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Retention 
is  th e n ew  
acquis ition
After aggressive digital-

subscriber growth, publishers 
now confront a challenge of 

retaining them



The Research



Placeholder for 
research

bit.ly/api -retention



What we 
ask ed in  th e 

reten tion  
survey

We assessed how adept news publishers 
are at each ofnine key strategies for 
retaining subscribers —including such 
operat ions as: 
● Onboarding new subscribers well
● Studying subscriber behavior 
● Test ing price opt ions

Within those strategies, we asked about  
nearly 40 discrete tactics to see what  
techniques are common or uncommon. 

We also asked publishers, in their own 
words, to share what  methods are helping 
them the most  with retent ion.



Publishers rated 
their organization’s 
proficiency



And the value of 
each strategy



Sharing these six 
best practices 



Collect information about subscribers’ interests and behaviors



1. Collect information about subscribers’ 
in teres ts  an d beh aviors
● Gather feedback and track subscribers’ behavior and interests , 

both individually and collect ively

● Adapt your content strategy and business practices to serve 
those subscriber needs as best  you can

● Identify habit -forming actions like subscribing to a newslet ter or 
downloading an app, loyal consumption of a part icular topic or 
author



Subscribers like local not viral
Topic Subscribers rank Casuals rank

Local government #1 #8

Consumer / shopping news #2 #5

Dining / restaurants #3 #9

Shipping industry #4 #12

Social issues #20 #1

State government #11 #2



Identify subscribers who are at risk of cancellation



2. Identify subscribers who are at risk of 
can cella tion

● Determine in advance which subscribers are at highest-risk of 
nonrenewal, and then intervene

● Engage “zombies” and “sleepers”  use analytics to inform content 
changes that engage these audiences and increase retention

This strategy of identifying at-risk subscribers was one of the biggest areas 
where publishers could improve their tactics



Audience Engagement Funnel



How to identify subscribers who are at risk of 
can cella tion

Model subscribers’ propensity to churn by tracking behavior 
patterns by a given subscriber is likely to cancel a subscription
Key engagement metrics:
➔ Recency of unique visits

➔ Volume of content  read or consumed

➔ Frequency of unique site visits 



Welcome, engage and onboard new subscribers 



3. Welcome, engage and onboard new 
subscribers

● A thorough and thoughtful onboarding process to welcome new 
subscribers is a great  way to maximize your chances of retaining 
them 

● It  is especially important  for new subscribers who start on a 
short -term trial and will soon have a decision to make

● Building and creating habits start  in the onboarding, habits to 
keep subscribers engaged and therefore more likely to renew



Key components of onboarding

● Welcome and thank you
● Letter from the editor 
● Digital welcome tutorial
● Newsletter 

recommendations



Key components of onboarding

● Article suggestions
● Subscriber benefits
● Rewards and discounts 

from partners
● Survey 



Measure and test initial subscription promotions or offers



4. Measure and test initial subscription 
prom otion s  or offers

● Testing initial promotional offers is a common practice for 
acquiring new digital subscribers, however, these initial offers 
also can affect retention rate 

● Aspects of introductory pricing and promotions have potential to 
affect retention rates and should not be tested in isolation 
(Lifetime Value)



Initial subscription promotions and 
offers  
Some ideas to test:  
● Initial promotions that will lead to subscribers that retain after 

the trial 
● Free trials with or without a credit card
● Different billing cycles



Offer subscriber -only benefits



5. Offer subscriber -on ly ben efits

● With more revenue coming from readers now and in the future, 
publishers need to focus on the value they are delivering for their 
subscribers

● Adding extra benefits for subscribers who focus on value keeps 
them engaged over the lifetime of their subscription

● Benefits such as rewards programs and meetups with 
subscribers and employees are under underutilized



Track what content subscribers engage with



6. Track what content subscribers engage 
w ith

1. Light: Use analytics to track what subscribers as a wholeare 
reading

2. Medium : Recommend email newsletters to subscribers based 
on what content they have engaged with

3. Heavy: Personalization to give each customer unique 
recommendations or experiences informed by their past 
behavior



What drives 
subscription s

The stories, and types of stories, 
that get people to subscribe.



Recap of best practices
1. Collect in form ation  about subscribers ’ in teres ts  an d 

beh aviors
2. Iden tify subscribers  w h o are a t risk  of can cella tion
3. Welcom e, en gage an d on board n ew  subscribers
4. Measure an d tes t in itia l subscription  prom otion s  or 

offers
5. Offer subscriber-on ly ben efits
6. Track  w h at con ten t subscribers  en gage w ith



Questions?



Resources



A web-based application and 
strategic tool that  allows 

publishers to track journalism 
qualit ies that  drive engagement

With Metrics for News 
you can:
1. Track all of your content

2. Listen to more audience 
segments

3. Track your readers 
through their journey to 
subscriber

Resources from American Press Institute



The sources journalists choose to quote in their stories 
affects and indicate:

● Whose stories get told
● How stories are told
● Who the news is for and about
● What communities are served
● Who is seen, heard and listened to

Resources from American Press Institute



Table Stakes Local News 
Transformation Program

TableStakes.org

Table Stakes programs include:

● Major Market for large 
metropolitan areas of the 
country

● Poynter Institute for small to 
medium-sized newsrooms

● ASUfor local broadcasting 
companies

● UNC for all mediums in the 
southeastern US

Resources from American Press Institute



Resources from American Press Institute



Thank you!

Gwen Vargo
VP of Communications and Operations

gwen.vargo@pressinstitute.org
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