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As new social media channels emerge, e-commerce expands, dynamic online ad 
products launch and websites and apps multiply, there have never been so many 
marketing opportunities available—or so much competition for attention.

Using shared experience and knowledge, this guide sets out to address 
practicable digital marketing strategies for Canadian magazines, outlining what 
has been successful for other publications and Magazines Canada projects. 
From search marketing and social media marketing to email and digital content 
marketing, you’ll discover a variety of options to consider for your magazine 
promotion strategy. (For your convenience, we’ve also included a glossary of all 
bolded terms and a list of resources at the end of this document.)

THE CURRENT MARKET
Remember when there was doubt about how many consumers would actually 
buy things online? Or how much time consumers would spend on their 
computers outside of work?

Those days are long gone. On average, Canadians spent almost 75 hours per 
month or 2.5 hours per day on the Internet, according to comScore, with 49% 
of that time spent on mobile devices. (Another December 2014 PHD Canada 
study pegged Canadians’ Internet use even higher at 27 hours and 49 minutes 
per week.) Ipsos Reid notes that as many as 82% of Canadians are buying online. 
Meanwhile, a recent Forum Research poll noted that among 1,741 Canadians 
18 years of age and older, 59% use Facebook and visit it, on average, about nine 
times a week, 30% use LinkedIn, and 25% use Twitter and visit it about five times 
per week, on average. 

Of course you want to be online where your customers are. With a myriad of 
choices and a great deal of competition, however, how do you stand out and 
engage with magazine readers? What’s the right mix for your product and 
audience? The strategy to address these questions is as unique as your brand 
and as wide as your budget. Start by understanding the basics and then learn 
from the case studies and insights gathered here from your association, fellow 
publishers and industry representatives.
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ONLINE MARKETING OPTIONS
Whether you’re trying to sell subscriptions, promote your magazine website or 
encourage people to download your magazine app, your team should consider a 
blend of owned, earned and paid marketing vehicles. 

Promoting your products and services via your owned channels sounds like a no-
brainer, but it takes a lot of strategy, scheduling and teamwork to leverage them all 
to their highest potential. Some examples of owned digital opportunities include:

 » Display and video ads on your own website or network of websites
 » Interactive and video ads in your digital magazine editions and apps
 » Promotional messages in your editorial or advertorial 
online video and article content

 » Your e-newsletters/emails
 » Your own social media channels
 » Collaborative partners’ websites, apps, social, content and emails

Earned online marketing promotion accrues when people share your editorial or 
promotional content without being paid. Your editorial, digital, sales, marketing, 
public relations and social media teams should work together to increase the 
likelihood of earned online promotion, such as:

 » People organically finding your search-engine-optimized 
content and subscription offers via search engines

 » Readers sharing your online content or subscription offers 
via email, social media, messaging app or link

 » Subscribers sharing e-newsletters via email or social media
 » Users engaging with or sharing your social media posts
 » Blog, media, video or industry site mentions of 
your magazine (preferably with links)

Paid digital promotion can include the following and more:

 » Paid ads on websites, e-newsletters, apps and other digital products
 » Paid posts on social media
 » Paid search ads
 » Paid emails sent via other brands or channels
 » Paid sponsored video or content on/in other websites or apps
 » Paid link placement on/in other websites or apps

Strategize with your team and external partners to ensure that every online 
campaign takes full advantage of your owned assets, offers a fresh or intriguing 
angle to garner earned promotion, and is supported by the right mix of paid 
support. But before you tackle this strategy in your online marketing plan, you need 
to know the latest developments in search, social, content and email marketing. 
You’ll find case studies about how different Canadian and international magazines 
have made these options work included throughout this guide.
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CASE STUDY: GEIST (CANADA)
Circulation: 7,000  Retail: $6.95   
Frequency: 6x/year  Category: Literary

 “The greatest [online subscription] success we have had lately was with a Boxing 
Day 2014 offer we ran. The deal only ran for 24 hours. The price for the deal was 
$10 for six issues, as opposed to the original $25 price. 

The deal was advertised on the front page of our website and our Facebook 
page, and our social media coordinator scheduled six or seven tweets to go out 
throughout the day. The ad copy focused on the low price and short length (24 
hours) of the deal.”
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SEARCH MARKETING
In order for consumers to find your online magazine content, apps and 
subscription offers on Google, Yahoo, Bing and other search listings, your digital 
team should be up to date on best practices for Search Engine Optimization 
(SEO). Using highly searched keywords and phrases in URLs, headlines, text, 
meta descriptions and title tags, adding ALT tags to photos, and including 
relevant internal and external links with anchor tags are just a few SEO 
techniques to help search engines find and serve up your pages. (See the 
resources section on page 26 for helpful links.) Good SEO drives organic, unpaid 
traffic via search.

Search Engine Marketing (SEM) includes all paid search listings, including 
Google AdWords, Bing Ads and other pay-per-click (PPC) ads. Increasingly 
sophisticated, paid search products enable your content or promotion to show 
up when people search on a specific keyword or phrase, and can be targeted to 
a particular demographic, location, time, device—smartphone versus desktop, 
for instance—or even people who have visited your site before. (See Don Lange’s 
notes on search retargeting on page 12.)

SOCIAL MEDIA MARKETING

UNPAID SOCIAL MEDIA MARKETING (SMM)
Including social follow and sharing buttons on your website, e-newsletters 
and apps, connecting with your audience, surfacing social interactions in 
your content, and posting daily (if not hourly) on Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, 
Instagram, Snapchat, YouTube, Vine, Pinterest and Google+ are all examples of 
unpaid social media marketing.

Increasingly, social media has become a key source of web traffic and brand 
discovery for magazines. Although publicly available Canadian magazine social-
referral data is hard to come by, anecdotally we hear that Facebook is a key 
driver, with Twitter and Pinterest farther behind. Meanwhile, in the U.S.:

 » A report from Shareaholic, which measures the social referrals of 
300,000 sites including blogs, publishing companies and commerce 
sites, found that “the top eight social networks drove 31.24% of 
overall traffic to sites in December 2014, up from 22.71% the same 
time last year.” Of the eight, Facebook drives the lion’s share.



7

 » New York magazine’s August 2014 mobile traffic grew to 
5.6 million monthly unique visitors due in part to increased 
Facebook referrals and new mobile-optimized pages

 » Mother Jones magazine experienced record-breaking traffic after 
hiring an engagement editor to grow referrals from Facebook, 
Twitter, Pinterest, Digg, Reddit and other social sources

 » Pinterest drives more traffic referrals to Self.com than 
Facebook or Twitter, according to The New York Times

 » Many U.S. and Canadian magazines and newspapers are also on Instagram 
and Snapchat now, but these are primarily about brand awareness among 
younger audiences as they don’t currently drive online page views

To determine the best social channels for your audience, review which are 
driving the most referrals to your site currently, and look at where your 
competitors and similar publications are seeing the most followers and 
engagement. Visit the sites recommended in the resources section of this 
document for best practices on each channel, fully optimize your social profile 
pages and work with your editorial and marketing teams to develop a content, 
tone and engagement strategy as well as a schedule. (Be sure to schedule 
cross-promotion of all of your products, events and social accounts and to take 
advantage of standard themes such as Throwback Thursday (#TBT) in ways that 
make sense for your brand and audience.)

Review social trends and quiz your followers about their opinions and 
interests—these can be rich sources of content ideas. When creating promotions 
or content, consider including well-known experts with extensive social 
followings to potentially extend your reach. Many magazine websites include 
round-ups of social posts with links as content, as well.

Strong images and videos perform well on social, as well as conversation-
inducing questions and provocative quotes, promotions and contests. Though 
you can no longer make entrants “like” your Facebook page to enter a contest, 
for instance—see Facebook promotion guidelines—you can you can still include 
it as a pop-up or within a contest as a call-to-action. For example, “Like us on 
Facebook to keep up with future promotions and giveaways!” Depending on 
your specific content and audience, it might be best to use a platform such as 
Rafflecopter or Wishpond. Their widgets connect directly to Facebook and other 
social platforms, making it easy to hold your contest and attract your audience’s 
attention.

Take time each day to engage, interact and share relevant content from others 
on each channel—selling or making it all about you will turn followers away. 
In an ideal world, from an engagement and analytics perspective, each post 
would be optimized for each channel and posted directly on that platform. 
Given time constraints, however, social media management programs can help 
your team schedule, post and track your social marketing efforts across multiple 
channels and determine who is engaging with you. Hootsuite, SocialBro, Buffer, 
TweetDeck, Latergram and Iconosquare have free as well more comprehensive 
paid program options. Many other programs exist, but Hootsuite is the program 
of choice for many Canadian magazine publishers.
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You may also want to set up free alerts on your brand name and keywords with 
social listening tools such as Google Alerts, Social Mention, Icerocket and Topsy, 
allowing you to engage or promote when you’re mentioned.

Grow and groom your social follower lists as well. Follow influencers in your 
category and weed out inactive or spam followers on each of your accounts. 
For example, if you see that one of your followers has likes in the thousands, 
or that they have liked obscure, random and totally unrelated pages, then they 
may be a click farmer—a fraud account that mass likes pages to artificially 
inflate numbers. While it may seem counterintuitive to reduce your number 
of followers, fake and inactive followers can lower your engagement and click-
through rates. Facebook uses algorithms to make sure they are showing their 
users interesting and relevant posts in their newsfeeds, for instance, so low 
engagement could lead Facebook to show less of your page’s activity to people, 
making it more difficult for real fans to discover your brand.

Likewise, Twitter prevents click fraud by capping the number of people you can 
follow at 2,000. After that, users need to have a following of approximately 80% 
of the number they follow—in other words, to follow 20,000 people, you must 
have at least 16,000 followers. (There’s no cap on the number of followers you 
can have.) Free tools such as SocialBro and ManageFlitter can help you identify 
and unfollow inactive and nonreciprocal accounts. Unless these accounts can 
benefit your content and brand, it’s best to remove them, freeing you to follow 
more engaged or influential accounts.

Most important, make time each day, week or month to review your social 
analytics and learn from them. Going in-depth on your social referral data, 
Facebook Insights and Twitter, LinkedIn and Pinterest Analytics, and reports 
from your other monitoring tools will help you understand when your users 
are engaging, and which posts resonate most, so you can replicate and grow 
that success. (User responses, likes and shares are more meaningful than your 
follower numbers, although follower numbers are important for discoverability, 
amplification and advertiser partnerships.) Most of the media and magazine 
audience development experts interviewed in the past year say that basing 
strategy on analytics has helped them significantly increase their social 
engagement and traffic referral numbers.
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CASE STUDY: REAL STYLE (CANADA) 
Circulation: 80,000  Retail: $5.95   
Frequency: 4x/year  Category: Fashion & Style 

“We ran a very successful social media campaign for our winter 2014/2015 issue.

Our goal was to drive awareness and readership for our Winter 2014/15 digital 
magazine and to stimulate newsstand sales at Chapters Indigo by using celebrity 
influencers to promote links to our magazine, which were also retweeted by 
their numerous followers. We offered the magazine free of charge for the first 48 
hours. After the initial major surge of online traffic, we instituted a pay wall and 
directed the readers to visit their local Chapters Indigo to pick up a print copy.

We reached over 1.45 million Twitter accounts in December and achieved a 300% 
increase in newsstand sales. An additional 300,000 accounts were reached on 
Instagram. Our additional online campaign goal was to encourage readers to 
buy a print copy at Chapters Indigo.” 

COVER MODEL 
TWEETING PHOTO 
OF REAL STYLE TO 

HER FANS.

CELEBRITY RETWEET.

CELEBRITY RETWEET.
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PAID SOCIAL MEDIA MARKETING
As social algorithms change and newsfeeds grow more cluttered, it’s getting 
harder for brands to break through organically on social. (Even when you employ 
the unpaid tips shared earlier.) Many experts are now saying that paid social is a 
must in 2015 and beyond. On the bright side, new social ad and promotion units 
are often affordable, highly targeted, engaging and visual, which make them 
a particularly good match for magazine brands. (Plus, in-depth post-campaign 
analytics prove return on investment.)

On Facebook, for example, you can now buy video, photo, offer and mobile app 
ads, among others, and target by location, interests or custom groups within 
your own followers. (That’s just the tip of the iceberg—visit facebook.com/ads 
for more information, plus read Don Lange’s retargeting and custom audience 
tips on page 12 and 13, too.) On Twitter, promoted accounts, promoted tweets 
and promoted trends can be targeted by interest, keyword, device and more. 
Twitter app and lead-generation cards also allow users to perform an action 
more quickly, such as signing up for an e-newsletter or downloading an app, 
without having to go through multiple links that may discourage conversion. 
(Visit ads.twitter.com.) Pinterest, meanwhile, has launched targeted Promoted 
Pins in the U.S., which will hopefully be available in Canada soon.

Click farming can happen on social media sites—such as fake accounts mass 
liking or following an overwhelming number of pages or accounts—so follow the 
recommendations noted in the unpaid social media marketing section. The U.S. 
Internet Advertising Bureau (IAB) also offers some good tips on how to avoid 
display and programmatic online traffic fraud, which can be alarmingly high 
according to some recent studies. While it’s important to educate yourself about 
fraud and choose return-on-investment measurements which can’t be falsified, 
it’s still wise to invest in digital and social advertising campaigns where valuable 
audiences exist. 

Do your research to determine which social channels offer the maximum reach 
with your magazine’s target audience and the best products to reach your goal, 
whether it’s boosting your follower numbers to increase web traffic, growing 
your e-newsletter or app download numbers or selling paid subscriptions. Many 
helpful articles and guides exist online, including the U.S. IAB’s Social Media 
Buyer’s Guide. 

http://facebook.com/ads
http://ads.twitter.com
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CASE STUDY: INSIDE OUT (AUSTRALIA)
Circulation: 46,000  Retail: $7.75 ($8.30 AUD)   
Frequency: 12x/year  Category: Home

Inside Out magazine focused on social media before launching their website. The 
text below is from a May 2014 press release announcing Inside Out magazine’s 
jump from eight issues a year to 12, as well as their online plans. You can find 
examples of their User Generated Content (UGC) at insideout.com.au/share-
my-style

“Inside Out will also extend digitally with its own website—insideout.com.au—
which will be launched in the coming months, adding to its already strong social 
media audience of more than 650,000 people. Inside Out editor Claire Bradley 
said the magazine had built a ‘formidable social audience.’

“‘The launch of insideout.com.au will give us a digital destination to refer that 
audience to and provide more content to gather and scrapbook,’ Ms Bradley 
said. ‘The site will offer the opportunity for our community to ask our panel of 
experts for advice and information, and allow the community to share their own 
answers and know-how too.’”  

TODAY’S ONLINE MARKETING ENVIRONMENT 
AND CURRENT OPTIONS
by Don Lange, Partner and Senior Vice President, Cornerstone Group of Companies

About a year ago, I sat down for lunch with the president of a very successful magazine group 
in Toronto. Since we have both been “around for a while,” we inevitably started talking about how the 
magazine business has changed since the rise of digital. 

“Google sucked the air out of everything,” he said. “Offline dollars became online pennies.” In fact, he was 
talking mostly about advertising. But he was also talking about how viable acquisition marketing channels 
were slowly going away—predominantly supplanted by Google search marketing, where acquisition costs 
are significantly lower than direct mail, inserts or other traditional strategies.

Of course when it comes to circulation marketing, search engine advertising has one big issue—there are 
a finite number of prospects that are searching with any intent to buy. Any magazine marketer will tell you 
that Google converts great as long as you have lots of search ads around your brand name. As soon as you 
stray into category keywords, however, your conversions decline and you are soon spending way more dollars 
than you can justify. It’s a bit of a cat and mouse game—how can you increase the awareness of your brand 
online at a palatable return on investment?

Luckily, the digital ecosystem has evolved and magazine marketers now have more choices than ever. Let’s 
look at some of the online acquisition options available for magazine marketers in 2015—and how magazine 
websites need to evolve in order to find and maintain an audience they can monetize. 

http://www.insideout.com.au/share-my-style
http://www.insideout.com.au/share-my-style
http://insideout.com.au
http://insideout.com.au


12

SEARCH
Notwithstanding the limitations already discussed, there is still no better channel for serving intent to 
buy than Google AdWords campaigns. Search is all about relevancy. If magazine prospects are looking 
for information about your brand, search gives you the opportunity to present a strong offer and call to 
action. And search engines (led by Google) are getting better and better at enhancing the search experience. 
Magazine marketers should be fully aware of all of the choices. For example, if I search the keywords 
“Hockey News” I can see that the resulting ad has quite a few of the extras that Google offers.

Look for even more features from search engines soon. One is the introduction of more dynamic ads that 
will allow you to use dynamic content such as calendar countdowns, i.e. only 3…2…1 day(s) left to receive 
our special gift with subscription offer.

DISPLAY
Display advertising is a tough nut to crack when you have a target acquisition cost. Most magazine 
marketers will dabble with online display advertising when they are trying to build a brand and not as an 
ongoing subscription acquisition tool. Everything you may be hearing about programmatic buying and real-
time bidding is great if you have huge budgets—however, it’s not for magazine marketers that can’t afford to 
throw ads away that don’t respond at a certain rate. 

Using platforms like the Google Display Network allows advertisers to create campaigns on a cost-per-click 
basis with capped daily budgets. The problem is that clicks on display ads usually don’t convert well. So 
the strategy has to balance getting enough impressions of your ads to create some brand awareness without 
getting too many clicks. Of course if you get too few clicks, then Google’s algorithms kick in and your ads 
don’t appear frequently.

Lifting response in display advertising is very difficult under these conditions; however, one strategy that 
has shown some legs is the concept of remarketing.

SEARCH AD REMARKETING
Remarketing is the online equivalent of calling a prospect on the phone and saying, “Hey, I noticed you 
were looking at my magazine on the newsstand last week, are you interested in subscribing?” 

Remarketing works by dropping tracking cookies on people that come to specific pages on your website 
and then allowing you to show ads to them when they go to other sites on the web. The concept, of course, 
is that prospects that have come to your site have exhibited an interest and are therefore warmer prospects. 
Plus, segmentation allows you to weed out those that have completed a transaction with you, so you are not 
wasting ad real estate soliciting existing subscribers. Does it work? Well, it works better than straight display, 
of course—but whether or not it can meet an ROI target varies by publication. 

FACEBOOK REMARKETING
Facebook offers its own remarketing—a relatively new addition to Facebook’s ad offerings that allows you to 
capture prospects that visit your web pages and then serve them ads when they are on Facebook. It’s the same 
concept as all other remarketing in that prospects have shown an interest in your magazine and now you 
can cultivate that interest by advertising to them in other channels. This is an effective way of getting your 
message to targeted prospects on Facebook and it allows you to tailor your message in a different way. For 

CALL EXTENSIONS—THESE ARE  
CLICKABLE ON MOBILE DEVICES.
CALLOUTS—NON-CLICKABLE PUNCHY HEADLINES ABOVE 
CHARACTER LIMITS.
SITELINKS—GUIDE YOUR PROSPECTS TO THE PROPER 
LANDING PAGE ON YOUR SITE, INCREASING THE 
LIKELIHOOD OF CONVERSION.
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example, you already know the consumer knows your product and presumably your offer. So it’s a good way 
to appeal to the themes of your magazine and try to capture them in a more subtle way—perhaps getting 
them to sign up for your free e-newsletter. 

Facebook remarketing is interesting—although not nearly as interesting as another relatively new Facebook 
offering, Custom Audiences.

REACHING A CUSTOM AUDIENCE ON FACEBOOK
One of the biggest buzzwords in marketing right now is “onboarding.” Essentially what this means is that 
companies that have existing customer lists would like to communicate with and monetize those customers 
online. Of course email is one way to do this—in that almost all email communication asks the recipient 
to click through to an online destination. However, brands also want to communicate with people in social 
media. Most magazines have pretty good fan bases, although certainly only a fraction of subscribers actually 
“like” their Facebook pages. And, let’s face it, these days Facebook is limiting the amount of interactions you 
can actually put in front of your fans. The alternative is called Facebook Custom Audience. 

Facebook Custom Audience is a Customer Relationship Management (CRM) play that lets you upload 
a list of your emails into the Facebook platform. Facebook will allow you to “match” those emails with its 
members and you can then serve targeted messages in Facebook to those matches. Possible applications 
include gift-giving campaigns, contest entries, or subscription renewals. Facebook Custom Audience also 
allows you to leverage some CASL-compliant email lists and actually run acquisition campaigns on Facebook 
from some of your best performing segments. 

CONTENT MARKETING
Maybe content marketing is the most overused phrase right now. However, who but magazine producers 
are better equipped to meet the demands of producing compelling content? That said, it can be tough 
to compete with websites such as Buzzfeed and Business Insider, who have bred an audience of content 
consumers that are looking for catchy headlines, quick reads and easily shareable content that has personally 
touched them. How many times you have seen online friends share survey results such as, “I am Hermione, 
what character from Harry Potter are you?” 

So, what does content marketing mean for magazine producers who, as a rule, provide more meaningful, 
in-depth and well-researched content? It means that circulation marketers can leverage the way content is 
consumed and use it as a means to identify and create an audience. Advertising, disguised as content, needs 
to be written so it’s more like newsfeeds—frequent, interesting and shareable. By drawing in prospects that 
show an interest in a specific theme, you can move them down the value chain from prospect to customer.  

Getting that content noticed is not as 
difficult as you might think with cost-per-
click content discovery platforms such as 
Outbrain, Taboola and Disqus. You may 
have noticed at the bottom of content sites 
(including top premium sites) that there 
are links that lead to other stories. As this 
example to the right on CNN illustrates, 
one column is for internal linking and 
the other is for sponsored posts. These 
are set up as pay-per-click ads, although 
you need to have some sort of compelling 
snippet of information to get noticed. 
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EMAIL MARKETING
Canadian magazine publishers have been sending editorial, promotional and 
third-party advertising emails for decades—to the point that email marketing 
may seem old fashioned compared to social. The fact remains, however, that 
emails still drive considerable website traffic, subscription acquisitions and 
advertising revenue for many publishers. Maximize those numbers with the 
following tips, and others available online:

 » Encourage email signup in print, on all pages of your website, in 
your apps and interactive digital editions, on social media and 
via refer-a-friend messages within emails. (Make sure calls to 
action communicate user benefits.) If you have available display 
inventory, create run-of-site display ads for e-newsletters, too. 

 » Invest in mobile email design. Despite rising smartphone and tablet 
use, only 34% of U.S. publishers in a 2014 Lyris-sponsored FOLIO 
survey said their emails are fully optimized for mobile devices.

 » Opt for short, must-open subject lines. As email marketing expert 
Christopher Lester, VP sales at Emma, recently noted in Publishing 
Executive, iPhone subject lines cut off at 32 characters and going over 50 
characters increases the likelihood of your email going into spam folders.

 » Test and mine your data. Review your email analytics to date for patterns 
about particular times, subject lines and content that yielded higher open 
and click-through rates. Try A/B testing as well to send an identical email 
out to two separate groups with only one difference, such as time of day 
or subject line. Continuously track and experiment. Read Kevin Klein’s tips 
on segmenting data to help grow your subscriber lists on page 18, too.

Typical examples are content that lead with phrases such as “Did you know…?” “You won’t believe…” and 
the always popular “top 10 lists” or variations thereon. This form of marketing helps magazines increase 
pageviews to their websites, which may or 
may not increase subscriptions but will, 
at the very least, boost brand discovery 
and awareness. Magazine marketers need 
to figure out how to make this type of 
content sexy enough that it gets clicks—
at the same time, you also want to reach 
people who are at least interested in your 
subject matter. 

The image to the right demonstrates 
use of Outbrain. Clicking on Reader’s 
Digest’s story, “4 Strange Cat Behaviours 
and What They Mean,” won’t subscribe 
you to any of the magazine’s products or 
overtly request for you to subscribe, but it 
will allow them to choose to re-market to 
you if they want.
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 » Offer value. Understanding why Canadians still subscribe to 
emails can help inform your email content strategy. According 
to Ascend2’s research, 63% of Canadians subscribe to brand 
emails for discounts, 58% subscribe to receive a freebie or enter a 
contest, 48% want to know about the latest products and services, 
and so on. Make sure readers know what’s in it for them.

 » Consider new or more frequent emails. If your current emails are 
performing well, you could consider increasing your frequency from 
biweekly to weekly or from weekly to daily, for example, or offering a 
new email based on a consistently popular content niche on your site.

 » Welcome and thank. Respond to new email subscriptions or event 
registrations with warm thanks, as well as links to special subscription 
offers, social channels, popular content and other cross promotion links.

 » Be CASL compliant. Like all CEM (commercial electronic messaging—
including SMS, instant messaging and online portals), email marketing 
must abide by the guidelines of Canada’s Anti-Spam Law (CASL). See CASL 
Compliance below for more information.  
 

CASE STUDY: MAGAZINES CANADA
Magazines Canada, in its cooperative marketing campaigns of the past 15 years, 
has tested various online marketing vehicles, primarily in support of direct 
mail efforts for the popular Buy 2, Get 1 FREE offer. These have included online 
display advertising, banner advertising, advertising in online newsletters (such 
as Globe & Mail online) and purchasing e-newsletter lists. 

While these have all aided in the awareness of various campaigns, the sales 
return on investment was low. Search engine marketing has generally been 
the most cost-effective subscription acquisition vehicle for these efforts, and 
paid third-party coupon vendor efforts (such as Wag Jag and Deal of the Day) 
generated new subscribers.

However, cooperative efforts—the marketing of multiple brands within an 
umbrella Canadian magazine brand—can be quite different in approach, scope 
and response, and so this guide highlights individual magazine case studies 
throughout. (Should you wish to receive past cooperative campaign results 
reports or have specific questions about past online efforts, do not hesitate to 
contact the Magazines Canada circulation marketing team.)  

CASL COMPLIANCE
Beginning in July 2014, Canada’s Anti-Spam Law (CASL) dictates electronic 
interaction both in Canada and abroad. It governs not only communications 
of a commercial nature, but also outlines rules pertaining to the installation of 
computer programs, harvesting of address information and false representations 
in messages.

CASL allows email marketing to consumers who have provided express content 
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to receive marketing messages from you. (Note: emails to gift recipients have a 
particular guideline and process.) In contrast, CASL prohibits misleading subject 
lines, sender descriptions, messages or URLs. Note that each element has to be 
accurate and non-misleading in and of itself—it doesn’t matter if the message 
qualifies the subject line, for instance—so you may want to include disclaimers, 
such as “some conditions apply.”

Make sure: 

 » You have express consent from everyone on your email 
list to send them commercial electronic messaging 
(including email, instant messaging, SMS).

 » There is no one on your list from an email address harvesting 
program (if you obtain mailing lists from third parties, you need to 
ensure that these lists were generated in full compliance with CASL 
requirements. If you obtain lists from third parties, you only want to 
do so from very reputable vendors with appropriate safeguards.)

 » You have an unsubscribe option in all emails (via 
two methods: link and reply email).

 » The sender’s name, email address, organization and 
physical address are clearly noted in each email.

 » You seek the advice of properly qualified experts and/or your legal 
counsel to ensure that your email plans and activities are CASL compliant.

To watch a webinar outlining more details about CASL and to obtain a guide 
to CASL, visit magazinescanada.ca/government_relations/spam. Members of 
Magazines Canada can login to download the guide for free, while members of 
regional associations should contact bdiangelo@magazinescanada.ca to receive 
a free copy. Non-members are able to purchase the CASL guide for $250. 

http://magazinescanada.ca/government_relations/spam
mailto:bdiangelo@magazinescanada.ca
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CASE STUDY: C MAGAZINE (CANADA)
Circulation: 2,500  Retail: $8.75 
Frequency: 4x/year  Category: Arts & Design

“I occasionally use Facebook to target a certain region when I think my cover and 
content will appeal. This has been successful in gaining new subscriptions from 
specific regions. Amounts are modest, but it’s highly targeted and doesn’t cost a 
lot to do—though this technique requires a level of analysis and attention.

I’ve been prioritizing social media (as viral marketing) by maintaining a schedule 
of posts across four platforms. We post at least four times a week. Subscriptions 
are up 15% since we started this two years ago.” 
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GROWING & MINING SUBSCRIBER LISTS 
by Kevin Klein, Partner, Operations and Client Service,  
Consumer Intelligence Group Inc.

Finding and keeping subscriber profitability continues to evolve in the magazine industry.  
Response rates are lower than ten years ago and the major sources for subscriber acquisition, 
due in part to PIPEDA, CASL and general consumer awareness, have shrunk considerably. 
Postal costs have risen dramatically and no one is quite sure yet if their digital or social media strategies are 
working.

Publishers and not-for-profit companies have long been the most prolific direct marketers. In an ideal world, 
they can test and control subscriber campaigns and include a strict measurement regime. But restricted 
acquisition budgets provide little in terms of investing in a deeper understanding of their subscribers. 
Market-based research is generally geared more towards growing advertising revenue than providing 
subscriber marketing opportunities for publishers.  

The key to successful acquisition strategies has always been the ability to understand the different groups 
within your subscriber base and focusing your acquisition efforts on the most profitable groups within your 
base. For example, you may know that the general description of the average subscriber to your magazine 
is women, age 45 to 54, with a household income of $75,000. But, if this is the average, then 50% of 
subscribers are above this and 50% are below. When you take a more in-depth look at this particular target 
group, they have different interests, hobbies and triggers that will make them your ideal prospect. In the past, 
getting to this level of detail was both time consuming and costly for magazines. Accessibility to this granular 
level of information, at a reasonable cost, has only been around for the last few years. Now, publishers can 
develop a new strategy for subscriber acquisition. 

This starts with building a new acquisition strategy that segments your prospects into smaller groups and 
presents the most appealing offer to those segments. This can be done through a combination of robust 
subscriber profiles and variable creative offers. The technology for creating in-depth profiles has evolved in 
the last few years. A profile that took four to six weeks and tens of thousands of dollars to develop can now 
be generated in under a minute and at a fraction of the cost. Digital channels, like email marketing, make 
creating and sending personalized and variable offers simple. This combination of targeted segments and 
digital channels means that publishers can now easily present the right offer, with the right creative, to the 
right people. 

Taking this segmentation strategy to your email marketing lists to find the right 10,000 prospects out of 
a rental list of 50,000 has also become easier. Based on profiles, publishers no longer have to use a random 
sample of records. Instead, they can cherry pick the best records on the list that match their ideal subscriber. 
Armed with a new model for subscriber acquisition and leveraging the newest profiling technology, 
publishers can increase their campaign response rates and acquire more profitable subscribers.   
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CASE STUDY: TODAY’S PARENT (CANADA)
Circulation: 119,252  Retail: $2.99   
Frequency: 11x/year  Category: Women’s

With over 570,000 Twitter followers, 89,039 Facebook likes, 12,801 Pinterest 
followers and 6,253 Instagram followers and counting, Today’s Parent is clearly 
connecting with Canadian parents on social media. But it hasn’t happened 
overnight or by sheer luck. The brand has been growing these numbers steadily 
over several years and even has a social media editor who works a later shift and 
weekends to keep the online conversation going. 

“When Today’s Parent began efforts to boost its social presence back in 2010, 
the magazine had 30,000 Twitter followers and was producing only three pieces 
of content a day,” says Sasha Emmons, Editor-in-Chief. “We established a strong 
social team—led by Haley Overland—and started to engage and interact with 
our followers on subject matter that really resonated with them. That’s when 
the numbers began to climb to where we are at today, with more than 570,000 
followers on Twitter alone.” This social presence helps introduce the brand to 
younger parents while deepening engagement with long-time fans, as well as 
driving subscriptions and newsstand sales.

To promote the edgy May 2015 issue, which celebrates postpartum bodies, 
Today’s Parent launched a multi-channel campaign using a hashtag from their 
cover line, #heybeautiful.  A cover reveal Twitter party kickstarted an uplifting 
and emotional conversation with Canadian moms about body image and 
motherhood, while features and photos using the same hashtag on Facebook, 
Instagram and other channels evoked warm responses and some of the brand’s 
highest social share rates to date. While it’s too early to determine the impact 
of the promotion on newsstand sales for this particular issue, it boosted brand 
awareness and positive perceptions. 

PARTNERSHIPS & PR
Don Lange shared insights on content marketing on page 13, but you may also 
want to consider putting your content to work on properties other than your 
own. Content sharing partnerships can enable new readers to discover your 
brand and potentially bring in revenue. 

In addition to cross promotion on all of your own properties, consider reciprocal 
blogs or republication of a small amount of your fully owned content on popular 
non-competitive sites and publications with promotion and links back to your 
assets. Many Canadian magazines feature content on msn.ca with links back to 
their own sites, for example. (Talk to your digital team about canonical tags so 
duplicate content doesn’t hurt your SEO.) 

Our multiplatform world enables content sharing across mediums as well. 
For example, Inc. magazine and CNBC in the U.S. recently teamed up to share 
content and develop an entrepreneurship conference series, while Esquire 
announced a sponsored-content partnership with Medium, the blog publishing 
platform. Multiple media brands can team up to deliver outstanding editorial 

https://twitter.com/Todaysparent/status/588041924084428800


20

packages, too. These types of pairings not only facilitate stellar content, but 
they’re also great for brand discovery and public relations (PR).

Speaking of PR, be sure to establish regular communications between your 
editorial, marketing and PR staff so the publicity value of upcoming magazine 
features and events are fully leveraged. Re-promote PR coverage of your brand 
and events via online content, social media and email, as well. 

CASE STUDY: SHOUT (UNITED KINGDOM)
Circulation: 35,000  Retail: $7.30 (£3.99)   
Frequency: 12x/year  Category: Teen

Shout magazine won Online Presence, Consumer Magazine and Scottish 
Magazine of the Year at the 2014 Scottish Magazine Awards. Social media 
marketing has been a big part of their success, as editor-in-chief Eileen McGinley 
explains.

“We decided to commission a piece of consumer research, meeting a total of 
71 girls throughout the UK aged 8 to 14, which identified that social media was 
now even more important to them compared with previous years—very few 
were visiting traditional websites anymore. Most had received a smart phone or 
tablet for Christmas and connected with digital predominantly through YouTube, 
Twitter and Facebook.

In response to this we pared back our website schedule, gave the magazine a 
complete editorial and design overhaul, and launched Project Smile, a social 
media campaign designed to help the magazine re-engage with its readers and 
create targeted content ideal for social media and print.

We recruited two of YouTube’s biggest stars as our reader ambassadors, Zoella 
and Sprinkle of Glitter, who wrote monthly columns that inspired teenage girls 
and tackled sensitive subjects such as anxiety.

Shout held a contest inviting readers to write and submit articles for a chance to 
write regularly for our blog and meet our ambassadors.

Particular to Twitter amongst our audience is the connection to celebrities. In 
response to this we engaged with a targeted group of celebrities to create a 
buzz around the Shout brand. For instance we asked The Vamps to retweet 
the cover they featured on—once they did so the issue was up 14,598 copies 
on the previous issue. We ended our campaign with a Twitter Party when our 
ambassadors completely took over the Twitter handle @shoutmag for one hour 
on October 1, 2014. Our hashtag trended worldwide for 90 minutes and Zoella’s 
accompanying vlog had 867,989 views.”
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THE ONLINE MARKETING PLAN 
As with any campaign, starting with a marketing plan and a strategy that has 
clearly defined objectives and resources will make it easier to execute, track and 
succeed. Given the constantly evolving digital landscape, search online for the 
latest tips on developing online marketing plans, in addition to the points below.

Define: 

 » your marketing objectives in order of priority
 » your target audience(s)
 » the resources you can allocate (staff, dollars and existing content or assets)
 » realistic and measurable success metrics

Ask & Research:

 » Where are your target audiences spending time on the web? 
 » What are similar magazines—Canadian and international—and 
competitors doing in terms of search, social media, email and 
content marketing? Search for them online, subscribe to their emails, 
follow them on social and thoroughly review their products over 
time to get a sense of their content and marketing strategies. 

 » What are your current web, email, social, search, content and subscriber 
metrics? How have they changed month over month and year over year? 
What has worked and not worked in previous marketing campaigns?

 » What do new, old and former customers need from you to 
stay engaged or re-engage—should you consider a different 
approach for each, or is “one size fits all” appropriate?

Platforms & Tactics:

 » Which combination of email, search, social media and content 
marketing, display advertising, online public relations and 
partnerships will you use to achieve your objectives? Which 
tactics will you use on each and how do they work together?

 » What are the owned, earned and paid elements of 
your strategy and how are they integrated?

Measuring & Responding:

 » Review analytics to determine if your campaign is 
delivering on the measurable success metrics you agreed 
on at the outset, and adjust tactics if required.
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CASE STUDY: VEMMA YPR MAGAZINE, MUNICH (GERMANY)
Non-traditional: Sales tool for Health/Lifestyle products

“We needed a solution that would truly engage our subscribers in a post-event 
follow-up campaign. All attendees of our event had their picture taken in the 
photo booth and could order a personalized version of Vemma’s YPR Magazine. 
We knew that our email communication with conference attendees could also 
benefit from advanced personalization and asked our GetResponse expert for 
advice on using Dynamic Content.

The time spent on preparing this campaign was well invested, judging by the 
metrics alone, but it wasn’t the only benefit of this campaign. Our subscribers 
shared personalized emails on social media channels, creating great buzz for our 
brand. Resource requirements were kept to a minimum, so it didn’t interfere with 
other projects. It takes a little time to learn dynamic content well enough to use 
it with confidence, but it certainly pays off. I am pretty sure we will be using it on 
a regular basis in our campaigns and I recommend that every marketer give it a 
try. “

Read more about this case study online: blog.getresponse.com/case-study-
personalization-generates-unique-open-rate-73.html 

EMAIL: THE NEXT BIG (OLD) THING
by Don Lange, Partner and Senior Vice President,  
Cornerstone Group of Companies

So what’s the next big thing for magazine marketers? As touched on in this document, it looks 
like one of the next big things is based on one of the oldest killer apps of the Internet age—the 
email. Canada’s anti-spam legislation (CASL) notwithstanding, the email address is the bridge between the 
offline world and the online world. Facebook’s Custom Audience uses email to identify matches with its 
members and soon Google will have its own CRM product that will allow you to do something similar. 
There are new email databases that have been introduced that allow marketers to use these methods for cold 
acquisitions—combining all the offline benefits of database marketing with online strategies.  

Magazine marketers should also be asking their internal marketing experts and digital agencies to help them 
get their ads on some of the ad platforms that can get them ad placements in e-newsletters. Some of the 
newsletters are quite targeted and may just complement your subject matter. 

http://blog.getresponse.com/case-study-personalization-generates-unique-open-rate-73.html
http://blog.getresponse.com/case-study-personalization-generates-unique-open-rate-73.html


23

MOVING FORWARD:  
2015 TRENDS & THE FUTURE OF ONLINE MARKETING 
Digital marketing continues to evolve. Julie Ford, the incoming Executive Director 
at the Digital Advertising Alliance of Canada (DAAC), expects that mobile-
optimized HTML5 ads, responsively designed websites and programmatic ad 
buys—necessary for scale nowadays—will dominate. Search algorithms and 
ad products will also get smarter. “My prediction is that more focus will be on 
smartphone devices and harnessing geolocation data,” says Ford.

Digital video consumption will continue to rise, prompting smart magazine 
marketers to invest in video ads, promotions and content—now more affordable 
thanks to new technologies and tools. As for social media marketing, visual and 
video content will continue their climb, with everyone jumping on live video 
streaming. “Meerkat and Periscope are examples of this,” Ford says. “It’s a great 
concept that I don’t think will go away anytime soon.” Other social platforms will 
emerge but may not last—think of Ello, the ad-free social network launched in 
March 2014, which hasn’t gained much traction.

Beyond social, the rise of messaging apps such as Kik, WhatsApp and Viber 
demands that magazine publishers consider how to encourage content and 
promotion sharing in those spaces. (Consider that WhatsApp now has 800 
million users, prompting many media sites to add WhatsApp sharing buttons.) 
The Internet of Things and wearables will offer new promotional opportunities 
as well.

Dynamic and interactive email formats with live streaming content, countdown 
timers and scratch & win functionality will boost engagement levels. Other 
email marketing advances such as predictive analytics and geolocation will help 
marketers reach target audiences with the right offer at the right time and place. 

With innovation transforming digital marketing at an almost dizzying pace, it’s 
never been more important for magazine publishers to hire digitally savvy and 
experienced marketing, circulation, editorial, advertising and public relations 
professionals. Send your online marketing recommendations and case studies 
to bdiangelo@magazinescanada.ca, too. Staying current on emerging online 
marketing opportunities and sharing our digital strategies and successes will 
help Canadian magazines thrive in 2015 and beyond.

About Magazines Canada:

Magazines Canada is the national trade association representing Canadian-
owned, Canadian-content consumer, cultural, specialty, professional and 
business media magazines. French and English member titles offer a wide range 
of topics including business, professional, news, politics, sports, arts and culture, 
leisure, lifestyle, women and youth, made available on multiple platforms. 
The association focuses on government affairs, services to the advertising 
trade, circulation marketing and the development of career skills for and the 
recognition of excellence among the people who work in Canada’s magazine 
media. Visit magazinescanada.ca.

mailto:bdiangelo@magazinescanada.ca
http://magazinescanada.ca


24

GLOSSARY

Algorithms The underlying formulas or codes that determine which pages or posts 
are found, displayed and ranked or prioritized in search engine results and social 
feeds.

CASL Canada’s Anti-Spam Law, which regulates electronic interactions in Canada and 
abroad.

Circulation Marketing Promotion of print or digital subscriptions.

Click Farmer/Click Fraud A company, paid worker or bot fraudulently inflating social 
media follower or interaction numbers.

Commercial Electronic Messaging (CEM) An offer, advertising or promotional 
message sent via email, SMS text message or instant message.

Content Discovery Platform A service that markets your content on other websites 
as “related posts” or “suggested posts,” typically using a keyword algorithm that 
matches the user’s current content with your supplied URLs.

Content Marketing Creating and distributing interesting and informative content—
blogs, articles, videos and more—to develop new audiences, raise brand awareness, 
promote products and services through helpful information, and grow sales.

Content Sharing Partnerships When two or more media companies agree to share 
existing, owned or new content (co-created or otherwise) for promotion, profit or 
both.

Customer Relationship Management (CRM) Systems and strategies to manage, 
understand, track and analyze customer interactions and needs to deepen customer 
satisfaction and grow your business. This can guide marketing campaigns to most 
effectively reach current and former readers and subscribers.

Direct Mail A marketing technique in which companies send printed postcards, 
brochures, offers and other promotional materials to target audiences via post.

Display Advertising Graphic and rich-media digital ads in a variety of sizes and 
formats that appear on websites, apps and emails.

E-commerce Electronic commerce, the act of buying and selling services and 
products on the Internet.

Email Marketing Sending editorial content and commercial messages to existing and 
potential customers in order to enhance relationships and grow business.

Internet of Things Network connectivity between everyday objects enabling data 
sharing between them.

Messaging Apps Increasingly popular, free applications designed as an alternative to 
(potentially expensive) SMS texting, with additional photo, video, sticker and group 
chat features and more. 
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Online Traffic Fraud The act of generating false ad views, ad clicks and site visits 
through malware and robotic programs.

PIPEDA The Personal Information Protection and Electronic Documents Act (PIPEDA) 
is Canada’s private sector privacy law, which came fully into effect on January 1, 2004. 
Visit priv.gc.ca to find out more.

Owned, Earned & Paid Differentiates between marketing and media that your 
company owns and controls (websites, apps, social channels); promotion that you pay 
for (ads, promoted posts); and unpaid brand mentions that you earn (social comments, 
blogs, product reviews).

Predictive Analytics Determining future behaviours, patterns or trends from existing 
data sets.

Programmatic Advertising Automated buying and placement of media advertising.

Public Relations Strategic management of perception, relationships and 
communications between organizations and the public.

Remarketing Showing ads or posts to people who have visited your website or mobile 
app before.

Responsive Design Web design that facilitates optimal viewing on a wide variety of 
devices, including smartphones and tablets.

Return On Investment (ROI) Efficiency or success measurement of a particular 
investment compared to others, dividing the benefit of the investment by the cost.

Search Engine Marketing (SEM) To increase brand awareness, web traffic, customers 
and sales via paid search listings, including Google AdWords, Bing Ads and other pay-
per-click (PPC) search ads.

Search Engine Optimization (SEO) Unpaid techniques to make your website content 
and promotions visible on Internet search engines such as Google and Bing, helping to 
drive traffic, brand discovery and more.

Search Marketing Boosting web traffic and awareness through unpaid Search Engine 
Optimization and paid Search Engine Marketing.

SMS Marketing Marketing using short message service on a mobile phone.

Social Media Marketing Unpaid and paid promotion of products and services through 
social media to increase audiences, web traffic, sales and customer engagement.

Target Acquisition Cost The amount you would like to pay to achieve a conversion, 
such as a magazine subscription purchase.

User Generated Content (UGC) Any form of content created by consumers and end-
users, such as blogs, videos, web posts and digital images, and is publically available to 
other consumers.

Wearables Devices or technology that can be worn on the body or on clothing.

http://priv.gc.ca
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RESOURCES

IAB Canada http://iabcanada.com for all things digital, their Canadian Media Usage Study (CMUST) 
http://iabcanada.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/V2-Total-Canada-2014-CMUST-Exec-Summary-
Nov-18-2014.pdf, digital advertising guidelines and more. Visit the U.S. IAB site, too, for the Social 
Media Buyer’s Guide http://www.iab.net/socialmediabuyersguide/

Magazines Canada for industry news, Fact Books 
http://www.magazinescanada.ca/advertising/fact_books and CASL webinar and guide (latter for 
members only) http://www.magazinescanada.ca/government_relations/spam

FIPP http://www.fipp.com/ for global magazine media news and international innovation highlights 
http://www.fipp.com/news/subscribe-now

Publishing Executive http://www.pubexec.com, NiemanLab.org, minonline.com and Foliomag.com for 
digital magazine news

Digiday.com, emarketer.com, recode.net, TalkingNewMedia.com, marketingmag.ca, marketingprofs.
com, adage.com, unboundmedia.com, clickz.com and mequoda.com for digital marketing news and 
strategic tips

Mashable.com, socialmediaexaminer.com, http://blog.hootsuite.com/, http://blog.hubspot.com/, 
marketingland.com, venturebeat.com and https://twitter.com/mathewi for social media news and 
more

Newswhip http://blog.newswhip.com/ and Shareholic https://blog.shareaholic.com/ for publisher 
insights on social media

Experian.com, mailchimp.com, constantcontact.com, inboxmarketer.com, salesforce.com, forbes.com, 
inc.com and econsultancy.com for email marketing news and tips

Searchengineland.com, searchenginewatch.com, searchenginepeople.com and Google.com http://
static.googleusercontent.com/media/www.google.com/en//webmasters/docs/search-engine-
optimization-starter-guide.pdf for search engine optimization tips

Econtentmag.com, contentmarketinginstitute.com, contently.com, thecontentcouncil.org for content 
marketing news

Share your favourite online marketing and digital publishing news sources with us on Twitter https://
twitter.com/magscanada or LinkedIn https://www.linkedin.com/company/magazines-canada 
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