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Questions for Anand Subramanian
Offering Ad Sector 
Access to Key Data, 
Plus Way to Use It
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Here's the idea: Just as traders turn to a terminal to monitor real-time 
financial data and place trades, media buyers need a similar trading desk to 
make it easy to buy and sell online ads.

ContextWeb, a New York-based startup, plans today to announce a system 
that it says fills that need. The system -- called the Adsdaq Exchange 
Agency Trading Desk -- lets media buyers see how their online display ads 
are performing on any site across the Web. The company already runs the Adsdaq ad exchange, an 
electronic platform for advertisers to buy and sell online ad space. ContextWeb's ad exchange now works 
with more than 4,000 Web sites and facilitates 10,000 transactions per second.

Technology firms have talked for years about building a tool to help agencies and advertisers buy online 
ads quickly and efficiently across all sites on the Web. Six agencies, including Omnicom's OMD and 
WPP's GroupM are testing the system. "This whole idea is predicated on the assumption that there is 
some form of insight that turns plain vanilla into 32 flavors. The question is, for it to be raspberry or 
rocky road, does it give you a return on investment that will be better than plain vanilla...we'll find out," 
says Rob Norman, chief executive of GroupM Interaction Worldwide, a division of WPP and one of the 
program's beta partners.

ContextWeb doesn't exactly have the market to itself, as companies ranging from big analytics firms to a 
New York startup called Clickable are developing similar systems. ContextWeb doesn't charge 
advertisers or agencies to access the data, just to make the trades. With so many ads still brokered 
through phone calls and relationships, ContextWeb says it expects a long process of educating agencies 
and advertisers about its trading system.

Anand Subramanian founded ContextWeb in 2000 with the goal of creating an easy-to-use ad exchange. 
Below are excerpts from an interview with him about his venture, as well as trends in the online ad 
industry.

The Wall Street Journal: How does your new system work?

Anand Subramanian: Let's say an agency is working with National Geographic, Lonely Planet and 
Concierge.com for a particular campaign. What happens is, typically right now, when they buy ads from 
each of these different parties, they get data [from each of the Web sites]. They don't know what is going 
on beyond that. They go, 'Look, National Geographic is working great, let's buy more of it,' or 'Lonely 
Planet is not working that great, let's drop some.' We are in the position to give you the breakdown with 
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contextual placement. We are in a position to tell you that travel to Italy works better than travel to 
Africa.

WSJ: Say I buy ads next to content about travel to Italy, and they perform well. How do I buy more?

Mr. Subramanian: If you find something is working, you just click and hit the "buy" button. A screen 
pops up, and you do everything online. All of the inventory comes from the ADSDAQ exchange. The 
good thing is [advertisers] will only spend that money if it is working for their metrics. They don't have 
anything to lose. They are only buying things that they know work for them, instead of trial and error.

WSJ: What exists on the market that is similar?

Mr. Subramanian: Other companies do a similar thing on the search side. So, for example, you have 
companies like Clickable. There are other big management systems that fundamentally take a holistic 
view of all your buys across Yahoo, Google, MSN and all the search places together to help you manage 
the campaigns. We are talking about this on the display side.

WSJ: Google and other technology firms have talked a lot about building a so-called dashboard to help 
agencies and advertisers buy online ads quickly and efficiently on the Web. How does this new product 
compare?

Mr. Subramanian: Most people are just giving a dashboard and saying 'Here, look at this data.' But we 
are saying, 'Look at this data, and here's how you act on this data. You can buy, or you can sell.' The 
exchange itself is an integral part of this product, which nobody else has, whether it is Google or anybody 
else.

WSJ: What are you up against?

Mr. Subramanian: There will be an education process. We are working very closely with agencies. We 
have to make sure people understand how to use the system, how to bring the most value to their 
customers.

WSJ: Does the perception of a conflict of interest make it necessary for an independent, third party to 
provide such a system?

Mr. Subramanian: It needs to be a player that has an agnostic viewpoint in the industry. Here is an 
example. We are actually showing you data for free from sites that you are already buying from. We 
would rather that agencies act on the data. When they act on the data, we get paid for it, rather than 
charging for the data itself. We don't have any incentive to charge. We are not charging anything for this. 
We are giving it away for free.

WSJ: So how do you make money?

Mr. Subramanian: We are giving this data away free for people who are part of this beta program. We 
expect when they see this data, they will say, 'Hey, I want to buy more of this inventory.' At that time, 
they will make the transaction happen on the ADSDAQ exchange.

WSJ: You're an ad exchange. Can you explain the differences between an ad exchange and an ad 
network?

Mr. Subramanian: The biggest difference is as an exchange, you are allowing control on both sides. 
Advertisers can control their bid prices, and sellers control asking prices. [With] most networks, the way 
they work is they will go and sell the inventory to the advertiser and give a percentage to the publisher. 
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While the network is in the business of doing the deal, we are in the business of facilitating the deal.

WSJ: Ad networks have emerged as a popular trend, with more than $2 billion of deals done via ad 
networks and exchanges last year. Venture-capital investment reached nearly $300 million, according to 
media investment bank DeSilva & Phillips. Are there too many ad networks?

Mr. Subramanian: Absolutely. With any place that becomes a gold rush, there is a whole bunch of 
people who come in. Some of the best stick around and the others will fade away.

Write to Emily Steel at emily.steel@wsj.com1
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