Pricing & Paywalls
A Guide to Subscription
Pricing Strategies

Introduction

Every media company must
prioritize audience growth and
monetization to thrive. Having a solid
subscription strategy is critical to achieving both
objectives.
In an industry navigating ongoing challenges around subscriber churn
and data privacy, it’s more important than ever for publishers to fine-tune
their subscription offerings to meet consumers’ needs. The right pricing strategy is
integral to your success.
Despite issues around churn and privacy, the subscription business is still going strong. In fact, the
global subscription economy is expected to grow by an impressive 23% this year, from $224 billion in
2021 to $274 billion in 2022. So, how can you take advantage of this upward trend?
A combination of strategic thinking and modern technology can help media organizations create
personalized subscription offerings that keep consumers coming back—even in a landscape filled with
competing choices.
In this white paper, we’ll explore a variety of subscription pricing strategies (e.g. flat-rate, tiered, etc.) that
can help you grow and monetize your audience. We’ll also walk through 9 different types of paywalls
(e.g. hard and soft paywalls) for a subscription platform and advise on which might be the best to use,
depending on your media company’s circumstances. Finally, we’ll present 10 key questions to consider
as you decide on the best path forward for your pricing strategy.
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THE
CHALLENGE

Mitigating churn with
the right subscription
strategy

Preventing subscribers from jumping ship is top of mind for publishers in today’s digitally-driven subscription
economy—and for good reason. Subscriber churn carries a total cost of $136 billion per year in the U.S. alone,
and it’s an ongoing challenge for media companies. To make matters worse, the potential for churn can be hard to
detect before it’s too late, since only one in 26 unsatisfied customers will share their complaints with a business.
“Nowadays, churn happens on four levels,” says Michael Mendoza, Chief Innovation Officer at Lineup Systems.
“The first level is when a user visits your website and never comes back. Then you’ve got your user who registers
an account and never uses it, which is where you have the best opportunity to combat churn because they’ve
indicated interest and they’re in your nurture loop. Then you’ve got your paying customer on a trial offer who
takes the trial and might carry on. Finally, there’s your full-paying subscriber.”
The most important part of any churn activity is during the first three months, and there’s a real drive in the
industry to keep people active during that time period. However, churn is inevitable in certain circumstances.
For example, if an individual’s financial situation changes due to a job loss or a large, unexpected expense, their
subscription to your publication may end up on the chopping block. In most cases, though, media organizations
can and should try to mitigate churn. Having the right subscription strategy plays a key role.

Pricing is a central factor in your subscription strategy and
can have a major impact on your ability to prevent churn. For
instance, you may experience a bump in subscriber churn after
switching from a free offering to a paywall. Or, if you run a trial
subscription at a discount and the difference between your
trial pricing and standard pricing is too high, you may also lose
customers who don’t see the value in the full-price offering.
The key to successfully making a paid or full-price offer after providing a free or discounted trial is to make the
correct paid offer for each individual subscriber. This is how you mitigate churn. The challenge here lies in how
to attract and retain subscribers with personalized strategies tailored to their needs. Of course,
achieving personalization at this level is easier said than done, and data privacy laws have made it even
more complicated. Therefore, having first-party subscriber data is critical for media companies.
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THE
SOLUTION

Personalization and
technology support
subscription success

When it comes to data, publishers have all played the quantity game before. However, in today’s industry
landscape, you must consider the quality of your data to help reduce subscriber churn. How exactly does firstparty data enable you to decrease churn? The more accurate information your media organization has about your
subscribers, their behaviors, and their preferences, the better positioned you’ll be to create offerings they’ll be
interested in on a daily, weekly, or monthly basis—and that won’t make them want to hit the “unsubscribe” button.
Delivering on your customers’ needs is essential because 70% of consumers report that their loyalty is
impacted by how well a business understands their individual needs. In the same vein, today’s consumers expect
personalized subscription offerings. They want the flexibility to sign up for only the content they’re interested
in accessing and expect to only be shown that particular content. They also want to pay for content in a way that
suits them. As such, it’s imperative that your subscription model provides customer autonomy and choice,
which brings us back full circle to leveraging first-party data to offer your audience desirable options.
First-party data enables you to understand what kinds of offerings your subscribers are looking for and what
they need. This data can help you determine the best pricing strategy for your customers, as well as what kind of
paywall you should use.
“By focusing on first-party data, you’re improving the quality of your leads. So, by definition, you should reduce
your churn,” Mendoza says. “You’ve also got so much more segmentation data so that when you decide on your
price point, you’re in a much better position to produce the right price point at the right time.”
However, first-party data is only the first step to creating a personalized subscription strategy. A robust and
clean data set will get you off the ground, but you must also invest in technology that enables you to build hyperpersonalized offerings using that data.

First-Party
Data

+

The Right
Technology

=

Subscription
Strategy
Success

Subscription software plays a key role in your pricing strategy because it can help you focus on nurturing
your audience from initial engagement through the pre-and post-sale buying process so you can
maximize revenue potential and customer lifetime value.
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Modern pricing models
for your subscription
strategy

Once you’ve tapped into your first-party data, it’s time to evaluate the right pricing strategies for your
subscription offerings. Let’s explore six common pricing models.

Adopting a fixed- or flat-rate pricing model means that your
media company sells a single subscription package with access to
a specific amount of content for a set weekly, monthly, quarterly,
or yearly price.

1. FLAT RATE
SUBSCRIPTION

This is a popular option for digital media subscriptions, and
is used by media giants such as The New York Times. The
Times offers unlimited access to its digital publication for a set
price every 4 weeks, regardless of how many articles a reader
consumes in that time period. In this case, the amount of content
available to subscribers in a given month is the entire digital
newspaper.

With this pricing option, you still set flat rates for subscription
packages that include access to a specific amount of content in
a particular time period. However, instead of offering only one
package, you provide a few different tiers each at a flat rate,
increasing in price and including more content in each tier as they
become more expensive.

2. FLAT RATE
TIERS

For example, you may choose to have a $15/month subscription
with access to one section of your newspaper, a $25/month
option with access to three sections, and a $35/month option
with access to the entire publication.

Pricing & Paywalls: A Guide to Subscription Pricing Strategies

8

Modern pricing models
for your subscription
strategy

This pricing model also includes tiered subscription offerings.
However, they’re based on usage rather than a flat rate.
“As the number of units purchased increases and moves into
higher ranges, discounting increases and customers end up
paying less per unit,” according to this article by Fusebill.

3. TIERED
USAGE

For example, often in the education industry, you might decide
to offer subscriptions to enterprise customers where they pay
a certain rate for their first 25 employee subscriptions to your
publication, then a lower rate for employees 26 to 50, then an
even lower rate for more than 50 employee subscriptions.

Adopting a volume-tiered usage model means that—drawing
on the previous example—once a customer subscribes 50
employees to your publication, all subscriptions will cost the
lower price, including those for the first 49 employees.

4. VOLUMETIERED USAGE

While both tiered- and volume-usage models are intended
to incentivize larger orders, a tiered model will likely be more
profitable for your media company, since the difference in cost
between the tiered and volume models is based on the cost
of each employee subscription. This is seen less commonly
in commercial news media, but is often seen with streaming
services.
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Modern pricing models
for your subscription
strategy

With this pricing option, you bill your customers whenever the
amount due reaches a specific threshold. For example, you could
bill for every $50 due.

5. THRESHOLD
(TOP-UP)

“If a subscription is configured to invoice this way, hitting the
threshold can optionally reset the subscription cycle,” according
to Stripe.

A hybrid pricing model means that part of the subscription
you offer can be fixed while part of it can be based on usage.
When it comes to this option, the publishing industry can take
a cue from streaming services, which are far ahead of media
organizations in offering hybrid subscriptions.

6. HYBRID

This option allows for multiple types of pricing models. For
example, perhaps you offer your whole magazine under a
hard paywall for a fixed price, but if a customer only wants
to purchase the business or finance section, you can provide
individual pricing for those sections as well.
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9 paywall options for
publishers

Once you’ve decided on your preferred pricing model, your next step is to figure out what kind of paywall works
best for each product or package you’re selling. The best paywall to use is one that works for both your media
company and your audience to drive subscription sales.
Why use a paywall? “Gating” specific content behind a paywall improves your ability to focus on creating highquality content instead of chasing after advertising revenue. This approach is beneficial to both publishers and
consumers because it enables your audience to enjoy more valuable content while you increase website page
views and boost your subscriber count.
Media outlets and audiences vary widely, and there are many options available to you when deciding on how to
structure your paywall. Let’s walk through 9 different types of paywalls, as well as the benefits and drawbacks
of each.

1.
HARD
PAYWALL

When a hard paywall is in place, such as The Wall Street Journal
uses, all of the content on a website is behind the paywall. This
means that to access any content, a user must subscribe to your
publication.
BENEFIT:
All of your content is monetized
DRAWBACK:
Missed opportunity for potential subscribers to get a
taste of your content and develop brand affinity since
many users immediately leave the website
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9 paywall options for
publishers

All of the following paywall options are soft paywalls.

2.
FREEMIUM
PAYWALL

A freemium paywall, such as The Telegraph and nearly 45% of
media companies use, leaves some content available to the
public for free, while gating higher quality and higher performing
content behind a paywall for subscribers.
BENEFIT:
Potential subscribers can get a taste of your content
and develop brand affinity
DRAWBACK:
Less of your content is monetized

3.
METERED
PAYWALL

A metered access paywall allows the public to read a certain
number of articles on your website for free. This is a popular
option among publishers.
BENEFIT:
Ability to test which number of free articles is most
effective in driving subscriptions
DRAWBACK:
Since readers can access some high-quality content for
free, many users may never subscribe
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9 paywall options for
publishers

Similar to a freemium paywall, this option enables you to implement
a paywall for premium content, but allow users to access other
content on specific topics, such as public health measures, for free.

4.
TOPICAL
ACCESS

In the era of fake news, it’s crucial to ensure that not all reliable
journalism is gated behind a paywall. Encourage collaboration
among your team to decide which content should live behind your
paywall and which should not.
BENEFIT:
You can make valuable information available to all
DRAWBACK:
Less of your content is monetized

5.
VARIOUS
ACCESS
LEVELS

This option enables you to structure your paywall by factors such
as device type and time of day to leverage high-engagement
periods. For example, you could offer unlimited access via mobile
devices from 4 to 6 p.m. during commuting hours, then gate your
content for the rest of the day.
BENEFIT:
You can build relationships with new audience members
by offering free content during high-engagement times
DRAWBACK:
Your content is not monetized all the time, and
implementation is more complex

Pricing & Paywalls: A Guide to Subscription Pricing Strategies

13

9 paywall options for
publishers

Implementing a URL path paywall means that your paywall can
vary depending on whether a user has reached your website
through Google, Facebook, your newsletter, or other means.

6.
URL PATH

BENEFIT:
You can provide a higher level of access for new visitors
who’ve found your content through an advertising
campaign, since those users need to be able to access
the content you’re promoting in your ads
DRAWBACK:
Your content is not monetized all the time, and
implementation is more complex

This option enables subscribers to pay for only the content they
want to access, such as news on weekdays, or the entertainment
section on weekends.

7.
TAILORED
ACCESS

BENEFIT:
Helps increase subscriptions by showing your
audience you’re listening to them and delivering what
they want
DRAWBACK:
Your content is not monetized all the time, and only a
smaller amount of content may be monetized
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9 paywall options for
publishers

Unlike hard and metered paywalls, which simply determine when
the paywall appears, dynamic paywalls are more intuitive. To
achieve this, they require more programming to implement, as
well as a greater level of tech support to operate.

8.
DYNAMIC
PAYWALLS

“Dynamic paywalls present subscription requests and pop-ups
only when the probability of a visitor converting into a paying
subscriber is discovered to be high,” according to this article by
Blockthrough. “To do this, dynamic paywalls analyze data related
to visitor frequency, reading habits, and interests to correlate and
predict how likely they are to turn into a paying subscriber.”
BENEFIT:
Highly personalized and can identify audience members
who are likely to subscribe to your content
DRAWBACK:
Implementation is complex, and can be more costly
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9 paywall options for
publishers

This option enables you to engage audience members who have
blocked ads in their website browser. It works by sending a
request to a user to whitelist your website.

9.
ADBLOCK
8.
PAYWALLS

Dynamic
Paywalls

BENEFIT:
Helps capture otherwise lost revenue if the user
accepts the whitelist request
DRAWBACK:
many users do not accept the whitelist request, which
results in the same issue with hard paywalls—users
simply leave the website

HOW TO CHOOSE THE RIGHT PAYWALL FOR YOUR
PRICING STRATEGY
When deciding which paywall to use with which pricing strategy, publishers should consider their options based
on the descriptions of each, and which serves their company best.
There is no hard and fast scenario that dictates which paywall matches perfectly with a particular pricing strategy.
The right fit for you will depend on the nature of your business as well as the level of support you have. For
example, you’ll need more support in terms of both staff and technology for a hybrid paywall than you will for
a hard paywall.
Having the right technology is critical to support whatever option you choose, and the tech that’s
available to you may influence your decision.
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9 paywall options for
publishers

HOW USER JOURNEYS INFLUENCE PAYWALLS
Creating user journeys based on your audience’s level and methods of engagement is an excellent way to boost
subscriptions.

Users who receive
your newsletter
are 5 to 10 times
more likely to
subscribe to a
paywall.

For example, research shows that users who receive your
newsletter are 5 to 10 times more likely to subscribe to a
paywall, and those who follow you on social media are 4 to
6 times more likely to subscribe.
Building personalized user journeys also enables media
companies to mitigate churn by monitoring slumps in
engagement and acting to re-engage subscribers at risk of
churn.
“The user journey is key to making sure you don’t waste
an offer,” says Dawn Briddon, Director of Product at
Lineup. “One of the challenges publishers face is putting
too many offers in front of too many people. This is known
as subscription fatigue. Every subscription email you send
has to be very meaningful and powerful; otherwise, once
you break the chain, you’ve lost the consumer.”

Publishers must carefully navigate the user journey from when a user is simply a casual visitor, to a registered
user, to a paying contributor, to a fully paying subscriber. The aim is to keep your subscriber “awake” but not
exhaust them with offers and trigger subscription fatigue. Using first-party data alongside your technology is
essential to ensuring you target consumers with the right offers at exactly the right time in their journey.
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What pricing strategy
and paywall is best for
you?

Here are 10 key questions to consider as you decide on the best path forward:

1.

Do you have daily visitors to your website and a solid brand reputation?
A metered paywall based on page views could work well for you.

2.

Does a segment of readers visit your website solely for local arts or sports reporting?
You may want to offer tailored access to a separate subscription product for only your arts or sports
section to increase revenue from this group.

3.

Do your customers value simplicity?
They might prefer a flat-rate or tiered pricing model over a usage-based model.

4.

Do you have demographic information on your subscriber base?
Having this information allows you to segment based on that data, which gives you the opportunity to
present the correct offers to readers.

5.

Are you adding digital as a new channel with different content than your print media contains?
If you’re only converting from print to digital (and not creating new or separate content for your
digital subscribers), a hard paywall is a great option. However, if you’re going to offer more options
with different content on various channels, you may need to consider a more flexible type of
paywall.
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What pricing strategy
and paywall is best for
you?

6.

Are you converting from free online content to paid?
Be sure to think carefully about the right price for your paid offering to mitigate churn.

7.

How many different types of content are you offering? (How varied is your model?)
If your subscription model is highly varied, a paywall that offers you a greater level of flexibility, such as a
dynamic paywall, could work well for you.

8.

What is your subscription target? What is your goal?
You need to set measurable goals when you launch a new strategy in order to see what’s successful. Is
your immediate goal to drive website registrations or to run a high-yield strategy?

9.

Do you want a low- or high-yield paywall?
Consider whether you prefer to get a large volume of content in front of people for a lower cost, or
a smaller amount of high-quality content in front of people for a higher cost. Make sure you’ve also
considered your advertising revenue strategy at this point.

10.

Is your objective to build an audience or increase the quality of your audience?
If your focus is on growing your audience, you may not want to implement a paywall at all.
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Your subscription
strategy — today and in
the future

We’ve now covered the importance of subscription pricing strategies
and 6 different pricing models your media organization can leverage for
audience growth and monetization. We’ve also explored the advantages and
disadvantages of 9 types of paywalls.
Keep in mind that not every subscription is the same. Your company’s
technology must afford you the flexibility to use various types of
paywalls in different circumstances, so you won’t be tied to only one
kind of subscription offering or paywall.
Regardless of whether a specific paywall fits your needs now, you might
need to implement a new strategy in the future. For example, most
organizations quickly evolve out of hard paywalls. A hard paywall can be the
first step on your journey to get used to digital content, but you’ll find that
your company can transition to a hybrid or dynamic model in short order.
“Flexible paywalls are ideal because they can extend to virtual one-to-one
personalized targeting with user journey orchestration,” says Briddon.
Amplio, Lineup Systems’ subscription management software, offers highly
flexible user journey orchestration and integrates with a variety of paywalls.
It allows media organizations to build customized packages for subscribers
using first-party data to create personalized offerings in real-time. Real-time
personalized offers are unique to Amplio, and can help your media business
understand how and when to make the best offer to each subscriber.
If your current tech doesn’t offer you the insight and flexibility you need to
optimize your subscription strategy with the right paywall, book a call with
us today to find out how Amplio can help.
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About
Lineup Systems is a leading global provider of media sales
technology. Its cloud-based system, Adpoint, is a true endto-end omnichannel sales and advertising solution for media
companies who are keen to streamline their operations,
make better use of their data, and boost their sales revenues
for faster growth. In 2021, Lineup Systems launched Amplio,
a ground-breaking subscription revenue management
and monetization system that’s ushering in a new era for
subscription acquisition and management.
For more information or get in touch, visit Lineup.com.
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