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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Publishers have endured many challenges in recent years whilst adapting to digital technology’s
transformation of the media landscape. As supply in the form of online content exploded over the
last decade, and fierce competition from big tech for advertising dollars emerged, prices on digital
advertising came down and publishers were stuck trading analog dollars for digital dimes. As a result,
traditional advertising-based revenue models are now proving to be less successful than they once
were. The good news is that the industry is seeing an increased willingness among consumers to pay
for content via subscription services. These and other factors have led many publishers to rethink
their revenue models and shift their focus towards increasing subscription revenue as a percentage of
overall revenue.
The COVID-19 pandemic is accelerating this shift in publishers’ revenue sources. It drastically reduced
advertising spend in many key industries, and, according to the WARC’s June Global Ad Trend Report,
advertising investment is excepted to drop 8.1% worldwide this year. Concurrently, consumers are now
spending more time engaging with digital content, which has translated to increases in subscriptions
for many publishers, particularly local news publications. With subscription revenue trending up
and advertising revenue declining, content publishers are following the money and diversifying their
revenue streams more intentionally.
Publishers’ shift towards subscription models will also have an ancillary positive effect on their
advertising revenue. With increasing numbers of subscribers comes increasing volumes and depth
of first-party data. This data can be used to create a single customer identity that can be leveraged
in rich, targeted advertising, which is appealing to advertisers and enables publishers to charge a
premium for their digital ad inventory.
Until now, third-party cookies have played this role, albeit in a less granular way. However, with new
data privacy regulations emerging, such as Europe’s General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) and
the California Consumer Privacy Act (CCPA), as well as major online browsers blocking third-party
cookies by default, many are predicting the “death of the cookie.” Forward-looking publishers are
setting themselves up to capture first-party customer data so that they are no longer solely reliant on
third-party cookies for targeted advertising.
While publishers are clearly determined to increase subscription revenue, they will face substantial
hurdles in doing so effectively. To be successful in effecting this sea change, they must be prepared
to meet challenges around siloed departments, disparate data sets, and technology. Although
businesses seem determined to shift to a more blended model with subscription revenue accounting
for a larger share of the pie, many businesses do not fully grasp the magnitude of the challenges in
front of them. Fortunately, there are options available to help publishers of all sizes overcome these
obstacles, including developing data-sharing infrastructures, removing barriers to inter-departmental
collaboration, and, in some cases, partnering with a trusted third-party vendor to handle data needs.
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INTRODUCTION
Today’s publishers must decide the revenue model that best fits their needs, whether an advertisingfocused model, subscription-focused, or a blend of the two. NAPCO Research surveyed readers of
Publishing Executive (NAPCO is the parent company of Publishing Executive) to uncover:
•

Publishers’ current breakdown of subscription revenue vs advertising revenue

•	The degree to which the industry is moving towards combined advertising and subscription
revenue models
•

Why publishers are/are not shifting revenue models

•

Challenges publishers are facing in shifting revenue models

•

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on publishers’ revenue models

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
NAPCO Research conducted an online survey of publishers using the subscriber database of
Publishing Executive. Survey responses were collected in July 2020. One hundred eight publishing
executives from publishing companies with a minimum of $1 million in annual revenue completed
the survey. Figure 1 below shows a breakdown of respondents by job function, Figure 2 provides a
breakdown of respondent seniority level, Figure 3 shows the breakdown of respondents by primary
business segment and Figure 4 shows a breakdown of respondents by annual revenue.

Figure 1: Respondents by Job Function
Owner/President/Senior Executive Management

39%

Sales/Advertising Management

19%

Publisher/Business Development

15%

Editorial Management

9%

Production/Manufacturing/Operations Management

6%

Digital/Online Media Management
Marketing Management/Events

3%

Audience Development Management

3%

Information Technology Management

Q. What is your job function?
n=108
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Figure 2: Respondents by Seniority Level
C-level (Owner/President/CEO/CTO, etc.)

35%

EVP/SVP/VP

17%

Director

29%

Manager

19%

Q. How would you describe your seniority level?
n=108

Figure 3: Respondents by Primary Business Segment
46%

B to B Publishing
Consumer Publishing

15%

Association/Non Profit
Publishing

9%
8%

City and Regional Publishing
Industry Supplier
Scientific/Technical/Medical
(STM) Publishing
Creative Services/Agency
Other (please speci fy)

7%
5%
1%
8%

Q. What is the primary business of your organization?
n=108
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Figure 4: Respondents by Annual Revenue
63%

$1 million to $10 million
$10 million to $25 million
$25 million to $50 million
$50 million to $100 million
more than $100 million

13%
7%
6%
10%

Q. What is your company’s annual revenue?
n=108

A SHIFT TOWARDS SUBSCRIPTION REVENUE
Historically, publishers’ revenue models often relied almost exclusively on advertising dollars. However,
the digital era ushered in a new, rapidly changing media landscape that has forced publishers to adapt.
In recent years, many publishers have positioned themselves to avoid relying solely on advertising
revenue by turning to revenue models that are based nearly entirely on subscription revenue. Others
have partially adapted to blended models that rely on both subscription and advertising revenue.
The left side of Figure 5 (below) shows the current breakdown of subscription revenue versus
advertising revenue among survey respondents. On average, 28% of the revenue of publishers
surveyed comes from subscription and 72% comes from advertising. Seventy percent of respondents
currently utilize a blended revenue model.
Survey respondents were also asked about their target revenue breakdown in the future. The right
side of Figure 5 shows the target breakdown of subscription revenue versus advertising revenue
among survey respondents. The average target share of subscription revenue is 32%, which represents
an increase of 16% over current levels.
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Figure 5: Current and Target Revenue Breakdown
Current Breakdown (Avg)
Subscription Revenue

Advertising Revenue

Target Breakdown (Avg)
Subscription Revenue

28%

Advertising Revenue

32%

68%

72%

Q. What is your business’s CURRENT percentage breakdown of
subscription revenue vs. advertising revenue?
Q. What is your business’s TARGET breakdown of subscription revenue
vs. advertising revenue in the future?
n=108

These survey responses indicate that publishers plan to move away from an advertising-only revenue
model and that the transition towards subscription is just beginning. Only 12% of publishers surveyed
indicate that their target percentage of advertising revenue is greater than their current levels.
However, more than a third (38%), of publishers indicate that their target percentage of subscription
revenue is greater than their current percentage, and on average these respondents are targeting a
68% increase in the share of subscription revenue over current levels.
Figure 6 further demonstrates the strength of the shift away from advertising revenue and towards
subscription revenue. When asked about their level of focus on increasing subscription revenue as a
share of total revenue, 38% of publishers surveyed indicate that they are either “extremely” or “very
focused” on increasing subscription revenue. This statistic clearly highlights the mindset of publishing
executives: they are determined to grow subscription revenue as a percentage of overall revenue.
Among the 32% of respondents that report they are “not at all focused” on increasing subscription
revenue, most do not currently have any subscription revenue. These publishers are likely either
businesses for whom a subscription model does not fit or businesses that are overly committed to
advertising as the organizational revenue focus.
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Figure 6: Level of Focus on Increasing Subscription
Revenue
38% of respondents are very or
extremely focused on increasing
subscription revenue
17%
32%

Extremely focused
Very focused
21%

Moderately focused
Slightly focused
Not at all focused

11%
19%

Q. How focused are you on increasing SUBSCRIPTION revenue as a
percentage of overall revenue?
n=108

BIG TECH & COVID-19 ARE MAJOR FACTORS IN THE PIVOT
TO SUBSCRIPTION MODELS
Traditionally, marketers have relied on analog media outlets to reach their audiences. With the rise
of the digital age, however, big tech has become a dominant option when it comes to reaching an
audience. Companies such as Google and Facebook scale at many multiples of even the largest
analog media outlets, reaching millions of eyeballs every day. In addition, they collect massive volumes
of data about their users, allowing marketers to easily target them with relevant advertisements.
As a result of big tech’s advantages, many publishers have seen their digital advertising revenue
dwindle in recent years. When asked how they view the rise of big tech as a digital advertising
medium, 58% of publishers report that it is a significant threat to their advertising revenue (Figure
7). This threat has driven many publishers to subscriptions to make up for lost revenue. This is a
phenomenon that is expected to continue to bring pressure on publishers’ advertising revenue as big
tech continues to invest heavily in refining advertisement targeting technology.
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Figure 7: Perception of Big Tech

10%

58% say that the growth of big
tech as a digital advertising
medium is a significant threat to
their ad revenue

10%

Extremely Significant
25%
32%

Very Significant
Significant
Somewhat Significant
Not at all Significant

24%

Q. Choose the statement below that best describes how you see the growth of
big tech as a digital advertising medium (e.g. Google, Facebook etc.) impacting
your advertising revenue?
n=101

However, big tech is not the only factor driving publishers’ pivot towards subscriptions. Respondents
that indicated they were focused on increasing subscription revenue as a percentage of overall
revenue were asked about the level of significance of various factors in driving this focus. Figure 8
displays the responses to various factors, broken out by “Company-Specific Conditions”, “Industry
Conditions”, and “COVID-19 Impact”.
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Figure 8: Reasons for Shifting Towards Subscription
Revenue
Company-Specific Conditions
Very Significant

Moderately Significant

Desire to collect/optimize first party data

Slightly Significant

35%

Anticipated reduction in advertising
revenue

41%

27%

Management is driving the change

17%

36%

24%

Current reduction in advertising revenue

Not At All Significant

26%

33%

21%

11%

24%

38%

8%

18%

26%

15%

Industry Conditions
Increased acceptance of media
subscription models by consumers

29%

We th ink th at is wh ere the media
industry is headed
Reduction in use of cookies

41%

24%
8%

21%

44%
30%

21%

26%

9%
11%

36%

COVID-19 Impact
Impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on
advertising revenue
Impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on
general business climate

30%
29%

26%
30%

24%
24%

20%
17%

Q. How significant are the following factors in driving your focus on increasing
subscription revenue as a percentage of overall revenue?
n=66 Publishers that are focused on increasing subscription revenue as a
percentage of overall revenue

The most significant factor across all categories driving a shift to subscription revenue is the desire to
collect and optimize first-party data. This data can be very valuable, as it allows publishers to build a
view of each individual customer, including their traits, habits, and preferences. This single customer
identity can be used not only to personalize content and increase engagement; it can also be
leveraged for targeted advertising, thereby attracting more advertising dollars.
Interestingly, the least significant factor driving publishers’ focus to increase subscription revenue
is the reduction in the use of cookies. The emergence of data privacy regulations such as Europe’s
General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) and the California Consumer Privacy Act (CCPA)
has hindered the ability of companies to collect cookie data. At the same time, some leading web
browsers are moving to block cookies by default, further impacting publishers’ access to this thirdparty customer data. The fact that publishers do not seem worried about the “death of the cookie”
suggests they might not be shifting towards a subscription model out of fear of losing customer
visibility, but rather out of a desire to seize the opportunity presented by first-party data.
Sixty-eight percent of respondents indicate that the movement of the industry towards subscription
revenue has “moderately” or “very significantly” impacted their decision to do the same. In other
words, the movement of the industry as a whole in a subscription direction has caused them to stop
and take notice. This reveals that most publishers are not only aware of the industry-wide shift towards
subscription revenue shown in Figure 5, they are motivated to follow suit to stay competitive.
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The trend towards increasing subscription revenue as a percentage of total revenue is buoyed by an
increased willingness among consumers to pay for subscriptions. Seventy percent of respondents
report that this factor has “moderately” or “very significantly” driven their focus on growing their
subscription revenue.
While this increased acceptance of media subscription models among consumers was likely underway
before COVID-19, the pandemic has served to accelerate the trend. Consumers are spending more
time engaging with digital media content online during the pandemic, and they are turning to digital
platforms to stay engaged with news about COVID-19. This has boosted subscription numbers for many
publishers, especially for local news outlets. At the same time, advertising revenue has plummeted the
world over as a result of COVID-19, as businesses have tightened up their marketing budgets to stay
afloat. In fact, 30% of survey respondents report the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on advertising
revenue is a “very significant” factor driving their transition towards subscription services, second only to
the desire to collect first-party data. The conclusion is clear: the COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated a
trend already in motion: the move to subscription-based revenue models.
Figure 9 shows the extent to which subscription revenue has buffered the negative effects of
COVID-19 on publishing revenue. Subscription revenue has held steady during the pandemic for nearly
half of respondents (45%), whereas only 14% report that advertising revenue has held steady. Twentytwo percent of respondents have seen an increase in subscription revenue as a result of the pandemic,
compared to the 14% that have seen an increase in advertising revenue. Most strikingly, only 33% of
publishers report a decrease in subscription revenue as a result of COVID-19, versus the whopping
73% of publishers that have seen a decrease in advertising revenue.

Figure 9: Impact of COVID-19 on Subscription and
Advertising Revenue
Advertising revenue decreased by more
than 20% for 32% of respondents
Subscription revenue decreased by more
than 20% for only 9% of respondents

73%

Subscription
Revenue

45%
33%
22%

14%

Increased

14%
Remained the same

Decreased

Q. How has your subscription and advertising revenue been impacted
by the COVID-19 pandemic?
n=102
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Advertising
Revenue

Publishers are noticing the value of subscription services during the pandemic and are reacting
accordingly. Sixty percent of publishers report that they will reexamine their revenue mix as a result of
COVID-19, which very likely indicates that many will push to further increase subscription revenue over
advertising revenue (Figure 10). This reexamination of revenue models is second only to the creation
of new products and/or revenue lines, and reaffirms the assertion that COVID-19 is accelerating the
push to subscription-based models. Among respondents that indicate they will create new products,
many of them are likely referring to digital subscription products.
The third most commonly reported anticipated action is researching or investing in new technology
solutions to increase efficiency and grow revenue. These technology solutions likely include systems
related to subscription services and consumer data, such as Data Management Platforms (DMPs),
Customer Data Platforms (CDPs) and Customer Journey Orchestrators (CJOs). While a trend towards
increasing subscription revenue as a share of total revenue was already under way among publishers,
this transition has been, and will continue to be, accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic.

Figure 10: Long-Term Impact of COVID-19
Create new products and/or revenue lines

71%

Reexamine our revenue mix

60%

Invest in/research new technology solutions
to increase efficiency/grow revenue

53%
48%

Evaluate staffing needs
20%

Evaluate mergers and/or acquisitions

17%

Evaluate a shift in editorial focus
Other

9%

Q. How do you anticipate that your organization will respond to the COVID-19
pandemic in the long term? Please select all that apply
n=108
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Multiple Responses
Permitted

DATA & TECHNOLOGY ARE TOP CHALLENGES IN
INCREASING SUBSCRIPTION REVENUE
The shift among publishers towards increasing subscription revenue over advertising revenue is
welcome news for an industry that has struggled to adapt revenue models in the digital age. However,
it is important for businesses to be aware of the challenges they will face during this transition.
Publishers focused on increasing subscription revenue were asked about the challenges they have
encountered or anticipate encountering as they move towards subscription revenue (Figure 11). Three
of the four most challenging areas involve data: “Barriers to technology improvement” is cited as a
major or moderate challenge by 71% of respondents; “Overall technology challenges” by 69%; and
“Disparate data challenges” by 55%. This suggests that publishers are worried about data: collecting
it, storing it, merging it and making use of it. In our estimation, publishers are right to be concerned
about these challenges, and we’ll highlight several recommendations to mitigate some of these
challenges later in this paper.

Figure 11: Challenges Involved in Increasing Subscription
Revenue
Major Challenge

Moderate Challenge

Barriers to tech nology improvement
(e.g. budget constraints)

30%

Overall technology challenges

23%

Disparate data challenges (e.g. data is
collected and stored in different…

23%

11%

Site redesign challenges

11%

Editorial/content challenges

9%

Management buy-in

9%

20%

45%

29%

20%

29%

38%
24%

20%

38%

39%

21%

30%
33%

6%
17%

33%

32%

8%

24%

32%
35%

9%

23%

47%

12%

Separate advertising and subscription
systems

No Challenge

41%

24%

Reader willingness to subscribe

Reader privacy concerns

Minor Challenge

23%
33%

Q. What level of challenge have you encountered/do you anticipate encountering
in the following areas in your business’s efforts to increase subscription revenue
as a percentage of overall revenue?
n=66 Publishers that are focused on increasing subscription revenue as a
percentage of overall revenue

As the chart above highlights, the shift to blended revenue models will not be without its challenges.
Meeting these challenges head on will require strong interdepartmental collaboration.
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To assess publisher readiness to meet these challenges, publishers focused on increasing subscription
revenue were asked about the level of collaboration they have seen or expect to see between internal
departments as they move towards growing subscription revenue.
A third of respondents report that internal departments are, or will be, “fully collaborating,” with
another 42% reporting “mostly collaborating” (Figure 12). From our industry point of view at NAPCO
Research and Publishing Executive, we know that collaboration during this kind of organization-wide
transition is often harder than it seems. A shift to subscription-based models can impact all or nearly
all organizational departments and can involve many moving parts.
Our assessment is that publishers may be underestimating the challenges ahead of them and may be
taking too optimistic of a view when it comes to their organizations’ ability to come together to drive
organization-wide change. It is likely that many respondents don’t fully understand the extent of the
challenge they will face in aligning their internal teams.

Figure 12: Level of Interdepartmental Collaboration
3%
21%

33%

Fully Collaborating
Mostly Collaborating
Somewhat Collaborating
Not Collaborating

42%

Q. Which of the following best describes how internal departments such as advertising,
marketing, editorial etc. are collaborating/do you expect to collaborate as your business
moves to increase subscription revenue as a percentage of overall revenue?
n=66 Publishers that are focused on increasing subscription revenue as a
percentage of overall revenue
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OVERCOMING CHALLENGES IN GROWING
SUBSCRIPTION REVENUE
In order to successfully pivot towards increased subscription revenue, publishers must be prepared to
overcome common challenges, including departmental silos, disparate data, and technology issues.
It is important, for instance, to remove barriers to interdepartmental collaboration by preparing the
organization to collaborate, developing transition teams, opening communication channels and
establishing methods to resolve internal conflicts.
Developing or purchasing data-sharing infrastructures can also alleviate significant pain points
during the transition. Making a transition to new revenue models with the right technology in place
and the right partners to support them can make the difference between a failed and successful
transition. Publishers who choose to work with a technology partner should take care to research
and vet various providers’ services and product offerings. It is important to find a vendor that offers
a complete package of solutions, from technology systems that bridge subscription and advertising
data, to training and ongoing support.

CONCLUSION
Today’s publishers have learned to adapt in order to succeed in an everchanging media revenue
environment. With publishers seeing digital advertising dollars diminish and consumers showing an
increased willingness to pay for content, many businesses are rethinking their revenue mix.
The industry focus is shifting towards a blended model that emphasizes subscription revenue more so
than ever before. Savvy publishers are embracing this strategy, however it is important that businesses
be aware of common pitfalls during their transition to growing subscription revenue, including
interdepartmental collaboration, data, and technology challenges. While some small percentage may
be equipped to handle these challenges in-house, those that are not would be well-served to partner
with a third-party vendor that can provide an end-to-end revenue management solution.
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WHO
WE
ARE

NAPCO Research crafts custom data-centric solutions that
leverage our highly engaged audiences across the markets
in which we operate, our industry subject matter experts and
in-house research expertise. We partner with our clients to
identify their unique business problem and create solutions
that enable deeply informed decision-making.
NAPCO Research can help with:
• Business goal prioritization
• Opportunity discovery
• Market segmentation
• Landscape insight
• User needs and wants
• Product features and functionality
• Content marketing strategy
• Sales strategy and tactics
• Market conditions
• Benchmarking
• Industry trends
• Brand awareness
Contact research@napco.com to talk with our analysts to find
out how we can help you with your research needs.

WHO
WE
ARE

Lineup Systems is the world’s leading provider of media
sales technology. Lineup’s flagship product, Adpoint, is
the preferred advertising system for media groups such as
Gannett, News Corp, The New York Times, TI Media, Hearst,
Torstar and more. Lineup also offers expert configuration and
development services, empowering media brands to focus
on what’s most important to their bottom lines. The latest
addition to Lineup’s product portfolio is Amplio, a groundbreaking audience monetization platform built to accelerate
success in the subscription economy. For more information or
get in touch, visit lineup.com

Zephr helps leading businesses and brands succeed in the
subscription economy. Using their intuitive, drag-and-drop
platform, global publishing and media companies are able
to create, tweak and implement effective data- & paywall
strategies within minutes, without writing a single line of
code. Zephr’s dynamic Rules Builder allows commercial
teams to capture consensual 1st party data whilst offering
deeply personalised user experiences, empowering them to
rapidly build stronger customer relationships and dramatically
boost ad yields. Find out how Zephr could transform your
monetization mix at Zephr.com.

