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The big picture
What’s happening

Journalism is moving away 
from ads, toward subscribers

This is actually GREAT for 
journalists and the business… 

… but requires changes



Implications of the subscriber shift
From: Chasing pageviews and scale To: Earning quality, substantive, loyal 

individual relationships



Implications of the subscriber shift
From: Writing lots of stories; or 
writing “good” stories

To: Writing the right stories (for the 
right audiences) using data and active 
listening



Implications of the subscriber shift
From: Newsroom is a cost center 
owners need but minimize

To: Newsroom is the engine of our 
consumer relevance and loyalty

$$$$$$



Major API 
Focus

With AP-NORC, we’ve been 
engaged several studies of why 
people subscribe 

● General population survey
● Human Centered Design 

personas
● Recent subscribers….

The Media Insight Project



The paths to subscription



How we did 
the study

“Paths to Subscription”

● 90 local newspapers

● 4 circulation categories

● 4,100 recent subscribers

○ Print and digital

○ Subscribed within 90 days



A mix of factors affect subscriptions
Some factors you control…

● Pricing strategy

● Promotions and messaging

● Quality of reporting

● Command of analytics

● Social and mobile platform use

Some you don’t…

● Changes in life circumstances

● Their interest in local news

● Friends and family usage



Background Preconditions that make people open to or willing to 
eventually subscribe.

Trigger Specific event or action that caused someone to finally 
purchase the subscription.

Retention Sources of value and satisfaction that make 
subscribers want to continue the relationship.



There are 
MYRIAD

 background factors



60%
want easy access to local news

Background factors:



40%
notice a lot of useful 

or interesting articles over time

Background factors:



31%
feel it is important to 

support local journalism

Background factors:



BUT ONE FACTOR

DOMINATES

AS A FINAL TRIGGER



45%
of recent subscribers are triggered

by a discount or trial offer

more than double any other trigger



And after subscribing,
quality matters for 
retention



78%
of subscribers highly value getting 

“reliable, accurate facts”

Retention:



68%
of subscribers highly value the paper

“dealing fairly with all sides”

Retention:



Most subscribers 
walk a long path



73%
of those who used the product before subscribing 

did so for at least a few months… 



49%
did so for over a year before paying 



If you remember 
only one thing 
from this talk today….
It should be this:



There are several 
different kinds of 
subscribers...



And many 
paths to subscription



You must have a 
varied strategy to 

find them…. 



And that means
understanding your 
audience data 
better than you may now 



9 paths to 
subscribing Friends and 

Family 
Motivated

Coupon 
Clippers

The Locally 
Engaged

Print Fans

Journalism 
Advocates

Topic 
Hunters

Digital 
Paywall 
Converters

Life Changers
Social-Mobile 
Discoverers





“
Topic Hunters… 

I really liked their election 
coverage. 

They went the extra mile to 
interview a very high 
percentage of the 
candidates, which greatly 
helped me to decide who to 
vote for.

● Are highly interested in 1-2 subjects

● Subscribed because of that coverage

● Follow journalists on social media

● Many convert by meter / great article

● 23% of new subscribers



Reasons they subscribed



What topics they follow most



Tactics for Topic Hunters
● Track users by topic (it’s not as hard as you think)

● Tailor digital messaging to what people read 

● Create topic-specific newsletters and podcasts

● Have journalists use social media to engage readers and build 
following

● Host sponsored events on popular topics



Billy Penn — topical news alerts



Philadelphia Media Network — topical newsletters



Dallas Morning News — topical newsletters



Promote Star Journalists: Miami Herald food editor





“
The Locally Engaged… 

It has all the local news and 
special events for the 
immediate area, plus good 
deals for free or discounted 
food in area restaurants.

● Care about the community

● Strong desire for local news

● Don’t demand price discounts

● More common at small or medium 
papers

● 18% of new subscribers



What topics they follow most



Why they were willing to pay



Tactics for the Locally Engaged
● Identify through data and participation in civic events and more

● Seek partnerships with local civic-minded organizations

● Create email alerts and newsletters around local civic topics

● Establish bulk subscription packages for schools and universities



Philadelphia Media Network — events announcements



Local in-person networking





“
Social-Mobile Discoverers… 

I was reading articles online 
from following them on 
social media and enjoying 
them.

I also started listening to 
their podcast.

● 19% of new subscribers

● Get news often on cell phone

● Use social media often

● Follow your journalists on social

● Engagement leads to subscriptions



How they engage before subscribing



Subscription benefits they value



Tactics for Social-Mobile Discoverers
● Use social media for deep relationships, not just traffic

● Put best content on social media platforms

● Encourage sharing, following

● Respond to comments, questions and complaints 

● Create Facebook groups around topics or for subscribers

● Relax paywall meter to accommodate sharing



Dallas Morning News — Facebook groups



Miami Herald — Gitmo reporter



Philadelphia Media Network — Columnist





“
Life Changers… 

I am new to the area. 

I want to learn about my new 
home area.

● Recently moved to the area

● New job or other lifestyle change

● Always wanted to subscribe

● Now they became able to

● 16% of new subscribers



Why they are willing to pay



Tactics for Life Changers
● Partner with realtors, landlords to make offers to new residents 

● Partner with employers to offer discounts to new hires

● Rent or trade mail and email marketing lists for promotions

● Target students and recent grads with newsletters

● Increase retention of retired ‘snowbirds’ by increasing their 
digital usage



Atlanta Journal Constitution — “Moving to…”





“
Coupon Clippers… 

I need to get Sunday 
coupons for grocery 
shopping somehow.

● Like clipping coupons from print

● Care less about news content

● Bought or borrowed print copies 
before

● Highly discount-motivated

● 12% of new subscribers



When they use the coupons



Subscription benefits they value



Tactics for Coupon Clippers
● Hold workshops to teach consumers how to maximize coupons

● Sell subscriptions at those events

● Promote a specific issue that has a lot of coupons

● Add sticker/wrap promoting to the coupons at newsstands/retail



Cleveland Plain Dealer — Couponing events





“
Print Fans… 

I love getting a newspaper in 
my hand in the morning 
before my day begins.

● Prefer print “experience” to digital

● Like the convenience of print

● Morning ritual

● Nostalgia, memories

● 16% of new subscribers



Why they subscribed



Tactics for Print Fans
● Underscore the print  experience and convenience in promotions

● Implement account activation campaigns to increase digital 
usage

● Use e-edition as a bridge to engage print subscribers online



New York Times — “Be at home in the world”



Kansas City Star — Digital newspaper





“
Friends or Family group… 

My parents read the LA 
Times religiously. 

I took over their subscription 
upon their death. It speaks to 
me and to my community.

● Friends/family use the same source

● Talk to friends about the news

● See friends sharing the news

● Friend encouraged subscribing

● 15% of new subscribers



How they engage before subscribing



How they engage after subscribing



Tactics for Friends and Family
● Implement a “refer a friend” program

● Offer and promote gift subscriptions

● Offer “family plan” subscription with extra logins for 
introductory period (more than two people)

● Bundled subscription packages including print and digital



Las Vegas Review-Journal — “Share with 4 household members”



Houston Chronicle — Share with four family members



New York Times — Gift subscriptions





“
Digital Paywall Converters… 

I found myself continually 
hitting my max free online 
articles and thought it was 
about time to subscribe.

● Hit a limit of free stories online

● Wanted unlimited access

● Driven by seeing interesting articles 

● Also want to support local journalism

● 21% of new subscribers



Most common at large metro papers



Motivated by access to content



Tactics for Paywall Converters
● Improve UX of subscription signup page

● Experiment with dynamic meter that adjusts to individuals

● Use data to find signals or models of likely converters

● Target ad-blockers with subscription messaging



New York Times — Simple signup



Washington Post — Simple signup



Boston Globe — Catch people who didn’t finish signup



Seattle Times — Nonsubscribers can’t block ads





“
Journalism Advocates… 

I think it's important that we 
support our news 
organizations, both local and 
national, in order to 
maintain strong and 
unbiased news sources.

● Want to support journalism

● Concerned about attacks on press

● Care about quality, accuracy

● Highly educated, Democrats

● 9% of new subscribers



Why they are willing to pay



What triggers their purchase



Tactics for Journalism Advocates
● Take advantage of moments when press is attacked

● Create content specifically to appeal for reader support

● Appeal to their sense of civic duty, First Amendment

● Don’t base all your messaging on this, other subscriber types 
won’t respond



Mother Jones — Journalism under threat



Bklyner — “Believe in local journalism?”



Seattle Times — “News that matters”



Get the 
full report

Visit 
americanpressinstitute.org



Next steps: 
Reader 

Revenue 
Toolkit

Based on API research, 
upcoming summit, 

gathered best practices



Gwen Vargo
Director of Reader Revenue

gwen.vargo@pressinstitute.org

@gwenvargo

Thank you!

Sign up for API’s 

 Need to Know newsletter 

http://bit.ly/getapi


