
Digital Subscription Reader Revenue

Benchmarks & Best Practices from 500+ Publications Worldwide



Why Digital Subscriptions?
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Ad revenue is down across the news industry
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In order to be sustainable, news organizations must 

find new, recurring digital revenue  
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News organizations are being forced to adapt ðbut 

there are a lot of challenges to overcome
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Å Power and profitability in digital advertising largely resides with advertising technology companies 

and major platforms (Google, Facebook, etc.)

Å Publishers only get a small cutðand have no negotiating power against tech giants. 

Å Consumers have more choice than ever about where, how, and from whom they get their news.

Å Recognition of individual news brands is way down; many users trust news shared by their friends, as 

opposed to specific publications 

Å Lacking better options, many publishers chase page views and increasingly low-margin digital 

advertising revenue, creating a constant negative cycle . 



An advertising -only digital strategy can have negative 

consequences for quality journalism
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vs
30,000+ social media 
shares in past month; 
one of the most viewed 
stories in Philly area 

3,000+ social media 
shares in past month; 
lower page views but 
highly popular with 
subscribers

Source: NewsWhip



Digital subscriptions make serving quality journalism 

to readers your number one business priority.  
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The metered model: Not a paywall
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Paywall Model Metered Model

Å Content is blocked for all users, even casual 

ones who are highly unlikely to subscribe for 

access.

Å Casual users never visit the site; nearly all 

engaged readers leave.

Å Search and social rankings plummet

Å Traffic drops 80-90% and digital advertising 

revenue disappears. 

Å Lack of sampling removes opportunity to entice 

new readers to the brand.

Å Editors agonize daily over which content to put 

ñbehindò the paywall. 

Å Casual readers can read X articles for free 

each month; engaged readers subscribe to 

read more than that.

Å Page views drop slightly and then recover; 

unique visitors remain steady in most cases. 

Ad revenue is generally unaffected.

Å Publishers make data-driven decisions about 

the meter limit over time, optimizing traffic and 

revenue.

Å The newsroom becomes a revenue generator, 

not a cost center.

Å Journalists focus on what they always have: 

Creating content that readers value.
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The metered model is now an industry norm
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Å Just five years ago, nearly all digital news was 

free.

Å Publishers believed users would not pay for 

content and feared losing ad revenue.

Å Today, most U.S. newspapers (78%) charge for 

digital access.

ÅMost of those (80%) use the ñmeteredò model 

which preserves ad revenue & audience. while just 

4% use ñhardò paywalls.1

ÅWe now know that using the ñmeteredò approach 

and leveraging data and A/B testing, publishers 

can ñdip their toe in the waterò and experiment with 

digital subscriptions with little risk.

ñWhy not insist that people pay online?ô The 

reason is, the internet is based on a 

broadcast model of ad support and itôs hard 

to buck that system... To disengage is to 

risk marginalization .ò

ðMcClatchy CEO in 2011

ñ[T]he new digital subscription initiative we 

rolled outé is exceeding expectations. The 

Plus Program is on pace to generate 

approximately $25 million in new 

revenues this year .ò

ðMcClatchy CEO in 2015



The metered model can convert the most engaged 

5-10% of your digital audience into subscribers
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Subs / RegularReader

14.10%

13.13%

5.38%

5.11%

4.64%

4.37%

3.48%

2.56%

2.39%

1.86%

1.62%

0.62%

Subs / Web User

12.00%

11.85%

6.98%

6.87%

6.04%

5.95%

5.43%

5.33%

2.43%

2.22%

1.41%

0.43%

Å The meter is not a silver bullet. But it can 

be transformative for a journalism 

organization.

Å Publishers doing this successfully have 

converted their most engaged users into 

paying digital subscribersðwithout losing 

advertising revenue, audience, or impact.



But data from hundreds of publishers who have 

launched paid models is clear: Results may vary. 
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Å The most successful publishers outperform those in the 90th percentile on key metrics by 3X .

Å Top publishers outperform those in the 50th percentile by 10X .

Å In other words, the difference between median performance and best-in-class performance is ten 

times as much revenue . 

Å Publishers who are succeeding in this area are: 

Å Releasing quality digital content that serves their readers every single day.

Å Using data, testing and benchmarks to determine what best serves their readers ðand 

producing more of that.

Å Constantly marketing, promoting, and using digital tools to drive engagement and

capture new digital subscribers.



Our Data Set
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The benchmarks in this presentation come from over 500 publishers across a range of different kinds of 

publications over the course of several years.

Categories

National & Major Metro Newspapers

Local & Regional Newspapers

Magazines, Digital -Only 

Brands, Etc.

Examples



Digital Subscription Best Practices
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Optimizing the Audience Funnel
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Understanding Market Penetration

ÅThe first way to begin to understand overall audience metrics is to look at your total 
market opportunity through the lens of market penetration. 


