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Mobilize ’09 Takeaways: An Analyst’s 
Open Notebook

Summary: Last week I attended GigaOm’s Mo-
bilize conference in San Francisco. Discussion 
focused on the main issues that face media com-
panies, advertisers, consumers, device manufac-
turers and carriers. This is a quickly moving in-
dustry, and insights often come from conference 

discussions on and off the stage. We will continue 
this discussion at The Kelsey Group’s upcoming 
Directional Media Strategies and Interactive Lo-
cal Media conferences. Until then the following 
is my “open notebook” of key takeaways from the 
show for TKG clients who were unable to attend.  

Om Malik, a former colleague of mine 
at Forbes and Red Herring magazines, 
has become an industry thought leader 

and writer on the topic of wireless and fixed line 
telecommunications. Broadband, wireless spectrum, 
carrier business models and many other factors have 
been key coverage areas of the GigaOm network. 
These issues underlie and enable the mobile device 
and content topics covered by The Kelsey Group’s 
Mobile Local Media program. 

The Mobilize conference last week served as a living, 
breathing manifestation of these issues. Malik kicked 
things off early the first morning with a few data points 
and a nostalgic look at the day when a colleague stepped 
into his office with a Palm 5 — what many consider to 
be the first smartphone. Though it was only a decade 
ago, the pace of innovation since then has been much 
faster than that of PC-based technology.

As explored in past TKG analysis, the mobile Web 
has likewise grown at a faster pace than the desktop Web. 
Cisco Systems forecasts that by 2012 the monthly data 
transferred over the mobile Web will reach an exabyte 
(1 billion gigabytes). To put that into perspective, the 

“wired” Web reached that milestone in 2004, roughly 
30 years after the first e-mail was sent. If Cisco is correct, 
the mobile Web will reach that point only 18 years after 
the first text message was sent.

Back to the present, U.S. mobile data revenues will be 
$50 billion this year, Malik pointed out. In the next few 
years, we’re going to be able to reach mobile download 
speeds of 10 megabytes per second for monthly data 
charges of about $50. Smartphones, led by the iPhone, 
will be the killer apps that fuel this.

“Just like Napster was the thing that made people 
adopt broadband on the PC,” said Malik, “the iPhone 
will make people want to get onto the mobile Web.” 

Now What?
So that’s the “why.” It’s clear to many that mobile holds 
sizable opportunities for content delivery. Moving on 
to the “how,” a subsequent panel discussed the ongoing 
challenge of deciding what platform on which to develop 
mobile products. 

Of course, the answer is, “it depends.” As we explored 
in a recent report (“Mobile Product Development: To 
App or Not to App?”), this will most often have a lot to 

Analyst: Michael Boland   Document: Advisory #09-11



  A N A L Y Z I N G  M O B I L E  W E B  A N D  C O N T E N T  D E L I V E R Y                      0 9 . 1 8 . 0 9

 Mobile Local Media

The Kelsey Group | 600 Executive Drive, Princeton, NJ 08540-1528 | Telephone: 609-921-7200  
Fax: 609-921-2112  | E-Mail: tkg@kelseygroup.com  | 
Copyright © 2009 The Kelsey Group, a division of BIA Advisory Services, LLC. All Rights Reserved.

2

do with reach, as well as other factors like the capabilities 
of the platform.

When it comes to native apps, the latter is an 
important question for some product developers. 
Mobile social apps, for example, don’t shine on the 
iPhone where there is no “background functionality.”

As discussed in the aforementioned report, this 
basically means several applications can’t run at the 
same time — a problem for apps that rely on constant 
connectivity such as showing a user’s location or status. 
These are increasingly demanded social features made 
popular by the likes of Facebook and Twitter. 

Despite this and other detriments of the iPhone, it is 
still the sexy new device most developers go to first. 

“The iPhone does a lot, but it also doesn’t do things 
that you can do on other phones, such as background 
functionality,” said Mark Jacobstein, chief executive officer 

of iSkoot. “There is a danger, as you see 70,000 iPhone 
apps developed, of ignoring the rest of the market.” 

In defense of those opting first for the iPhone as a 
development platform, it does have the leading share 
of mobile Web use despite its low single-digit share of 
overall devices. 

As far as native apps go, this gives the iPhone choice 
credence. Google’s Android mobile operating system 
will increasingly come into this discussion as more 
device manufacturers adopt it (TKG report on Android 
forthcoming). Stepping back from native apps, there are 
of course more pervasive platforms like SMS and the 
mobile Web.

On the topic of platform capability, the mobile Web 
is meanwhile gaining attention for being able to do 
more and more. As discussed often on the Kelsey blog, 
this includes support of the HTML 5 standard and the 

Mobile Traffic on the Rise
SOURCE: CISCO SYSTEMS (2009) 



  A N A L Y Z I N G  M O B I L E  W E B  A N D  C O N T E N T  D E L I V E R Y                      0 9 . 1 8 . 0 9

 Mobile Local Media

The Kelsey Group | 600 Executive Drive, Princeton, NJ 08540-1528 | Telephone: 609-921-7200  
Fax: 609-921-2112  | E-Mail: tkg@kelseygroup.com  | 
Copyright © 2009 The Kelsey Group, a division of BIA Advisory Services, LLC. All Rights Reserved.

3

ability to do things that were previously reserved for 
native apps, including location awareness. 

This has caused many developers to look past native 
apps for platforms like iPhone and Android, especially 
cost-conscious developers (read: most developers).

“We just operate on the mobile Web, so it’s totally 
browser based,” said Mark Curtis, CEO of Flirtomatic, 
during a Mobilize session. “When you go into app land, 
you slow down delivery time. Yes, apps have a lot going 
for them, but you can’t turn them on for a sixpence. And 
for a start-up, that’s a problem.” 

Context Is King
Beyond platform choice is the equally important 
issue of content delivery. There is a great deal of 
experimentation happening to follow quickly evolving 
mobile user behavior. 

A Mobilize session explored the factors that govern 
context in mobile. Context in this case means the factors 
against which content and ads are optimally delivered. 
Online, we have a relatively defined set of factors to 
approximate context, including keywords, page content 
and IP address.

But in mobile, the rules are changing quickly — too 
quickly for users to adopt and advertisers to understand, 
at least in a mainstream sense. The thought so far is that 
the mobile device can decipher things about a user or a 
search that weren’t possible on the desktop Web. Chief 
among these is location. 

The opportunity to utilize location is large but equally 
matched by privacy concerns. This goes back to the 
original premise of location-based services: the old “walk 
by a Starbucks and get hit with a mobile coupon.” 

This of course has been discredited for privacy 

U.S. Mobile Web Traffic Share January–July 2009
SOURCE: ADMOB (2009)
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reasons and other factors, so the industry has settled on 
more realistic models that involve opting in or searching 
for things explicitly. In other words, we’ve mimicked the 
online search model.

Swinging to both extremes over the past few years, 
we’re now beginning to find a happy medium that has 
elements of “opt in” but also pushes content based on 
location awareness, preset preferences, behavior and 
other factors.

This has been shown by a few companies we’ve 
profiled that have blended search and local “discovery” 
features, including Geodelic and Aloqa (see TKG 
report “Mobile Local Search Discovers a New Path”). 
MobilePeople is another company with which we’ve 
been talking at great length that is working on some 
interesting things we’ll see soon (report forthcoming).

The question then becomes, does this more 
contextually relevant content delivery deserve the 
tainted online term “push”? Online, push-based content, 
such as display ads, is blasted on an admittedly limited 
set of criteria. The Mobilize panel agreed it’s going to 
have to be much more targeted on the mobile device, 
which is decidedly more personal.

At the same time, it’s going to have to be simpler 
— in line with the relative simplicity of search 
engine marketing — for advertisers to begin to get 
on board.

“Advertising has always been more complicated than 
it needs to be,” said Sanjay Vakil, founder of LuckyCal. 
“Google simplified this online. In mobile, it’s going to 
have to be ‘give me a location, give me a radius, give me 
a dollar sign and go.’ ”

This bifurcation between simplicity and acute 
targeting is one of the main challenges of mobile 
marketing today. 

Final Thoughts: Monetization
The question of monetization is of course an important 
one. In mobile media’s early stages of growth, the 
discussions involving product development and traffic 

generation understandably outweigh talk (and activity) 
about monetization. 

“Context is one thing, but where we eventually need 
to focus is context that’s relevant to monetization,” said 
Tasso Roumeliotis, CEO and founder of WaveMarket. 
“When you’re in your car and you might need gas, there 
are lots of advertisers out there that will want to send 
you an offer for gas and are willing to pay for it.”  

Some companies have a well-defined path to 
monetization, while others have more of a wait-and-see 
attitude as they set their crosshairs on the moving target 
that is user behavior. This will be an evolving discussion 
that we pledge to take part in over the coming months 
and years.

Until then it is clear that many products, as they 
have online, will gravitate toward ad support, while a 
minority will employ subscription models. The latter 
will involve premium content such as live sports or 
niche entertainment categories and could see a greater 
share of overall revenues than online.  

Flirtomatic, for example, has both online and mobile 
access points and reports that mobile users are three 
times likelier to spend money on the service than PC 
users. We could also see “freemium” models develop 
more than they have online, with the premise that the 
portability of some content gives it a certain degree of 
price inelasticity.

“For us, mobile ads are 25 percent of revenues. The rest 
is premium,” said Curtis. “It’s like a park where you can 
walk around, play Frisbee or tennis for free, but then when 
you want an ice cream cone, we’re there to sell you one.”

 As far as ad support goes, many models will mimic 
online, such as banner and text advertising. Others — 
representing what we believe will be the most successful 
— will calibrate to the unique capabilities of the device. 

“No one has cracked mobile marketing,” said 
Prashant Agarwal, managing director of Fjord. “We 
have banner ads and things like that. But there is so 
much more. My device knows a lot about me, such as 
the music that I like, what I’ve said on Twitter, what’s 
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on my calendar. These can be synthesized.”  
Similarly, products that utilize the mobile device’s 

portability to drive and track conversions where they’re 
happening will stand out among others. An early 
example is Big in Japan’s ShopSavvy application (see 
profile on TKG blog) that scans bar codes at the point 
of purchase and returns product and inventory data. 

Augmented reality, which we’ll explore in an 
upcoming report, is another area of development that 
has gotten perhaps more attention than it currently 
deserves, but could nonetheless hold opportunities for 

mobile local content delivery over the next five years. 
Until then, we will see online-like models proliferate. 

To get advertisers to adopt this will involve many of 
the same formats they’re used to, such as cost per click 
and CPMs. But advertiser demand and comfort levels 
will slowly utilize inputs that are unique to the device 
— including, most importantly, location. 

“There are now 4,000 location aware applications 
across smartphone platforms,” said Skyhook Wireless 
CEO Ted Morgan. “A year and a half ago, there were 
probably five.” MLM


