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1. Introduction

E-commerce systems are becoming increasingly popular and typical examples include Amazon [1], eBay [2], and
Taobao [3] of Alibaba (the largest E-commerce system in China), etc. Through an E-commerce system, buyers and sellers
can transact online. Sellers advertise products in their online stores (which reside in the E-commerce’s web site), buyers can
purchase products from any online stores, and the E-commerce system can charge a transaction fee from sellers for each
completed transaction. Note that in an E-commerce system, it is possible to buy products from a seller whom the buyer has
never transacted with, and this seller may not even be trustworthy [4]. This situation results in a high risk of buying low
quality products. To overcome such problems, E-commerce systems usually deploy reputation systems [4].

Usually, E-commerce systems maintain and operate a reputation mechanism to reflect the trustworthiness of sellers [2,3].
A high reputation seller can attract more transactions leading to higher revenue [4]. The eBay-like reputation system is the
most widely deployed reputation policy, which is used in eBay and Taobao, etc. This type of reputation system is a credit-
based system. More precisely, a seller needs to collect enough credits from buyers in order to improve his reputation. These
credits are obtained in form of feedback ratings, which are expressed by buyers after transactions are completed. Feedback
ratings in eBay and Taobao are of three levels: positive (—1), neutral (0), and negative (—1). A reputation score, which is a
cumulative sum of all the past feedback ratings of a seller, can be used to reflect the trustworthiness of a seller. Furthermore,
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the reputation scores and feedback ratings of all buyers are public information and they are accessible by all buyers and
sellers in such an E-commerce system.

Consider this eBay-like reputation system, a “new” seller needs to spend a long time, or what we call a long ramp up time,
so to collect enough credits to be considered reputable. This is because new sellers are initialized with a reputation score
of zero, and buyers are less willing to buy products from a seller with low reputation scores. The ramp up time is critical
to an E-commerce system since a long ramp up time discourages new sellers to join the E-commerce system. Furthermore,
a new user usually starts an online store with certain budgets, and maintaining such online stores involves cost. If a new
seller uses up his entire budget and has not yet ramped up his reputation, he may discontinue his online business (i.e., or
drop out) due to low revenue. Therefore, a long ramp up time increases the risk that a new seller drops out and discourages
potential new sellers to join. Finally, a long ramp up time also results in a low profit gain for a seller. Because before ramping
up, a seller can only attract few transactions due to his low reputation score. To an E-commerce operator, this also results
in a reduction in revenue.

Reducing ramp up time is challenging and to the best of our knowledge, this is the “first work” which reveals the
importance of the ramp up time in eBay-like reputation systems. This paper aims to explore the following two fundamental
questions: (1) How to identify key factors which influence the ramp up time? (2) How to take advantage of these factors to reduce
the ramp up time? Our contributions are:

e We reveal the ramp up time problem in eBay-like reputation systems. We propose four performance measures to explore
this problem: (1) new seller ramp up time, (2) new seller drop out probability, (3) long term profit gains for sellers, and
(4) average per seller transaction gains for an E-commerce operator.

e We develop a stochastic model to identify key factors which influence these four performance measures. We apply our
model to analyze a real-life dataset from eBay. We discover that the eBay system suffers a long ramp up time, a high new
seller drop out probability, low long term profit gains and low average per seller transaction gains.

e We design a novel insurance mechanism to improve these four performance measures. Our insurance mechanism
consists of an insurance protocol and a transaction mechanism. We formulate an optimization problem to select
appropriate parameters for our insurance mechanism, which aims to maximize sellers’ incentive in subscribing our
insurance. We present an efficient approach to locate the optimal insurance parameters as well.

e We conduct experiments using a dataset from eBay. We infer model parameters from the data and show that our
insurance mechanism reduces the ramp up time by 91%, and it improves both the long term profit gains and the average
per seller transaction gains by 26.66%. It also guarantees that new sellers drop out with a small probability (very close to
0) and reduces the risk that buyers transact with untrustworthy sellers.

This paper is organized as follows. In Section 2, we present the system model for E-commerce systems. In Section 3 we
formulate four measures to explore the ramp up time problem. In Section 4, we derive analytical expressions for these
four measures. In Section 5, we present the design of our insurance mechanism. In Section 6, we present tradeoffs in
selecting insurance parameters. In Section 7, we present experimental results using an eBay’s dataset. Related work is given
in Section 8 and we conclude in Section 9.

2. E-commerce system model

An E-commerce system consists of users, products and a reputation system. A user can be a seller or a buyer or both. Sell-
ers advertise products in their online stores and set a price for each product. Buyers, on the other hand, purchase products
through online stores and provide feedbacks to indicate whether a seller advertises products honestly or not. A reputation
system is maintained by E-commerce operators to reflect the trustworthiness of sellers. A high reputation seller can attract
more transactions leading to a high revenue. The reputation system aggregates all the feedbacks, and computes a reputa-
tion score for each seller. The reputation scores and feedbacks are public information which are accessible by all buyers and
sellers.

Products are categorized into different types. For example, eBay categorizes products into “Fashion”, “Electronics”,
“Collectibles & Art”, etc. [2]. We consider L > 1 types of product. Consider a type £ € {1, ..., L} product. A seller sets a
price p, € [0, 1] and the E-commerce operator charges a transaction fee of T 2 ap,, where o € (0, 1), after the product is
sold.! There is a per unit manufacturing cost of ¢, € [0, 1]. A seller earns a profit of u, by selling one product, or

up = (1—a)pe — ce. (1

For the ease of presentation, our analysis focuses on one product type. Note that our analysis can be easily generalized to
multiple product types, but for clarity of presentation, we omit the subscript unless we state otherwise.

1 We can also consider a fixed transaction fee model and our analysis is still applicable. But for brevity, let us consider a transaction fee which is
proportional to the selling price.
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Table 1
Notation list.
p,c Price and manufacturing cost of a product
T,u Transaction fee, unit profit of selling a product
Qa, Qi, Qe, Qp Advertised, intrinsic, estimated, perceived product quality
d, Cs Shipment delay, shipment cost
y Critical factor in expressing feedback ratings
F.r Reputation profile, reputation score for a seller
Th, O Reputation threshold, consistency threshold
B Discounting factor in estimating product quality
P(Qe, D) Probability that a buyer buys a product having estimated quality Q. and price p
Ppa, Ppr Probability that a buyer buys a product from a seller labeled as average, reputable
Ay Ao Buyer’s arrival rate before, after a seller ramps up
Ty The maximum time that a seller is willing to wait to get ramped up
T:, P4 Ramp up time, new seller drop out probability
Gs, Ge Long term expected profit gains for a seller, average per seller transaction gains for the E-commerce operator
Discounting factor in computing long term expected profit gains G
Ar(T) Transaction’s arrival rate at time slot 7
C, Dy, Ty, T, Insurance price, deposit, duration time and clearing time
G Dy Ty, T Optimal insurance price, deposit, duration time and clearing time
Dy Insurance deposit threshold to revoke an insurance certificate
A Transaction’s arrival rate to an insured seller
T,’, P: Ramp up time, new seller drop out probability when subscribing an insurance
el Long term profit gains, average per seller transaction gains when subscribing an insurance
AG! Marginal profit gain improvement

2.1. Transaction model

Sellers advertise the product quality in their online stores. Let Q, € [0, 1] be the advertised quality. The larger the value
of Q, implies the higher the advertised quality. Buyers refer to the advertised quality Q, in their product adoption. Each
product also has an intrinsic quality which we denote as Q; € [0, 1] (i.e., the ground truth of the product’s quality). The
larger the value of Q; implies the higher the intrinsic quality. Since sellers aim to promote their products, we have Q, > Q;.
We emphasize that the intrinsic quality Q; is a private information, e.g., it is only known to the seller. On the other hand, the
advertised quality Q, is public information which is accessible by all buyers and sellers.

Buyers estimate the product quality by referring to the advertised quality Q, (we will present the estimating model later).
Let Q. € [0, 1] be the estimated quality. The larger the value of Q. implies the higher the estimated quality. To purchase a
product, a buyer must submit a payment p to the E-commerce system, which will be given to the corresponding seller when
the buyer receives the product. There is usually a shipment time (or delay) in any E-commerce systems. We denote the
delay as d. Upon receiving a product, a buyer can evaluate its quality and at that moment, he has the perceived quality, which
we denote as Q, € [0, 1]. The larger the value of Q, implies the higher the perceived quality. We assume that buyers can
perceive the intrinsic quality, i.e., Q, = Q;. Buyers are satisfied (disappointed) if they find out that the product is at least as
good as (less than) it is advertised, or Qy > Q, (Qp < Qu).

To attract buyers, an E-commerce system needs to incentivize sellers to advertise honestly, i.e., Q; = Q;. Many E-
commerce systems achieve this by deploying a reputation system. We next introduce a popular reputation system used
by many E-commerce systems such as eBay [2] or Taobao [3]. Table 1 summarizes key notations in this paper.

2.2. Baseline reputation system

The eBay-like E-commerce system maintains a reputation system to reflect the trustworthiness of sellers. It consists of a
feedback rating system and a rating aggregation policy. We first consider a baseline reputation mechanism.

Buyers express feedback ratings to indicate whether a seller advertises honestly or not. The eBay-like reputation system
adopts a feedback rating system consisting of three rating points,” i.e., {—1, 0, 1}. A positive rating (rating 1) indicates that
a product is at least as good as it is advertised, i.e., Q, > Qq. A neutral rating (rating 0) indicates that a buyer is indifferent
about the product that he purchased. This happens when the perceived quality is slightly lower than it is advertised, i.e.,
Qp € [Qs — ¥, Qq), where y € [0, 1] denotes the critical factor. The smaller the value of y implies that buyers are more
critical in expressing ratings, e.g., ¥ = 0 means that buyers have zero tolerance on seller overstating the product quality. A
negative rating (rating — 1) represents that the perceived quality is far smaller than the advertised quality, i.e., Q) < Q,—y.
We have

1, ifQy > Qa,
feedback rating = {0, ifQu—y <Q <Qq
-1, ifQ <Q—vy.

2 Note that we can easily generalize the model to consider more rating points.
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Fig. 1. Transition diagram of a seller’s reputation score r.

All the historical ratings are known to all buyers and sellers.

For the rating aggregation policy, each seller is associated with a reputation score, which is the summation of all his
feedback ratings. We denote it by r € Z. A new seller who enters the E-commerce system is initialized with zero reputation
score, or r = 0. A positive feedback rating increases r by one, a negative feedback rating decreases r by one, and a neutral
feedback rating 0 does not change r. Fig. 1 depicts the transition diagram of a seller’s reputation score. Note that the
reputation score r is a public information accessible by all buyers and sellers.

To assist buyers to evaluate the trustworthiness of a seller, E-commerce systems not only announce the seller’s reputation
score 1, but also his reputation profile. Let # 2 (r,n™, n°, n~) be the reputation profile, where n™, n°, n~ represent the
cumulative number of feedback ratings equal to 1, 0, —1 respectively. Note that this form of reputation is commonly deployed,
say in eBay [2] and Taobao [3].

Shipment delay in real-world E-commerce systems usually results in certain delay in the reputation update. To
characterize the dynamics of a reputation updating process, we consider a discrete time system and divide the time into
slots, i.e,, [0, d), [d, 2d), . .., where d is the shipment delay. We refer to a time slot T € Nas [td, (t 4+ 1)d). Let N(t) be the
number of products sold by a seller in the time slot 7. Suppose N*(t), N°(z), N~ (t) of these transactions result in positive,
neutral and negative feedbacks respectively, where Nt (t)4+N%(7)+N~ (1) = N(v).Let F (v) £ (r(z), nT (1), n°(x), n~ (1))
be the reputation profile at time slot . Initially, the reputation profile of this seller is #(0) = (0, 0, 0, 0). The reputation
profile # (t) is updated as:

2
rt+1) =r@)+N"(r) =N (7). (2)
For simplicity, we drop the time stamp 7 in the reputation profile when there is no confusion. We next present a probabilistic
model to characterize the impact of sellers’ reputation profiles on buyers’ product adoption behavior. This model serves as
an important building block for us to explore the effectiveness of this baseline reputation system.

{(n+(t + 1,0+, n" (t+ 1) = (n"(x) + N* (), n°(t) + N°(v), n" (x) + N (1)),

2.3. Model for product adoption behavior

A reputation system forges trust among sellers and buyers. This trust plays a critical role in product adoption. More
precisely, buyers evaluate the trustworthiness of sellers from sellers’ reputation profiles. Buyers seek to minimize their risk
in product purchase and they prefer to buy from reputable sellers.

Based on the reputation profile #, our model classifies sellers into two types: “reputable” and “average”. To be labeled
as reputable, a seller’s reputation profile must satisfy two conditions. The first one is that a seller needs to collect enough
credits, i.e., positive feedbacks from buyers. More precisely, his reputation score must be at least greater than or equal to
some positive reputation threshold ry, i.e,, r > r,. A new seller is initialized with zero reputation score, i.e,, r = 0. To
accumulate a reputation score of at least ry, a seller needs to accomplish sufficient number of honest transactions. The
second condition is that a seller should be consistently honest. More concretely, the fraction of positive feedbacks should be
larger than or equal to a consistency threshold 8 € (0, 1], i.e.,, n*/(n™ + n~ 4+ n®) > 6. The larger the value of # implies
that an E-Commerce operator is more critical about the honest consistency. We formally define a reputable seller and an
average seller as follows.

Definition 2.1. A seller is labeled as reputable if and only if the following two conditions are met

Cl: r > ryand,
C2: nt/(nt +n" +n% > 4.

Otherwise, a seller is labeled as an average seller.

Remark. The reputation threshold r, and consistency threshold 6 quantify how difficult it is for a seller to earn a reputable
label. The larger the r, and 6, the more difficult it is to earn a reputable label. An E-commerce operator can control r, and 6.
Some E-commerce systems may not set r, and 6 explicitly, where our model is still applicable because we can infer r, and
6 from historical transaction data.

A buyer estimates the product quality by referring to the advertised quality Q, and the reputation profile of a seller. If
a seller’s reputation profile indicates that this seller is reputable, then a buyer believes that this seller advertises honestly.
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This buyer therefore estimates the product quality as the advertised quality, i.e., Q. = Q. On the contrary, if the reputation
profile indicates that a seller is average, a buyer believes that this seller is likely to overstate the product quality. Hence the
estimated quality is lower than the advertised quality, i.e., Q. = B8Q,, where 8 € [0, 1] denotes the discounting factor. The
smaller the value of 8 implies that buyers are less willing to trust an average seller. We have

Q = Qi. ifr>rpandn™/(nT +n" +n% >0,
~ | BQ., otherwise.

A buyer makes the purchasing decision based on the estimated quality Q. and the product price p. More concretely, the
probability that a buyer buys a product increases in Q. and decreases in p. Formally, we have

Pr[adopts a product] 2 2 (Qe, p) , 3)

where £ can be any function as long as it increases in Q, and decreases in p.

3. Problems formulation

We use four performance measures to quantify the effectiveness of the baseline reputation system mentioned in
Section 2. These measures are: (1) ramp up time T;, (2) new seller drop out probability Py, (3) long term expected profit
gains for a seller Gs, and (4) average per seller transaction gains for the E-commerce system operator G,. We present our
problem formulations and our objective is to identify key factors which can influence these measures. Lastly, we explore an
interesting question of whether there are other mechanisms which can reduce the ramp up time and the new seller drop
out probability, and improve the long term expected profit gains and average per seller transaction gains.

3.1. Ramp up time

Sellers and E-commerce system operators are interested in the minimum time that a new seller needs to collect enough
credits, i.e., positive feedbacks from buyers, so that the seller can be classified as reputable. For one thing, a reputable seller
can attract more buyers which may result in more transactions, and higher transaction volume implies higher transaction
gains to the E-commerce operator. We next formally define the ramp up process and the ramp up condition.

Definition 3.1. A new seller’s reputation is initialized as r = 0. He needs to collect enough credits, i.e., positive feedbacks
from buyers, so that his reputation r can increase to at least rj,. The process of increasing his reputation to ry, is called the
ramp up process. Furthermore, when r > r, then we say that the ramp up condition is satisfied.

Recall that r(7) denotes the reputation score of a seller at time slot 7. We now formally define the ramp up time.

Definition 3.2. Ramp up time is the minimum time that a seller must spend to accumulate a reputation score of ry,. Let T;
denote the ramp up time, we have

T, 2d- argmrin{r(r) > 4. (4)

The ramp up time quantifies how long it will take to collect enough credits from buyers. It is critical to the seller’s profit
gains. To see this, we next quantify how the ramp up time can affect the transaction’s arrival rate.

A seller can attract more buyers when he satisfies the ramp up condition because his online store will receive higher click
rate by buyers, therefore increasing his profit gains. Let A1 (1,) be the buyer’s arrival rate before (after) a seller satisfies the
ramp up condition. We assume that the buyer’s arrival process, both before and after a seller satisfies the ramp up condition,
follows a Poisson counting process with parameter A (before ramping up) and A, (after ramping up) respectively, where
A1 < X, toindicate that a ramped up seller can attract more buyers. Recall that in Eq. (3) we express the probability that
a buyer purchases a product as £ (Q,, p). If a buyer purchases a product, we say a seller obtains a transaction. Based on the
Poisson property, it is easy to see that the transaction’s arrival process is also a Poisson counting process. Let Ar(7) be the
transaction’s arrival rate at time slot 7. Let (Q.(7), p) be the probability that a buyer adopts a product at time slot t, where
Q. (7) denotes the estimated quality at time slot 7. We can express the transaction’s arrival rate as

AP (Qe(1),p), ifr(r) =,

Eq. (5) serves as an important building block for us to explore the key factors which influence the ramp up time T,. Let us
formulate our first problem.

Ar(T) 2 {)LIJ)(QE(T)vP), ifr(t) <nm, 5

Problem 1. Identify key factors which influence the ramp up time T,, and design a mechanism which can take advantage
of these factors to reduce T,.
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3.2. New seller drop out probability

In real-world E-commerce systems, a new seller may drop out, or move to another E-commerce system, if he does not
collect enough credits (i.e., ramp up) within certain time because he cannot obtain enough transactions. For example, a new
seller in eBay may drop out if he does not ramp up in one year. This is because a new seller starts an online store with certain
budgets, and there are costs associated with maintaining this online business. To model this scenario, let T,, > 0 denote the
maximum time that a new seller is willing to wait to get ramped up. In other words, if the ramp up time is longer than T,,, a
new seller will drop out from that E-commerce system. We assume T,,/d € N to accommodate the delay (d) in reputation
update.

Definition 3.3. A new seller drops out, if and only if T, > T,,. Let P; denote the probability that a new seller drops out. We
formally have

Py 2 Pr[T; > T, (6)

Sellers and the E-commerce operator are interested to know this new seller drop out probability. The smaller the value
of P; implies that sellers are more likely to continue his online business in the E-commerce system. This is an important
measure since a small P4 can attract more new sellers to join the E-commerce system, which will result in higher transaction
gains for the E-commerce operator. On the other hand, a large P, discourages new sellers to participate and can lead to some
transaction gain losses for the E-commerce system operator. We therefore consider the second problem.

Problem 2. Identify key factors which influence the new seller drop out probability P4, and design a mechanism which can
take advantage of these factors to reduce P,.

3.3. Long term profit gains and transaction gains

The profit gain and transaction gain are critical to sellers and E-commerce system operators respectively. We focus on
the scenario that sellers are long lived and they aim to maximize their long term profit gains. Recall that u, the unit profit
of selling one product, is expressed in Eq. (1). Also recall that N(r) denotes the number of products sold in the time slot 7.
We emphasize that N(7) is a random variable and it follows a Poisson distribution with parameter Ar(7)d, where Ar(7) is
derived in Eq. (5). A seller earns a profit of uN(t) in the time slot 7. We consider a discounted long term profit gain with a
discounting factor of § € (0, 1].

Definition 3.4. Let G denote the long term expected profit gains for a seller, which can be expressed as

G 2E [Z 8’uN(r)i| . (7)

=0
Note that when a seller earns a profit u, he also contributes a transaction fee T = ap to the E-commerce operator.

Definition 3.5. Let G, denote the average per seller transaction gains that a seller pays to the E-commerce operator. We can
express it as

G.2E [Z; (STTN(t):| —F [Z; 8TapN(t)i| - %pcs. 8)

Note that G, is important to a seller while G, is important to the E-commerce operator.

Problem 3. Identify key factors which influence the profit gains G and the average per seller transaction gains G,, and
design a mechanism to use these factors to improve G, and G;.

We next derive E[T,], Py, G5, and G,. Through this analysis, we identify key factors which influence the above mentioned
performance measures. These insights will serve as important building blocks for us to design a mechanism.

4. Analyzing the baseline reputation system

Here, we derive analytical expressions for the expected ramp up time (E[T,]), the new seller drop out probability (Py),
the long term expected profit gains (G.) and the average per seller transaction gains (G, ). Through this we identify that the
reputation threshold (1), as well as the probability that a buyer buys a product from an “average labeled” seller (P, ) are two
critical factors which influence T;, Py, Gs and G,. Our results indicate that the baseline reputation mechanism described in
Section 2, suffers a long ramp up time, a high new seller drop out probability, and small long term profit gains or transaction
gains. These insights show that one needs to have a new mechanism to reduce T;, Py, and to improve G; and G.. We will
present this new mechanism in Section 5.
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Table 2

Expected ramp up time E[T,] in days (P,, = 0.02,d = 3).
A 5 10 15 20 25
E[T,] (r, = 200) 2001.5 1001.5 668.2 501.5 401.5
E[T,] (r, = 150) 1501.5 7515 501.5 376.5 3015
E[T,] (r, = 100) 1001.5 501.5 3348 2515 2015

4.1. Deriving the expected ramp up time E[T,]

Let us derive the analytical expression for the expected ramp up time E[T,]. This measure quantifies on average, how
long it will take to ramp up a new seller under the baseline reputation mechanism mentioned in Section 2. We consider the
scenario that buyers advertise the product quality honestly, i.e., Q; = Q;. As to how an eBay-like reputation mechanism can
guarantee rational sellers to advertise honestly, one can refer to [5]. We like to point out that new sellers can achieve the
lowest ramp up time by advertising honestly (Q, = Q;). This is because overstating the product quality, i.e., Q; > Q;, leads to
neutral or negative ratings. Understating the product quality, i.e., Q; < Q;, results in a decrease in transaction’s arrival rate.
Hence, the assumption that Q, = Q; can be viewed as deriving the best case of T; for the baseline reputation system. We
define the following notations to simplify our analysis.

Definition 4.1. Let Py, 2 £ (BQ;, p) and P, £ £(Q;, p) denote the probability that a buyer buys a product from an “average
labeled” seller and a “reputable” seller respectively.

Theorem 4.1. The expected ramp up time is

o, o) A1Ppa(T — 1))k
—03 S e 0 o

Furthermore, E[T,] increases in the reputation threshold ry,, and decreases in the transaction’s arrival rate A Ppy.

Proof. Please refer to Appendix for derivation. O

Remark. A new seller is more difficult to get ramped up if the E-Commerce operator sets a high reputation threshold ry,, or
the transaction’s arrival rate to an “average labeled” seller (A1Py,) is low. The computational complexity in evaluating E[T; ]
derived in Eq. (9) is ® (Z;’o:] ) = ©(00). We next state a Theorem to approximate E[T,].

Theorem 4.2. Let E[T,] = dZZ LS et aPha(r ”dw denote an estimation of E[T,] derived in Eq. (9).If T >

max i (In(1 — e~0%1Pud) 1 Ine) /(0.831Prod), 12551, } then [ET,] - E[T,]] <e.

Proof. Please refer to Appendix for derivation. O

Table 2 presents numerical examples on E[T,], where we fix P,, = 0.02, i.e., buyers purchase products from an
“average labeled” seller with probability 0.02, and fix d = 3, i.e., the reputation updating delay is three days. We vary
the buyer’s arrival rate A; from 5 to 25, i.e., on average each day an “average labeled” seller attracts 5 to 25 buyers
to visit his online store. We vary the reputation threshold (r;) from 100 to 200. Applying Theorem 4.2 we set T =

max{(ln(l — e7004841) 4 1n0.01) /(0.04821), 12521 } to guarantee [E[T,] — E[T,]| < 0.01. When r, = 200, as A

%10.06
increases from 5 to 25, the expected ramp up time (E[T;]) drops from 2001.5 to 401.5 days, a deduction ratio of 80%. When
the buyer’s arrival rate is low, say A; = 5, as the reputation threshold r, drops from 200 to 100, the expected ramp up time
E[T.] drops from 2001.5 to 1001.5 days, a reduction ratio of 50%. These results show that the expected ramp up time (E[T;])
is large in general. Namely, it is difficult for new sellers to quickly get ramped up under the baseline reputation system. We
next explore the new seller drop out probability.

4.2. Deriving the new seller drop out probability P4

We now derive the analytical expression for P4. This probability quantifies how difficult it is for a new seller to survive
in an E-commerce system. Note that Py is also crucial for new sellers because a potential new seller can use it to decide
whether or not to open an online store in that E-commerce system. Therefore, a low drop out probability Py is attractive to
new sellers, while a high P; discourages new sellers to join.

Theorem 4.3. The new seller drop out probability is Py = Zr" 1 e=*1PhaTw “‘Pl;ci”n” The P, decreases in AqPpq, Ty, and increases
inrp.

Proof. Please refer to Appendix for derivation. O
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Table 3
New seller drop out probability Py (A1 = 20, T, = 180, d = 3).
Phq 0.01 0.02 0.03 0.04 0.05
Py (ry = 200) 1.00000 1.00000 1.00000 0.99999 0.92514
Py (r, = 150) 1.00000 1.00000 0.99992 0.68056 0.00991
Py (r, = 100) 1.00000 0.99897 0.20819 0.00005 0.00000
Table 4

Long term expected profit gains Gs and average per seller transaction gains G, (A1 = 20, A, =
50,u=1,T=0.1,6 =099, T, = 180, P, = 0.1,d = 3).

Pyq 0.01 0.02 0.03 0.04 0.05

Gs (r, = 200) 27.171 54.341 81.512 108.687 198.027
G (r, = 150) 27.171 54.341 81.575 376.868 1014.980
G (r, = 100) 27.171 55.200 767.515 1065.440 1154.580
G, (r, = 200) 27171 5.4341 8.1512 10.8687 19.8027
Ge (r, = 150) 27171 5.4341 8.1575 37.6868 101.4980
G, (rp = 100) 27171 5.5200 76.7515 106.5440 115.4580

Remark. Theorem 4.3 states that a new seller can reduce the drop out probability by extending his ramp up deadline line
(Ty), and a new seller is more likely to drop out if the reputation threshold (r;) increases or the transaction’s arrival rate to
an “average labeled” seller (A1Py,) decreases.

Table 3 presents numerical examples on the new seller drop out probability P4, where we set A; = 20, i.e., on average,
each day an “average labeled” seller attracts 20 buyers to visit his store, d = 3, and T,, = 180, i.e., sellers drop out if they
do not ramp up in 180 days. We vary Py, the probability that a buyer buys products from an “average labeled” seller, from
0.01 to 0.05, and vary the reputation threshold r, from 100 to 200. Consider r, = 200. As Py, increases from 0.01 to 0.05,
the new seller drop out probability P; decreases from 1 to 0.92514. This implies a very high drop out probability. Consider
Py, = 0.03. As the reputation threshold r;, drops from 200 to 100, we see that P, drops from 1 to 0.20819, a reduction ratio
of around 80%. It is interesting to observe that when the Py, is small, the new seller drop out probability is quite high. In
fact when P, = 0.01, Py is very close to 1. In other words, if buyers are less willing to buy from “average labeled” sellers,
new sellers will be more likely to drop out. We next explore key factors which influence long term expected profit gains and
average per seller transaction gains.

4.3. Deriving the long term profit gains G, and G,

Let us now derive analytical expressions for the long term expected profit gains Gs and the average per seller transaction
gains G, respectively. They are important measures because a large G; is attractive to new sellers and a small G; discourages
new sellers to join the E-commerce system, while the average per seller transaction gains G, is crucial to the E-commerce
system operator.

Theorem 4.4. The long term expected profit gains for a new seller can be expressed as

p—1 K Tw/d Ty/d—1rp—1 k
Gs _ )\ZPbrd _ Z e*)\lpbaTw (AlpbaTw)( )‘-2Pbrd8 + Z Z e*}tlpbafd ()‘-lpbard)

1-8 = k! 1-6 = = k!

(MPpq — AoPpr)dST. (10)

Furthermore, G, = %2G.

Proof. Please refer to Appendix for derivation. O

Remark. Theorem 4.4 quantifies the impact of various factors on the long term expected profit gains (Gs) and average per
seller transaction gains (G,), e.g., the reputation threshold r,, the buyer’s arrival rate A, A, etc. We next present some
numerical examples to illustrate their impact.

Table 4 presents numerical examples on the long term expected profit gains (Gs) and the average per seller transaction
gains (G,), where we set Ay = 20, T = 0.1, >, = 50,u = 1,T, = 180,d = 3, P,, = 0.1 (i.e., buyers buy products
from a reputable seller with probability 0.1). We vary Py, the probability that a buyer purchases products from an “average
labeled” seller, and the ramp up threshold r;, respectively to examine their impact on G; and G,. Consider r, = 200. As Py,
increases from 0.01 to 0.05, G; improves from 27.171 to 198.027, an improvement ratio of 7.29 times. Similarly, the average
per seller transaction gains G, is also improved by 7.29 times. This implies that Py, is critical to both sellers’ profit gains and
the E-commerce system operator’s transaction gains. Consider Py, = 0.05. As rj, drops from 200 to 100, G improves from
198.027 to 1154.580, an improvement ratio of 5.83. This improvement ratio also holds for the average per seller transaction
grains Ge. It is interesting to observe that when Py, is small, both G and G, are quite small. In fact when Py, = 0.01, the G;
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is around 27.171 and G, is around 2.7171. Namely, if buyers are less willing to buy from “average labeled” sellers, sellers
(E-commerce operators) will have low long term profit gains (average per seller transaction gains).

Summary: The reputation threshold r; and Py, are critical to the ramp up time, the new seller drop out probability, the long
term profit gains and the average per seller transaction gains. The baseline (or eBay-like) reputation system presented in
Section 2 suffers a long ramp up time, a high new seller drop out probability, low long term profit gains and low average per
seller transaction gains. Hence, it is important to ask whether we can design a new mechanism that an E-commerce system
can use to improve all the performance measures E[T,], P4, Gs; and G.. We next explore this interesting question.

5. Insurance mechanism design

The objective of our insurance mechanism is to help new sellers ramp up quickly. Our insurance mechanism consists of
an insurance protocol and a transaction mechanism.

We first describe the insurance protocol. The E-commerce system operator provides an insurance service to new sellers.
Each insurance has a price of (; > 0, a duration time of Ty > 0, and a clearing time of T, > 0. Without loss of generality,
we assume 4 € N and %C € Nin order to accommodate the delay (d) in reputation update. The insurance clearing time
takes effect when an insurance expires. To buy an insurance, a seller must provide the E-commerce operator an insurance
deposit of D;. Hence, the total payment by the new seller to the E-commerce system operator is C; + D;. We refer to
this insurance as the (C;, T4, T¢, D;)-insurance. Only new sellers can subscribe to this insurance. If a seller subscribes an
insurance, the E-commerce system operator issues an insurance certificate to him, and this certificate is known to the
public (i.e., all buyers and sellers). This certificate only takes effect within the insurance duration time T,. The E-commerce
system operator treats a seller with an insurance certificate as trustworthy. To guarantee that such sellers will advertise
their product quality honestly, the E-commerce system operator requires such sellers obey the following rules based on our
transaction mechanism.

We now describe the transaction mechanism. Only sellers with an insurance certificate have to obey these transaction
rules. Let us focus on a seller with an insurance certificate. When ordering a product from this seller, a buyer sends his
payment p to the E-commerce system operator. After receiving the product, if this buyer provides a positive feedback,
then this transaction completes, i.e., the E-commerce operator forwards the payment (1 — «)p to the seller and charges
a transaction fee of ap. This transaction also completes if this buyer expresses a neutral feedback. A neutral feedback means
that a seller slightly overstated his product quality, i.e. Q; < Q; < Q; + Y. To avoid such overstating, the E-commerce
company revokes a seller’s insurance certificate once the fraction of positive feedbacks falls below the consistency factor
), ie, nt/(nt +n° +n7) < 0. A negative feedback results in the transaction being revoked. More concretely, the E-
commerce operator gives the payment p back to the buyer and does not charge any transaction fee from the seller (provided
that it is within the duration time T; or the clearing time T ). The buyer needs to ship the product back to the seller but
the buyer does not need to pay for the shipment cost Cs, because it will be deducted from a seller’s insurance deposit D;.
If the insurance deposit is not enough to cover Cs, the E-commerce operator makes a supplemental payment. To avoid this
undesirable outcome, the E-commerce company revokes a seller’s insurance certificate, once a seller’s deposit falls below a
threshold D; < D;. The insurance clearing time takes effect when an insurance is invoked. At the end of the clearing time,
the E-commerce company returns the remaining deposit (if it is not deducted to zero) to the seller.

Remark. Note that sellers may collude with buyers to inflate their reputation by fake transactions [6]. One way to avoid
such collusion is by increasing the transaction fee such as [7]. The shipment cost may exceed D; due to a large number of
products to be returned. This can be avoided with high probability by setting a large D; (refer to Theorem 5.2). We also
derive the minimum clearing time (T ) to guarantee that a seller with an insurance certificate needs to obey the transaction
mechanism (refer to Theorem 5.2).

5.1. Analyzing the insurance mechanism

We first show that buyers treat a seller having an insurance certificate as trustworthy. We derive the transaction rate for
a seller who has an insurance certificate. We then derive the improved E[T,], P4, G; and G,.

Buyers treat sellers having an insurance certificate as trustworthy. This is an important property of our insurance
mechanism because it influences the probability that a buyer adopts a product from a seller. Suppose in time slot t, a seller
has an insurance certificate. If this seller advertises honestly Q, = Q;, then the buyer who buys a product from this seller
will be satisfied (express positive feedback rating). In this case, the payment from the buyer will be forwarded to the seller.
Hence this seller earns a profit of u. If this seller overstates his product quality beyond the lenient factor (y ), i.e., Qs > Qi+,
then according to our insurance mechanism, the payment by the buyer will be returned to the buyer. The seller needs to
pay a shipment cost of Cs to ship back the product and Cs will be deducted from his insurance deposit D;. Hence, if a seller
overstates the product quality beyond the lenient factor, he will lose a total shipment cost of at least min{D;, CsN(t)} in
time slot 7, where N(7) denotes the number of product selling. A seller with an insurance certificate must obey the same
consistency factor () as reputable sellers in being honest, i.e., n* /(n* +n°4n~) > 6, because if not his insurance certificate
will be revoked by the E-commerce operator. Given these properties, buyers trust a seller with an insurance certificate.
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Table 5
Impact of our insurance on E[T,], P4, G and G,.
r, = 100 r, = 150 = 200
E[T:] Py Gs Ge E[T;] Py Gs Ge E[T] Py Gs Ge
Baseline 168 0.2 768 76.8 252 1 81.6 8.16 335 1 815 8.15
Insurance 215 0 1500 150 315 0 1500 150 415 0 1500 150
Improvement 87% 100% 95% 95% 88% 100% 1738% 1738% 88% 100% 1740% 1740%

Recall that the E-commerce operator also trusts a seller with an insurance certificate. Therefore, an insured seller can attract
transactions with an arrival rate being equivalent to those reputable sellers. Let )JT denote the transaction’s arrival rate to a
seller with an insurance certificate. We have

A = AaPyr. (11)

We now quantify the impact of our insurance mechanism on the four performance measures. Let T Pd, G’ G’ denote
the ramp up time, the new seller drop out probability, the long term profit gains and the average per seller transactlon gains
respectively, when a new seller subscribes our insurance.

Theorem 5.1. Suppose a new seller subscribes to our proposed insurance mechanism, the expected ramp up time and the new
seller drop out probability are

k Tw/d—1_ k
oo M1 S Zxr(z) ot 2 M)
. ZZO () | EO 7(0) =0
=1 k= =i

where ’):T(E) = MPpdforall =0,1,...,T4/d— 1, and XT(Z) = AMPyd forall ¢ = Ty/d, ..., co. The long term expected
profit gains for a new seller who subscribes an insurance is:

_ k 14 Tyw/d
APpd T (xzpbrrd)k i (21Ppa(Tyy — Ta))¥ AxPprd8™
Gl = | ( _ Ze—lszer Z e~ *1Pba(Tw—Ta)

1-§ = k! 1-36
Tw/d—11p—1 k Th—1—k %
_ (A2Ppr Tg) _ cd—1;) P 1Pra(Td — Ty))

+ E E e~ *2PorT kzi 2 | eTPa(rdTo) "7]{‘ (A1Ppg — AaPyy)dsT

T=Ty/d k=0 : =0 !

MaPod WXL (MaPrTy)* AoPyd8Te/d

| P — Y el ) 12

limzr) ( 1-5 & k! 1—6 (12)

Gj increases in Ty. Furthermore, G, = <EG..

Proof. Please refer to Appendix for derivation. O

Remark. Theorem 5.1 quantifies the impact of our insurance mechanism on four important performance measures. Before
we discuss more about how to select insurance parameters, i.e., C;, D, Ty, T, let us illustrate the effectiveness of our
insurance mechanism using some numerical examples. The computational complexity in evaluating E [Tr’] is® (2:0:1 ) =
® (00). Theorem 4.2 can be easily extended to approximate E[T,’].

Table 5 presents numerical examples on E[T,], P4, Gs and G, under the baseline reputation setting and the insurance
setting, where we refer to improvement as deducting ratio for E[T;] and Py, and as improving ratio for G; and G.. We use
the following setting: A; = 20, A, = 50,u = 1,T,, = 180,d = 3,P,, = 0.1, P,, = 0.03,C; = 100,D, = 100,D;, =
50,Cs = 0.5, T = 0.1,T; = 99, T, = 3,8 = 0.99. When r, = 100, we have E[T,] = 168 and E[T!] = 21.5. In other words,
our insurance mechanism reduces the expected ramp up time from 168 days to only 21.5 days, or over 87% reduction.
It is interesting to observe that our incentive mechanism reduces the new seller drop out probability from P; = 0.2 to
Pé = 0. Namely, our insurance mechanism can guarantee that new sellers ramp up before the deadline line T,, with a high
probability (very close to 1.0). In addition, our insurance mechanism improves long term expected profit gains from G; = 761
to G! = 1485, a 95% improvement. This improvement ratio also holds for average per seller transaction gains. As rj, increases
from 100 to 200, the improvement on the E[T;], Py, G, G,, becomes more significant. We next state the appropriate values
for G;, D;, D; and T, in the following theorem.

Theorem 5.2. An upper bound for the insurance price C; is C; < Gé — Gs. If Dy and ﬁ, satisfy D; > ﬁ, > (s max

{ln €1 — APy Ty, eZAZPber}, then Pr[shipment cost exceedsD;] < €. If T, > d, then all products sold by a seller with an
insurance certificate can be guaranteed to obey the insurance mechanism.
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Proof. Please refer to Appendix for derivation. O

Remark. Note that the insurance price should be lower than Gg — G, otherwise sellers have no incentive to subscribe an
insurance. The clearing time should be larger or equal to d in order to guarantee all products sold by a seller with an insurance
certificate obey the insurance mechanism. To guarantee that the insurance deposit covers the shipment cost for returning
products with high probability, D; and D, need to be no less than Cs max {ln €1 — APy Ty, eZAZPb,Td}. We next formally
show how to select C;, Dy, Ty, T, subject to different tradeoffs.

6. Tradeoffs in insurance mechanism

Here, we formulate a metric, the marginal profit gain improvement AG', to quantify sellers’ incentive in subscribing our
insurance. We formulate an optimization framework to select appropriate parameters for our insurance mechanism, i.e.,
C;, Dy, T4, T, which aims to maximize AG'. We present an efficient method to locate the optimal G;, Dy, Ty, Te.

6.1. Metrics

An E-commerce system operator wants to incentivize new sellers to subscribe to our insurance. To quantify sellers’
incentive in subscribing an insurance, we define marginal profit gain improvement by an (C;, Ty, T, D;)-insurance as

AG' £ Gl — G, — ¢ — Dy + Dy TatTo/d, (13)

The physical meaning is that when subscribing an insurance, a seller pays C; + D; in total, and a remaining deposit of D;
(because sellers advertise honestly, hence no deposit is deducted) will be returned to a seller after (T; 4 T.)/d time slots.
The larger the value of AG', the higher the incentive that new sellers will subscribe to our insurance.

6.2. Insurance design to maximize marginal profit gains improvement

Our objective is to select G, D;, Ty, T, so as to maximize AG'. The optimization formulation is:
max_ AG' 2 Gl — G, — ¢ — Dy + D8 Tt/

Cy,Dy, Ty, Te

s.t. Egs.(10)and (12) hold, G; > 0, Ty/d € N,
T.>d, T./deN, (14)
Dy > Cs max{Ine™! — APy Ty, €2A2Pp, Tu}, (15)

where Inequality (15) specifies the minimum deposit, which is derived in Theorem 5.2, and Inequality (14) guarantees that
all products sold by a seller with an insurance certificate can be guaranteed to obey the insurance mechanism.

Theorem 6.1. The optimal insurance price, insurance clearing time and insurance deposit satisfy ;' = 0, TX = d and D} =
Cs max {Ine ™" — APy, Ty, €2A2Pye Tg} respectively.

Proof. Please refer to Appendix for derivation. O

Remark. The above theorem implies that to maximize AG! (or maximize sellers’ incentive to subscribe an insurance), an
E-commerce operator should set the insurance price to be zero, set the clearing time to be d, and set the insurance deposit
to be max{ln e~ — A;Py, Ty, €2A5Py T4). Theorem 6.1 simplifies our optimization formulation as follows:
max AG' 2 G, — Gy — (1 — 8"™/" ) Csmax {Ine™" — AzPy Ty, €2A2Py Ty} .

Ta
s.t. Egs. (10) and (12) hold, and T;/d € N.

The remaining issue is to locate the optimal insurance duration time for the above simplified optimization problem. In
the following theorem, we derive an upper bound for the optimal duration time.

_s-1_
Theorem 6.2. The optimal insurance duration time T; satisfies T; < d max { P'l‘nof -1, {2%—‘ } .
r

Proof. Please refer to Appendix for derivation. O

Remark. With the upper bound of T} derived Theorem 6.2, and note that Tq/d € N, one can easily locate the optimal

-1

insurance duration time by exhaustive search. And the complexity is @(max{(“l‘nofl - 1,72 %#1}). Actually,
r

this complexity is quite low, e.g., for the eBay setting in Section 7, the complexity is @ (693). Hence our exhaustive search

method is quite efficient and reasonable.
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Fig. 2. Reputation score accumulating in the eBay system.

Table 6

Statistics for eBay feedback rating dataset.
Number of sellers 4362
Total number of ratings 18,533,913
Maximum/Minimum on number of ratings per seller ~ 117,100/1
Mean/Median on number of ratings per seller 4190/1437
Rating metric {-1,0,1}

7. Experiments on real-world data

We conduct experiments using a real-life dataset from eBay. We identify that the ramp up time in eBay is quite long
(i.e., 777 days on average), new sellers drop out probability is quite high, and both expected long term profit gains and
average transaction gains are low. We select the optimal parameters for our insurance mechanism and show that our
insurance mechanism reduces the ramp up time by 91%, improves both expected long term profit gains and average per
seller transaction gains by 26.66%. It also guarantees that new sellers ramp up before the deadline T,, with a high probability
(very close to 1).

7.1. eBay dataset

We crawled and obtained historical feedback ratings from eBay, the overall statistics are shown in Table 6. This dataset
was obtained in April 2013. Each seller’s historical ratings in our dataset starts from the first day that a seller joined eBay
to April 2013. Ebay is a popular E-commerce system that assists customers in online product purchasing, and it uses a
reputation mechanism to assist buyers to assess the trustworthiness (or reputation) of sellers. Buyers express a rating
€ {—1, 0, 1} to the seller after purchasing a product. This rating indicates whether a seller is trustworthy or not. Ratings are
public to all buyers and sellers.

7.2. Inferring model parameters

We first infer the reputation threshold r;,. Recall that r, mainly affects the transaction’s arrival rate. More precisely, a
seller having a reputation score smaller than r, attracts transactions with a rate significantly smaller than a seller having
a reputation score higher than ry,. In our data, we find out that the fraction of transactions that result in positive scores is
99.43%. Namely, the transaction’s arrival rate is roughly the same as the reputation score accumulation rate. To identify
r,, we plot the reputation score accumulation rate in Fig. 2, where the vertical axis shows the reputation score and the
horizontal axis shows the average number of days to accumulate a given number of reputation score. One can observe that
to accumulate a reputation score of 200, it takes around 600 days on average, a relatively long duration. In other words,
sellers having reputation score smaller than 200 attract transactions with a small rate. To increase the reputation score from
200 to 1000, it only takes around 500 days. This implies that the transaction rate is significantly larger than that corresponds
to a seller having a reputation score smaller than 200. We therefore set the reputation threshold as 200, or r, = 200.

We now infer the transaction’s arrival rate. We infer the transaction’s arrival rate before a seller ramps up (A1Py,) as the
total number of transactions by sellers having a reputation score smaller than r,, divided by the total time to accumulate
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Table 7
Optimal insurance parameters for eBay.

G Df T; T
eBay 0 566.93 93days 3days

Table 8
Expected ramp up time in eBay (G; = 0, D; = D; = 566.93, T; = 93 days and T, = 3 days).
Baseline (E[T;]) Insurance (E[T!]) Improvement ((E[T;] — E[T!1)/E[T}])
eBay 792 days 75 days 91%
Table 9

New seller drop out probability in eBay (C; = 0,D; = B, =
566.93, Ty = 93 days and T. = 3 days).

Baseline (Py) Insurance (P})
T, = 1year 1 0
T, = 2 years 0.7853 0
T, = 3years 1.03 x 1077 0

these transactions. From our data, we obtain the following:

Number of transactions by sellers having r < ry,
APpe = - - = 0.253.
Total time to accumulate these transactions
Namely, on average, before ramping up a seller can attract 0.2578 transactions per day. Similarly, we infer the transaction’s
arrival rate to a reputable seller as the total number of transactions by reputable sellers (i.e., having a reputation score larger
than ry, and the fraction of positive score is larger than 0.9), divided by the total time to accumulate these transactions. From
our data, we obtain the following:

Number of transactions by sellers having r >
APy = ; - = 2.724.
Total time to accumulate these transactions

Namely, on average, a reputable seller attracts 2.7496 transactions per day. We next present the experimental results.

7.3. Experimental results

We set a shipment delay of d = 3 days, a shipment cost of Cs = 0.1, a unit profit of u = 1, a transaction fee of T = 0.1,
a discounting factor of § = 0.999. We also use the inferred parameters in Section 7.2.

We first select the optimal insurance parameter for eBay. We input the parameters inferred in Section 7.2 into our
optimization framework mentioned in Section 6. Table 7 presents the optimal insurance parameters, where (', D, T,
T} represent the optimal insurance price, deposit, duration time and clearing time respectively. It is interesting to observe
that the optimal insurance price, duration time, deposit and clearing time are ¢ = 0, D} = 566.93, T; = 93 days and
T} = 3 days respectively. In the following experiments, we set these optimal insurance parameters as default to show the
effectiveness of our insurance mechanism.

We explore the ramp up time (E[T;]). We input the inferred parameters into our model. We obtain the expected ramp up
time of eBay and the expected ramp up time when a new seller subscribes to our proposed insurance. Table 8 presents the
expected ramp up time, where E[T,] denotes the ramp up time in eBay, E[T!] denotes the ramp up time when a new seller
subscribes to an insurance, and (E[T,] — E [T,’ 1)/E[T,] denotes the reduction ratio. One can observe that the ramp up time in
eBay is 792 days, a very long duration. Our insurance mechanism reduces the ramp up time to 75 days, with a reduction of
91%. This is a significant reduction.

We now examine the new seller drop out probability (P;). We vary T,, (the maximum time that a seller is willing to
wait to get ramped up) from one year to three years. Table 9 presents the new seller drop out probability when a seller
subscribes to or declines an insurance. Consider T,, = 1 year, i.e., a seller is willing to wait one year to get ramped up. In the
eBay setting, the probability that he will drop out is very close to 1. Sellers can reduce the drop out probability to 0.7853 if
they are willing to wait T,, = 2 years. However, the drop out probability is still high. It can be reduced to 1.3 x 1077, if the
seller is willing to wait T,, = 3 years. However a waiting time of three years is too long. This implies that it is difficult for
new sellers to continue their business in eBay. It is interesting to observe that if a seller subscribes to an insurance, the drop
out probability is very close to 0 for all T,, = 1, 2, 3 years.

We now explore the long term expected profit gains and the average per seller transaction gains (Gs and G, ). We input
the inferred parameters into our model. We compute G, and G.. Table 10 presents numerical results on G, and G!, where
(Gé — Gs)/Gs and (GQ — G.)/G, denote the improvement ratio. One can observe that a seller in eBay can earn a long term
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Table 10

Long term profit gains and average per seller transaction gains in eBay (C; = 0, D; = 5, = 566.93, Ty = 93 days and T, = 3 days, T,, = 3 years).
Baseline (G;) Insurance (Gé) Improvement ( GQG;SG‘) Baseline (G,) Insurance (GL) Improvement (c‘ec;ece)
6452 8172 26.66% 645.2 817.2 26.66%

profit gain of G; = 6452 on average. It can be improved to Gg = 8172 on average, if a new seller subscribes to our insurance.
The long term profit gains is improved by (Gi — G;)/Gs = 26.66%. This improvement ratio also holds for average per seller
transaction gains Ge.

8. Related work

Research on reputation systems [4] for internet services has been quite active. Many aspects of reputation systems
have been studied, i.e., reputation metric formulation and calculation [8-10], attacks and defense techniques for reputation
systems [11,6,12,13], and effectiveness of reputation systems [ 14]. A survey can be found in [15].

Reputation metric formulation and calculation have been studied extensively. Two most representative reputation
calculating models are eBay-like reputation models [8] and transitive trust based models [11]. The eBay-like reputation
model computes the reputation score by summarizing explicit human feedbacks (or ratings) [16,8,17,18]. The transitive
trust based model [11,19,10,9,12] assumes that if user A trusts user B and user B trusts user C, then user A trusts user C.
More precisely, each user is represented by a node in a graph, and the weighted directed link from A to B quantifies the
degree that user A trusts user B. For this model, many algorithms were developed to compute an overall reputation score
for each user [11,19,10,9,12]. These works provided theoretical foundations for reputation computing. Our work is different
from them in that we bring out the ramp up time problem in eBay-like reputation systems, which has not been studied
before. We use eBay data to show that the ramp up time is critical to the effectiveness of eBay-like E-commerce systems.
Our results uncover many practical insights to enrich the theoretical research on reputation formulation and calculation.

Several works have explored attack and defense techniques for reputation systems. One type of potential attacks is
that users may not give honest feedbacks. Peer-prediction method based mechanisms were proposed to elicit honest
feedbacks [20-22]. Another type of potential attacks is reputation inflation, or self-promotion. Many works have been done
to address this issue [11,6,12,13]. A survey on attack and defense techniques for reputation systems can be found in [6]. Note
that these defense techniques may result in a long ramp up time or low profit gains for sellers. This may discourage new
sellers to join an E-commerce system. Our work uncovers an important factor, i.e., ramp up time, in which many defense
techniques need to be aware of. This will improve the practical usage of defense techniques.

The most closely related works are [7,14,5,23], which studied effectiveness of eBay-like reputation mechanisms. Authors
in [7] derived the minimum transaction fee to avoid ballot stuffing (i.e., fake positive feedbacks). Author in [14] proposed
to use buyer friendship relationship to filter out unfair ratings. In [14], the author explored the impact of buyers biases’
(i.e., leniency or criticality) in express feedback ratings on sellers in advertising product quality. In [23], authors studied the
impact of negative feedbacks by buyers. Our work differs from theirs in that we bring out a new problem of ramp up time,
which is critical to the effectiveness of eBay-like reputation mechanisms. We identify key factors that influence the ramp
up time and we propose an insurance mechanism to reduce the ramp up time.

9. Conclusion

This is the first paper which reveals the ramp up time problem in eBay-like reputation mechanisms. Via theoretical
analysis and experiments using data from eBay, we showed that the ramp up time is critical to the effectiveness of eBay-
like reputation systems. We formulated four performance measures to explore the ramp up time problem: (1) new seller
ramp up time, (2) new seller drop out probability, (3) long term profit gains for sellers and (4) average per seller transaction
gains for E-commerce operators. We developed a stochastic model to identify key factors which influence the above four
performance measures. We applied our model to study a dataset from eBay. We discovered that the eBay system suffers a
long ramp up time, a high new seller drop out probability, low profit gains and low average per seller transaction gains. We
designed a novel insurance mechanism to improve the above four performance measures. We formulated an optimization
framework to select appropriate parameters for our insurance mechanism so as to incentivize new sellers to subscribe the
insurance. We conducted experiments on a dataset from eBay to show that our insurance mechanism reduces the ramp up
time by 91%, improves both long term profit gains and average per seller transaction gains by 26.66%. It also guaranteed that
new sellers drop out with a small probability (very close to 0). Furthermore, it can reduce the risk that a buyer purchases a
product from an untrustworthy seller.
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Appendix

Proof of Theorem 4.1. Note that each new seller advertises product quality honestly. In this scenario, each transaction
results in one positive feedback. Recall our reputation updating rule specified in Eq. (2), we have that the reputation score
at time slot T equals the number of transactions arriving within time slot 0 to time slot t — 1. Recall the definition of T; in
Eq. (4), we have that T, /d € N. With these observations and by some basic probability arguments, we have

00

E[T,] = Z tdPr[T, = d] = dz T Pr[T,/d = 7]

=1 =1

=d) Pif/d=<l=d) (1—PiT,/d < (t = D]
=1 =1

oo o] T2
=dY A=Plrc=D=nh=dy <1 —Pr |:ZN(£) > th .
=1 =1 =0

Note that Z[ _o N(0) is a random variable which follows a Poisson distribution with parameter APy (t — 1)d. We have

E[T,] =d Z (11— Zk_ e Ppa(t— Mw) Evaluating the first order derivative on E[T,] with respect to r; and
APy Tespectively, one can easﬂy obtain the monotonous property of E[T;]. O

Proof of Theorem 4.2. First we can easily have [E[T,] —E[T,]| = d > h 01 e *1Pra(z=1)d w . We next derive

T=T+1 k=
an upper bound for the probability Y e~ *1Pba(r ”dw . Actually, this probability is equ1valent toPr[N(t — 1) <

r, — 1], where N(t — 1) follows a Poisson distribution w1th parameter A1P,,d(tr — 1). Let us restrict our attention to the

T that satisfies r, — 1 < A{Ppd(r — 1), which yields T > kr:'l,_b;d + 1. Using a Chernoff bound [24] argument, we have

Pr[N(z — 1) < rp— 1] < e 1@V (e, Pypod(t — 1))~ /(ry — 1)1, For simplicity, let x = % Straightforwardly,
x > 1.Then we have Pr[N(t — 1) <1, — 1] < e” = D¥(gx)h~1 = g~ (h—D&x=Inx=1)
Now we show that for any ¢ € [1 — e~%> 1], we have that x — Inx — 1 > cx holds for all x > (1 — ¢)~3. We aim to
show that (1 — ¢)x — Inx — 1 > 0. For simplicity, lety = (1 — ¢)x. Then we have (1 —c)x —Inx — 1=y —In 1ch —1=
—lny+In(1—¢)—1>1+Iny+ 92 _iny 4 in(1—¢) — 1= 92 1 In(1 - ¢). To make 2 4 In(1 —¢) > 0,
we only need Iny > /—2In(1 — c). Note that ¢ > 1 — e~ %% hence —2In(1 — ¢) > 1. Therefore it is sufficient to make
Iny > —2In(1 — ¢), which yields x > (1 — ¢) 3.
Hence, givenc € [1 —e %> 1], forallx > (1 —c)~> we have Prf[N(t — 1) < r, — 1] < e =D Then we

AqPpqd(z—1)
have |E[Tr] —E[T]] = dY.%°

A PNt — 1) <, —1] < dZC;O:?t] e~ m—Dx  _— dch:;ﬂ e—(rn—l)c Th—1 —
dY %, e PP = e=chiPud? /(1 — e=MiPiad) To make e~ /(1 — e~1Pid) < ¢ we only need T >
(In(1 — e~*1Pad) 4 In€)/(cAiPped). Note that x > (1 — ¢)3 is equivalent to M > (1 — ¢)~3, which yields that

rh—1
>
T Z 3 Ppad Aled

In€)/(chqPyd), ;“Pbld(l — ¢)73}. Setting ¢ = 0.8 we complete this proof. O

(1 — ¢)~3 + 1. Hence we need 7 > (1 — ¢)~3. In summary, we need 7 > max{(In(1 — e~1Prad) 4

Proof of Theorem 4.3. Applying similar derivation as Theorem 4.1, we have that the reputation score at time slot t equals
the number of transactions arriving within time slot 0 to r — 1. Note that T,,/d € N. Recall the definition in Eq. (4) we
have that T, > T, if and only if r(T,, /d) < r;. Using some basic probability arguments, we have P; = Pr[r(T,/d) < ] =

Pr [ZT'” /a1 N(t) < ry| . Note that ZTW/d ! N(t) is arandom variable which follows a Poisson distribution with parameter
APy T,,. We have

rp—1 w/d rp—1
_ —AqPpqTy M1 batw) ()‘-lpbaT )
ZPr[Z N(r)_k] Ze 17b W

=0
Evaluating the first order derivative on P; with respect to ry, T, and APy, respectively, one can easily obtain the monotonous
property of Py. O

Proof of Theorem 4.4. By the linearity of expectation we have G; = E Z(;O:o 8'uN(t) = Z:O:O STuE[N(t)]. We next derive
E[N(7)].LetL(7) € {reputable, average} denote the label of a seller in time slot 7. By the basic rule of conditional expectation
we have

E[N(t)] = Pr[L(t) = reputable]E[N(t)|L(t) = reputable] + Pr[L(t) = average]E[N(t)|L(t) = average].

A reputable seller attracts transactions with rate A,P,.. Note that the length of a time slot is d. We can then have
E[N(7)|L(t) = reputable] = A,Pydforallt =0, 1, ..., co. An average seller attracts transactions with rate A1P,,. Hence
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we have E[N(t)|L(tr) = average] = A{Ppyd forallt = 0,1,...,T,/d — 1, and E[N(7)|L(r) = average] = O, for all
t = T,/d, ..., o0. The last statement follows the fact that a seller drops out if he does not earn a reputable label before
the deadline T,,. Given a time slot 7, a seller is labeled as average at this time slot if and only if r (t) < r,. Using some basic

probability arguments, we have Pr[L(t) = average] = Pr[r(t) < r,] = Pr [ Z;g N@) < rh]. Note that Zz;g N(0) is a
random variable which follows a Poisson distribution with parameter APy, td. We have

rp—1 -1 r—1 ()»]Pbafd)’
Pr[L(t) = average] = Z Pr ZN(E) =k Z e *1Pbatd

ok

Then it follows that Pr{L(t) = reputable] = 1 — > " 01 e*’“”bﬂfdw forallt = 0,1,...,00, and Pr[L(r) =

reputable] = 1 — Y ! 01 e~ *1PbaTw (“Pb“T”) forallt =T,/d, ..., co. Combine them all we have

rh—1 k =1 k
AqPpetd A PpeT,
E[N(T)] — I{‘L’<Tw/d} (1 _ § e—MPbuId(]ba)> )‘ZPbrd + I{‘L’ZTw/d} <1 _ E e—kleuTz;)w> )¥2Pbrd

| |
pard k! = k!
rp—1

_ (MPpatd)*
+ l{t<Tw/d] Z e Mpbardkia')ﬂpbad.

Then with some basic probability arguments we have

Tw/d—1 rp—1 k 00 p—1 k
_ (A1PpeTd) _ (A1PpaTy)
G= ) (1 -Y e W’ba’dik“! MoPyds™ + Y [1- k§0 e PPl 2100 W] k“! 27 ) 2oPpds”

=0 k=0 =Ty /d
Tw/d 1rp—1
AqPpatd
Y Y e ra (M bt: )¥ S Pad5”
=0 k=0 k!
MaPpd U MiPoaTy)* ApPyrdsTe/d TR Pyetd
— 12_br8 _ Ze,)qpba'[w( 1 Za‘ w) 2 ;)_ Z Ze,klpbard( 15ba ) ()Hpba _)\ZPbr)dS
k=0 . k=

This proof is then complete. O

Proof of Theorem 5.1. We first derive E [Tr’ ] and Pé. Note that sellers advertise honestly. This means that all transactions
result in positive feedbacks. This implies that the insurance certificate expires at the end of the duration time. Note that
N(£), the number of transactions at time slot £ = 0, 1, ..., oo before a seller ramps up, follows a Poisson distribution,
and we denote its parameter by Ar(£). Applying Eq. (11), we have Ar({) = APy dforall = 0,1,...,Tq/d — 1, and
Ar(€) = AqPped forall £ = Ty/d, ..., oo. Then with a similar derivation as Theorem 4.1 we obtain the expected ramp up
time E [T,’ ]. Furthermore, with a similar derivation as Theorem 4.3 we obtain Pl’j.

Let us now derive long term profit gains (Gé) and average per seller transaction gains (Gé). We derive G first. Note that
E[N(t)] = Pr[L(t) = reputable]E[N(7)|L(t) = reputable] + Pr[L(t) = average]E[N(7)|L(r) = average]. Let us consider
the first case that Ty > T,,.Recall that aninsured seller attracts transactions with rate A, P,.. Hence we have E[N(7)] = APy d
forallt =0,1,...,T,/d — 1. Note that a seller drops out if he does not earn a reputable label before the deadline T,,. We
can then have that for all t = T, /d, ..., oo it holds that E[N(t)] = A,Pyd if L(r) = reputable, otherwise E[N(t)] = 0.
Givenany t € {T,/d, ..., oo}, we have that

Pr[L(t) = reputable] = 1 — Pr[L(tr) = average] = 1 — Pr[r (T, /d) < 1]

Tw/d—1 p—1 k
Z Z _ (AP Ty)
=1- PI'|: N(E) < r,,:| =1- e A2PorTw 7’;‘ u .

£=0 k=0

Hence E[N(7)] = Lz <1, jay22Pord + Liz>7,, /0) (1 — it ehaPurT M) APyrd. Then it follows that

Ty /d—1 o0 =1 Py To)
Gi= Y JoPyds™+ ) ( Ze—h”bﬁw e :’ ) haPyrd8”
=0 =Ty /d .
_ Aszr _r“zl gty (2P Tw)* AaPyyddTo/d
N k! 1-6
Now let us consider the case that Ty < T,. First, we can easily have that E[N(t)] = A,Ppd holds for all T =

0,1,...,Ts/d — 1. Now consider = € {Ty/d,...,T,/d — 1}. We have E[N(7)|L(r) = reputable] = X,Pyd and
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E[N(t)|L(t) = average] = A1Py.d. Furthermore,

7—1
Pr[L(t) = average] = Pr[r(t) <] =Pr |:Z N¥) < rh:|
(=0

Tg/d—1 7—1
= Pr|: Y NO+ Y N© <rh:|

=0 £=Ty/d
rp—1 Tg/d—1 rp—1-k 7—1
= ZPr|: > N® :k:| > Pr|: > N :k/]
k=0 £=0 K'=0 ¢=Ty/d
—1 1k /
_ ”Z ooty Q2Por T ”IZ o hipuatea-1y) (aPoa(Td = To))*
n k! k' ’
k=0 K'=0
Now consider T € {T,/d, ..., oo}. For this case we can derive Pr[L(t) = average] as

Pr[L(t) = average] = Pr[r(T,/d) < 1]

rp—1 k th—1=k K
_ Z e_)LZPber ()\ZPber) ; Z e—hpba(Tw—Td) ()‘1Pba(Tw - Td))
k! k! '
k=0 k'=0

Combine them all we have

Tq/d—1 Ty/d—1 rp—1 k th—1-k K
AaPyrT, APpa(rd — T,
Gi Z )szbrdtst Z (1 _ j :e*)\z"ber( 25br d) j : e*)tlpba(fd*Td)( 1 ba( d)) ) )\ZPbrd(ST

k! k!

=0 r=Ta/d k=0 : K=0
rp—1 k Th—1—k K
APy Ta) (A1Ppa(Ty, — Tg))
~A2Ppr Td% e~ MPoa(Tw—Tg) 1ThaTw = 1d)) T
+ Z ( Z r Y et o APy dS
e=Tuw/d k= : K'=0 :
Ty/d 1) (AP, T, ke h 1k AP d—T)NK
—haPyTg L27br A7 2 —hPpa(ed—Ty P1Poa(Td — Ta))" T
IS e T S T
t=Ty/d k=0 < kK'=0 :

_ AaPprd _ th —ApPp Tq \¥27br7d) ()‘ZPbTTd)k hZ] kefx]pbﬂ(ru,frd) (A1Ppa(Ty — Td))k/ X Pprd8Tw/d

1-36 k! 1-6
Tu//d 1rp—1 K
Ao Py, T, APpo(td — T,
Z e—)»szer ( 20 br d) Z e—)npba(fd Tq) ( 1 ba( k” d)) (Alpba _ )szbr)disr.
T=Ty/d k=0 K= :

This proof is then complete. O

Proof of Theorem 5.2. We want to derive the reasonable price that an E-Commerce operator can charge for the insurance.
The marginal long term profit gain of an insured seller is G! — C;. Note that the marginal long term profit gain without
insurance is Gs. Thus sellers have the incentive to buy an insurance if the marginal profit gain corresponds to buying an
insurance is larger than the marginal profit gain without insurance, i.e., Gé — (; > G, whichyields G; < Gé — Gs.

Note that sellers advertise honestly. Let N’(T;) denote the total number of products sold in insurance duration time. It
is easy to see that N'(T,) follows a Poisson distribution with parameter A,Py, T,. The worst case is that all buyers hold the
product till the last minute of the clearing time T, and then return it. Using a Chernoff bound [24] argument, one can easily
bound the shipment cost (at the worst case) as

PrN'(T4)Cs > N'Cs] < e*2PrTd (ex, P, TV /N

Setting N’ = max{lne ™' — AyPy T4, 2 A2Py T4} we have Pr[N’(T;)Cs > N’Cs] < e. The clearing time follows the shipment
delayd. O

Proof of Theorem 6.1. Observe that ;, D; and T, are not parameters in determining Gg derived in Eq. (12). Hence, examining
Eq. (13), one can observe that AG' decreases in C;, D; and T, respectively. This proof is then complete. O

Proof of Theorem 6.2. Let T; denote the optimal value of T;. Observe that for each given Ty, it is possible to be optimal if
the value of AG' is no less than zero. In other words, T} should satisfy

Gl — Gy — (1= 8"/" G max [Ine™" — APy T}, e2A:Py Tf} > 0.
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Note that max{Ine ™" — A,P, T}, €2A2Py T} > e?A,Py, T;. Then it follows that
Gl — Gy — (1= 8T/M ) Ce? APy Tf > 0 & Gl — Gy > (1 — 8Ta/ ) Coe? Ay Py T

Observe that G, < % which yields

ULy P, Wl _
25br TH+1 2 * 1-4 S T /d+1\7x
— G > (1—=384d")Cse APy, T} & ————— > (1 —§'d T;.
1—-3s s_( ) S 20br g Csez)tzpbr _( ) d

Observe that to make 1 — §7d/4+1 > 1, we only need T} /d + 1 > 223 ‘which yields that T} > d'2%3 — d. Then it follows
that

In0.5 Yol _ In0.5 B2l _ G
T} <d| max — 1-9 : = [ —‘ -1, 1-4 °

Iné T dCse2 Ao Py, dCse? A, Py,

This proof is then complete. O
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