. While heuristics are easily constructed
for article selection, designing alternate ad-serving solutions is quite non-trivial. Still,



we constructed alternative solutions for both problems, leading to the following three
baselines.

GREEDY SHAPING (GREEDY). Here, we implement a greedy alternative to both the
article selection and ad serving problems. For ad serving, we find a fraction f; for
each ad contract j such that if j gets an f; fraction of the supply at all the ad slots
connected to it, then its demand d; will be satisfied (unless the total connected supply
is insufficient to meet the demand). These fractions f; act as the counterparts of the
duals «; in our algorithm. To compute f; values, we start by finding f; for one contract,
removing an f;-fraction of the supply from each connected ad slot, and repeating this
process for the next ad contract, until all contracts are processed. Ad contracts which
do not have sufficient connected supply will underdeliver, and the underdelivery UD;
for each ad j is computed and stored. Note that supply forecasts for all (user, article, ad
slot) triples are required as input to the algorithm; that is, traffic shaping is not being
taken into account in the forecasting or in the computation of the f; values. Article
selection at runtime is also greedy: the article selected for display is the one whose ad
slots can show the most underdelivering ads. In other words, we select article ¢ with

the highest cx; Y jcri) 2 jere) fiUD;-

CTR-ONLY WITH GREEDY (CTR+GREEDY). This baseline decouples article selection
from ad serving. The portal always selects the article with the highest expected CTR,
and no effort is made to increase downstream ad revenue. Ad-serving is done using the
same greedy method outlined above.

CTR-ONLY WITH UNDERDELIVERY OPTIMIZATION (CTR+OPT). Here, we pair the
article selection of CTR+Greedy with our optimization-based ad-serving. More pre-
cisely, the article with the highest expected CTR is always selected. The ad-serving
mechanism remains the same as in our algorithm, and uses the same underdelivery-
minimization objective. In essence, the ad-serving system acts as if the user had di-
rectly arrived at the article page (recall the example of user C in Figure 2 earlier).

3.3. Usefulness of Traffic Shaping
We experimented with two versions of our algorithm:

— Full shaping (Full): No constraints are placed on the shaping probabilities, i.e., we
used trivial lower and upper bounds L; = 0 and U; = 1.

— Constrained shaping (Constr): Here, the traffic shaping algorithm is constrained to
show every user the article with the highest CTR with at least 90% probability, leav-
ing only 10% of the traffic available for shaping.

For each case, we solve the offline optimization to get the «; duals that must be
used in online reconstruction. For the baselines, we also solve for the fractions f; cor-
responding to the ad contracts. This also yields, as a by-product, the number of under-
delivering ad contracts (around 14K out of 100K contracts).

For each algorithm, we report three numbers. The first is the number of underdeliv-
ering ads that are delivered impressions thanks to the traffic shaping algorithm. The
second measures the total impressions delivered to underdelivering ads. For reasons of
confidentiality, we present this not in terms of the actual number of such impressions
but rather as a lift in the impressions by the algorithm over the impressions delivered
by CTR+Greedy. The third number we present is the average CTR of the algorithm,
again normalized by that of CTR+Greedy. Table I shows the performance of all the
algorithms.

We can make the following observations:



Table I. Gains via traffic shaping.

Algorithm Reduction in underdelivery Avg. CTR

Number of contracts Lift in impressions (normalized)
to underdelivering ads

CTR+Greedy 14K — —
CTR+Opt 12K 2.5 1.0
Greedy 14K 1.83 0.87
Full 14K 2.96 0.90
Constr 14K 2.57 0.96

(1) Both Full and Constr deliver significantly more impressions to underdelivering ads
as compared to the baselines.

(2) Overall, all algorithms are able to deliver impressions to the bulk of the underde-
livering ad contracts.

(3) The average CTR is highest for CTR+Greedy and CTR+Opt, as expected; in both,
article selection is done solely to maximize CTR. However, Full is able to achieve
90% of this CTR even though it does not enforce any constraints on the traffic shap-
ing probabilities. When we do constrain the algorithm to select the maximum-CTR
article for at least 90% of the traffic, the average CTR is actually within 96% of the
maximum (note that the maximum-CTR article can depend on user characteris-
tics, and can be different for different user nodes). This implies that the “shaped”
traffic was shown articles that had a CTR of about 60% of the maximum. It is in
fact likely that articles selected by our shaping algorithm will have moderately
high CTR: if CTR is too low, the number of users clicking on the article, and hence
the total traffic that can be delivered to underperforming ads, will be too low to be
worthwhile.

3.4. Effect of constraints

To better understand the trade-offs involved in constraining traffic shaping to the
maximum-CTR articles, we analyzed a range of constraint values (i.e., the L; values
from our optimization). Figure 3(a) and (b) plot the lift in delivered impressions and
the average CTR as functions of the constraint. As expected, when the algorithm is
forced to display the maximum-CTR article to a higher fraction of traffic, the lift in
impressions delivered to underperforming ad contracts is reduced simply because less
traffic is available for shaping. Correspondingly, the average CTR increases. A careful
analysis also reveals the existence of three distinct regimes:

(1) L; < 0.25 : Both plots are flat when a 0.25 or smaller fraction of the traffic is
constrained, implying that the optimal unconstrained solution (Full) sends about
25% of the traffic to the maximum-CTR article anyway.

(2) 0.25 < L; < 0.4: Here, we see that the average CTR starts climbing, implying that
the Full was shaping this traffic to articles with lower CTR. However, the change
in lift in this range is marginal. Thus, even though the articles being picked by Full
were connected to more underdelivering contracts, their lower CTR did not allow
this advantage to be translated into significant lift. Clearly, the portal’s publisher
should send at least 40% of incoming traffic to the best article; this maximizes user
engagement (as measured by CTR) while retaining practically all the advantages
of the unconstrained traffic shaping solution.

(3) L; > 0.4: When more than 0.4 fraction of the traffic is constrained, the effect is
linear over a broad range of constraint values. Every unit of traffic above the 40%
bar that is sent to the maximum-CTR article is a unit of traffic that is shown
significantly fewer underdelivering ads.
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Fig. 3. Variation in (a) lift in impressions and (b) average CTR, as the traffic shaping algorithm is con-
strained to send different fractions of incoming traffic to the maximum-CTR article.

Finally, we note two points. First, impressions were delivered to all 14,000 underper-
forming contracts for all values of L; shown in the plots. Thus, our traffic shaping al-
gorithm remains “fair” to all contracts requiring extra impressions. Second, even with
unconstrained traffic shaping, the average CTR decreases only to 90% of the maximum
possible, while yielding an almost threefold lift in reducing underdelivery. This is an
emphatic justification for the usefulness and power of traffic shaping.

4. BACKGROUND AND RELATED WORK

To the best of our knowledge, this work is the first paper focused on delivering web
content in a way that enhances short-term engagement with the user, while simulta-
neously enhancing the delivery guarantees of a pre-existing large-scale system.

There have been previous efforts that dealt with selecting content to increase en-
gagement. Most of this work has been concerned with single metrics, like clickthrough
rate ([Agarwal et al. 2008; Das et al. 2007]). More generally, [Yang et al. 2010] con-
sider balancing multiple objectives, including both increasing clickthrough rate as well
as those objectives associated with guaranteed delivery contracts. Recently, the work
of [Agarwal et al. 2011] has taken engagement to involve balancing a variety of metrics,
including potential downstream revenue. This downstream impact includes consider-
ations like increasing the total time spent on web pages. (Users who are shown good
content are likely to stay around longer.) However, these considerations were treated
as static values. Even if these values are updated frequently, they fail to capture the
interplay between content and ad delivery.

In contrast, our work allows the associated guaranteed ad delivery system to book ad
contracts more aggressively, knowing that shortfalls in inventory can be corrected dy-
namically. Further, even when no over-booking happens, we can balance the allocation
and delivery goals of publishers with the short-term engagement of users.

A second issue we address is how to make online decisions to deliver content in a
near-optimal way. One of the main difficulties is that real systems must be robust —
delivering content in a good fashion regardless of what users appear — while main-
taining just a small amount of state. There has been work on content optimization
that modeled this as a multi-armed bandit problem [Dudik et al. 2011; Agarwal et al.



2009]. However, this work fails to capture the interactions of content choices with a
larger guaranteed ad delivery system.

Our technique utilizes a pre-existing forecast to compute an optimal solution. (Note
that such a forecast must already exist in order for a guaranteed delivery system to en-
sure that the guarantees are deliverable.) Although this seems straightforward at first
blush, it is actually only the starting point for content delivery. Storing the entire solu-
tion on each server is entirely impractical. Further, if the forecast fails to include even
a single user, the server would not know what to do. To address these concerns, earlier
work proposed storing the duals for a subset of the constraints [Devenur and Hayes
2009; Vee et al. 2010]* At serving time, these duals then allow the server to reconstruct
the primal solution. However, these earlier papers considered much simpler optimiza-
tion problems. In the case of [Devenur and Hayes 2009], it is a linear program in which
the main constraints are all upper bounds. Although [Vee et al. 2010] studies a prob-
lem with a non-linear objective, it focuses on the case of a bipartite graph. Here, the
input problem is a four-layer graph, and simply storing the duals for the constraints
would not have produced a usable solution. Indeed, much of the difficult technical work
in this paper was re-formulating the problem in such a way that the dual formulation
could compactly represent the primal in a way that was reconstructable at serving
time.

5. CONCLUSIONS

Article selection and ad serving are usually solved by standalone systems, and this has
meant that underdelivering ads could not be “helped”. We propose an optimization-
based formulation of traffic shaping that minimizes underdelivery while ensuring that
the maximum-CTR articles are still selected at least some pre-specified fraction of
the time. Thus, the objective jointly optimizes for underdelivery (ad serving) and CTR
(user engagement through article selection). We further give an online reconstruction
algorithm that can infer the optimal traffic shaping probabilities for each incoming
user using only a small cache of duals; thus, the entire forecast graph need not be
loaded into memory. The degree of traffic shaping can be controlled by the publisher
to conform as closely as desired to any standalone article selection solution. Empirical
results on a large dataset from a real-world web portal demonstrate that a threefold
reduction in underdelivery is possible with only a 10% CTR drop, or a 2.6-fold im-
provement with only a 4% CTR drop, clearly demonstrating the effectiveness of traffic
shaping.
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