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READER SURVEYS FOR CONTROLLED  
CIRCULATION MAGAZINES:  
5 STEPS TO UNDERSTANDING AND ACCURATELY REPRESENTING  
YOUR READERSHIP

BY ELIZABETH HALL, Senior Business Development Manager, Custom Research; Rogers Media

1. WHAT DO YOU WANT TO KNOW?
You will likely be conducting a readership survey to assess two things: audience engagement and editorial.

Audience engagement questions are generally focused on ensuring that you are able to represent your magazine to clients 
and advertisers in the most favourable light. Asking your readers questions such as how many of the past three to five issues 
they have read will allow you to define your population of readers. Asking how much of the magazine they have read (all, 
most, some, etc.) will give you the depth of readership. How many minutes they spend reading (one hour, 45 minutes, etc.) 
will give an average intensity of engagement. Figuring out how many people are reading each copy gives you a total reader-
ship number. Asking about your competitors is completely fair and will give you a comparative understanding. And ask 
what keeps your readers reading: you may be surprised by the answers.

Asking editorial questions is an area where you can have some fun and use your brain. Creative and meaningful questions 
are the best and will show your readers that you understand their world. Avoid wasting time with questions where you 
already (mostly) know the answer. Instead, ask about hot topics and probe on controversial issues. Force your readers to 
express an opinion ask them why they feel that way. Create a sparkling headline and ask if your readers if they agree with it.

2. HOW MUCH IS TOO MUCH? BE CAREFUL OF YOUR SURVEY LENGTH
Keep it short. If you are having trouble minimizing questions, keep only your highest priority ones. In the business this 
prioritization method is referred to as “need to know vs. nice to know.” When determining which questions to include, ask 
yourself, “Will I act on the answer?” If you are not prepared to make a change, don’t waste time asking about it.

Remember that if your survey is too long or boring, this will not only affect your brand image, but will also limit you with 
survey results to people patient enough to make it until the finish, or those who are not very busy and have time to spend 
on long surveys (which may not be the best representation of your readership).

3. REACH OUT TO ASK —SEND AN INVITATION LETTER 
Your readers will want to answer based on their affinity with your magazine. Ideally, an invitation letter will use your brand-
ing to ask for the favour of honest answers and promise a confidential setting. Give a contact email and phone number; if 
there is a problem with the survey, hearing from your readers will give you a chance to fix it. 

4. BEFORE YOU HIT “SEND”—TIPS ON DEPLOYMENT
Pre-test your survey by inviting around 100 readers. Once you get your first few responses, read through them and if every-
thing looks good, launch to your list. This will avoid that awkward moment of inviting everyone only to discover a typo on 
page one or a technical issue that could have been avoided. 

The best time to invite is a hotly debated topic among researchers. In my opinion, the best time to deploy is the time of day 
when your reader is likely to be a bit bored and in front of a computer. For office workers, Friday afternoons seem to work 
well, for pharmacists we discovered it was mid-morning, after the morning crunch was through and before the lunchtime 
rush. There’s a sweet-spot for everyone and knowing your readers’ lifestyles will help you target your survey for maximum 
results.
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5. HOW MANY IS ENOUGH? COUNTING COMPLETIONS
Most surveys have a 1%-2% response rate. This means if you have 10,000 subscribers you can expect about 100 to 200 
responses. This is a perfectly acceptable group from which to draw conclusions that will represent the views of the entire 
population. This only holds true if the rest of the population had an equal opportunity of participating. For example, if 
you sort the list based on age and end up only inviting people under 35, you cannot say their results are applicable to 
the rest of the population. If you have more than 10,000 subscribers, you can randomly select approximately 10,000 to 
represent your readership. 

FINAL TIPS 
Prizes: a prize draw works well and does have an impact on response rates. Ideally the value of the prize should be at 
least $100. 
Share the results: reporting the results in a future issue is a good way to inspire people to click on your survey link next 
time. 


