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Building, growing or maintaining your subscriber file requires tactics to acquire new subscribers, as well as methods 
to retain them. Ideally the two activities should complement each other and be in sync as much as possible. In some 
respects, they need to be precisely aligned. Here are some ideas and recommendations to consider when viewing 
the subscriber journey from acquiring a new subscriber to your publication to turning them into a longer-term 
customer. 

Starting with acquisition, let’s assume that your offer is enticing, the price is attractive, and you’ve hit the target 
market. When building or maintaining the subscriber file each acquisition source needs to be evaluated not only on 
their initial profitability but on their lifetime value. The initial metrics can sometimes mask the long-term view. An 
Agent-sourced subscriber may be inexpensive to put on file, but they don’t tend to renew well, so many of these 
need to be replaced each year as they expire. Be wary of online discount partners for the same reason. In contrast, 
a direct-to-publisher source like direct mail may be more costly to acquire but they can renew better.  

To evaluate all the sources in the mix over a longer period, build a simple Excel spreadsheet that can calculate the 
profitability of a source 3 to 5 years down the road. This would include inputs for response rates, CPMs, billing costs, 
products, etc. at the new business stage, as well as variable renewal rates at each expiration year and the marketing 
and product costs involved. This type of mini-model can evaluate the lifetime value of each source as well as how 
many subscribers remain after 3 or 5 years. 

Aiming to acquire a subscriber for a multi-year term is a great way to convert them. This can take the form of a 
choice of a 1-year or 2-year subscription and incentivizing the second year with a low price (e.g. another year at half 
the price of the 1-year offer). Doing this, you’ll secure the order for a second year and skip the renewal process in 
that first year. By then you have a new subscriber over the first-year conversion hump (where renewal rates are 
typically the lowest). 

Now that you have a new subscriber on file you want to keep them. In general, it’s best practice to use the same 
source to renew the subscriber that was employed to acquire them. So, if direct mail was used to bring them in 
then use this method to renew them as well. Customers have a preferred method of communication and the 
acquisition source is an indicator of that. Of course, we’re all trying to keep costs down and using email to 
communicate is great way to do that. So, introduce email where possible. If you can obtain an email address this 
can be used to add a low-cost effort (or two) into the renewal stream (provided you have the obtained the proper 
permissions under CASL). 

In terms of retention there are two primary approaches to consider. The first is a regular renewal (sometimes 
described a positive renewal). Here the publisher needs to provide the subscriber with an offer to renew (typically 
through a series of renewal notices) and the subscriber needs to take an action (return an order form by mail, renew 
online, or contact the call centre). The second approach is termed automatic renewal. This is set in motion at the 
time of acquisition, where the initial offer includes language along the lines of “Your subscription will be renewed 
each year at the prevailing price. Each year we will send you a notice in advance of your renewal, and you may cancel 
at any time.” Essentially, at the time of the first order the customer is entering into an annual subscription. Taking 
this one step further, getting the subscriber into an automatic credit card stream yields the best net renewal rates, 
as this removes the need to have a subscriber send in a renewal order or payment each year. Like many online 



 

 

services with periodic renewal requiring a credit card (think Netflix) the attrition rate is lower. For a magazine 
subscription this can be as much as 10–15 percentage points higher than a billed automatic renewal. 

Whether the regular renewal or automatic renewal method is used, keep sending either renewal notices or bills 
(whichever case applies) as long as each communication is profitable. Both become less effective as the customer 
moves through the stream, so evaluate each effort individually. If you have more revenue than the cost of the effort, 
it’s worthwhile. And if your last effort is profitable don’t hesitate to add another. You want to retain as many subs 
as possible since they are more profitable in the long term than new business. 

In general, automatic renewal yields better net renewal rates, but adding the automatic language at the acquisition 
stage does suppress initial response. If you have the option, ideally you want to test this from acquisition down 
through to the renewal stream. Automatic renewal removes the need to send renewal notices (vs the positive 
stream) but can increase billing costs, so monitor these so they don’t offset the retention gain. 

Most publishers have a content website and newsletters in addition to a printed magazine. These can be used to 
deepen the engagement that you have with current print subscribers and aid in retaining them. In many cases the 
visitors to your website have come from search and are not a subscriber yet, so this can be a good source of 
inexpensive new business, particularly if they spend some time on the website getting to know and like your content. 
Both the website and newsletters should regularly have subscription offers.  

The marketing efforts to acquire and retain subscribers are important but they do not act alone. Retaining subscribers 
also involves the editorial team as they produce the content that people want to pay for. Marketing should not dictate 
what content goes in the magazine, but they should be aware of the short-to-medium term editorial direction, to 
align the marketing message and adjust when necessary. Review the editorial calendar regularly. Editors typically 
have several issues in progress at once, so it’s usually easy to see the next few issues in advance. Also, have regular 
cover reviews with the editors, particularly if your publication is on newsstand. Newsstand is one part of the public 
face of the magazine and single copy sales are a barometer of the strength of the publication. If the cover is appealing 
and the content is compelling, the copies will sell, and you’ll have a chance to convert these readers into subscribers 
if the offer is enticing. Those insert cards turn single copy sales into subscribers. 

The other key group in the magazine’s success is the customer care team. They are the first to hear the good and 
the bad from subscribers. Ensure they have a method to capture editorial comments that can later be analyzed for 
trends. This will help the editors determine what readers like and dislike. This team will also be hearing about how 
marketing offers are being received. Ensure the call centre is aware of all the offers you are doing so they are not 
caught flat-footed as you could lose phone orders. A portion of the call centre volume will be subscribers wanting to 
cancel. Ask the agents to probe callers to determine the reason for the cancel. If it’s price related, have a discount 
ready and turn those cancels into saves. 

 

 

 

 

 


