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Medill News Leaders Project

2019 Findings

There’s rising urgency 
about the crisis in local 
news, with the next 3 to 5 
years being seen as 
pivotal.

There’s a rapidly 
growing universe of 
nonprofit local news 
organizations helping 
fill the void.

The business model for 
local television news is 
on the cusp of its own 
major disruption.The transition to a 

consumer-pay system is 
seen as a key pathway for 
a sustainable business 
model for local news.

There’s an accelerating 
trend to reduce print 
frequency to cut 
manufacturing and 
distribution costs.



Data scientists and researchers 
from Medill’s Spiegel Research 
Center analyzed more than 13 
terabytes of integrated reader 
and subscriber data from 16 
local news organizations. 

Medill’s Knight Lab conducted 
human-centered design 
research.

The findings are challenging 
conventional wisdom about 
strategy, organization and 
metrics for success.



Reaching for a New 

Business Model

Reader 
Revolution

“This research is really a 
paradigm shift . . . 

It’s a big shift, a huge kind of 
shift in mission.”
- Tom Rosenstiel, Executive Director,
American Press Institute
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The new paradigm for local news
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The importance of high retention rates

Retention 
Rate (r)

Expected 
Payments

Lifetime 
Value (LTV)

.9 10 $92

.92 12.5 $112

.94 16.67 $144

.95 20 $168

.96 25 $202

.97 33.33 $253

.98 50 $337

.99 100 $505

.995 200 $673

1 Forever $1,010

• LTV: discounted sum of future cashflows due to relationship
• Expected number of payments = 1/(1-r)
• This assumes m = $10 revenue per month and a monthly 

discount rate of d = 1%
• Lifetime revenue increases quickly with small changes in the 

retention rate (when it is high, but not low)!

LTV = 𝑚
1 + 𝑑

1 + 𝑑 − 𝑟



Trial offers



New subscriber

contact strategy

Trial 
Subscription 

Payment

Segment 1 
Inactive

Rate Increase

Segment 2 
Active 
reader

Objective 1 
Help them 
find stories

Objective 2 
Expand 

engagement

Contact 1

Contact 2

Segment 1 
Inactive

Segment 2 
Active 
reader



Video

https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.bonjoro.com_t_21b1b0c1-2D9535-2D4551-2D847e-2D275d7c188d74_open-3Fref-3Dcta-2Dbutton-26utm-5Fsource-3Dgreet-5Femail-26utm-5Fmedium-3Dcta-2Dbutton-26utm-5Fcampaign-3Dgreet-2Dcompleted&d=DwMFaQ&c=yHlS04HhBraes5BQ9ueu5zKhE7rtNXt_d012z2PA6ws&r=5IQRwO08qMCqNaBu0hOsTIld9gKOuVK6x7YEiEnqh-0&m=CjERlMjgk-3jG9f5kEtID8avX8PE81Nu0GFxZdvIZEY&s=aW9t-aPC9J1xWGonvx_yY7xKH4JuxhJ4mKS3Uu0HmSk&e=


Studying what drives retention
• We have 19 news organization partners

– Seven large-city news organizations

– 12 small-market news organizations in the Midwest

• For each paper we have …
– Subscriber records for many years

– Click-stream reading data for roughly two years (13 TB)

– In some cases, subscriptions to newsletters

• Estimate multivariate survival analysis models predicting the time until 
churn (canceling) for subscribers, including controls and reading behaviors 
as lagged, time-dependent covariates



Definitions
• Hard churn: cancel subscription payments

– Directly linked to financial outcome

– Difficult for organizations to join it with reading data

– Too late—subscribers give early-warnings signals that relationship is 
at risk

• Need a leading indicator of hard churn:
– Regularity: number of days per month with any reading

– Intensity: number of page views per day of reading

– Depth of reading: time per article

– Breadth: reading many subjects versus few



Reading regularity drives retention
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Regularity reflects habit

• Habit: something that you do often and 
regularly, sometimes without knowing that 
you are doing it

• A news organization that becomes part of a 
reader’s habit becomes essential to that 
person’s life

• Low regularity indicates a “soft churn”



Predict churn among digital-only 
subscribers:

Big 
Market A

Big 
Market B

Big Market 
C

12 Small 
Markets

Regularity (Days) -10.3 -8.5 -5.5 -9.6

Intensity (PV/day) 13.5 2.6 -0.8 4.4

Depth (Time/PV) 2.1 3.6 1.6 1.1

Breadth -7.2 0.37 4.3 0.7

Mobile -3.025 5.3 1.2

Green is good (retention)
Red is bad (churn)

Regularity drives retention

Extent & Depth drive churn

Key question: why would page views be associated with churn?

Z-scores for slopes predicting churn

Mobile varies by market







Test of ad-interference hypothesis

• Predicting churn from reading and control 
variables

• Regularity strongly associated with retention

• After controlling for regularity, there’s a positive 
association between extent and churn—the more 
people read, the more they churn

• Adding an ad-blocker*extent interaction, along 
with control variables, the effect of extent on 
subscription canceling is reduced for those using 
ad blockers!



Predict churn among digital subscribers
Differentiated versus commoditized

Big A Big B Big C Small 12

Mobile -8.71 2.12 -2.30 -2.33

Home page -3.69 1.26 -0.86 -1.29

Differentiated -6.75 -3.60 -2.02 -0.78

Commoditized 33.3 -0.80 -2.45 -4.28

Differentiated drives retention

Commoditized varies by market

• Other drivers of churn (in some markets): Nascar, horoscopes, certain syndicated columnists, recipes
• Other drivers of retention: local food, local entertainment, certain local columnists

Mobile varies by market



How to drive regularity and avoid overload? 
News briefings?

https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-46551986

https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-46551986


Testing Newsletter Hypothesis: Org D

• We have 5,878 digital-only 
subscribers from another news 
organization and know their 
subscriptions to 10 different 
newsletters

• The table gives panel-data slopes 
predicting regularity of reading from  
newsletter dummies- indicating that 
the newsletters increase engagement 
with content and this decreases 
churn 



Testing newsletters: Org B
• 13,439 new subscribers, control for seasonality and 

device
• The number of newsletter signups is associated 

with reducing churn (z=-2.66)
• The number newsletter opened is associated with 

reducing churn (z=-2.92)
• The number of newsletter clicks is weakly 

associated with reducing churn (-2.14)



CLV Calculator
In 3 years:
• Reader equity $4.54M
• 10,780 subscribers



Acquire 200 Trial Subscribers Each Month
In 3 years:
• Reader equity 

increases from 
$4.5M to $5.4M

• Subscribers 
increase from 
10,780 to 15,110



What if we cut advertising by half?
In 3 years:
• Reader equity 

decreases from 
$5.4M to $5.3M



But retention rates should increase
In 3 years:
• Reader equity 

increases from 
$5.3M to $6.5M

• Subscribers 
increase from 
15,110 to 20,487



The effects of pricing
Price per 
Month

Retention 
Rate

Expected 
Payments

CLV

$6 98.5% 64.6

$10 97.2% 35.2

$15 96.3% 27.1

$20 95.7% 23.5

• As price increases the 

retention rates go down



The effects of pricing
Price per 
Month

Retention 
Rate

Expected 
Payments

CLV

$6 98.5% 64.6 $238

$10 97.2% 35.2 $263

$15 96.3% 27.1 $323

$20 95.7% 23.5 $384

• As price increases the 

retention rates go down

• But CLV increases!

• You should test this, but 

sites may be 

undervaluing their 

content



Implication
• Make sure consumers derive value regularly

– Understand your value proposition
– Email updates and newsletters are an obvious way to 

drive regularity, but they should be tested

• Pay attention to the user experience.
– Test effects of advertising and apps

• Not all page views drive retention
– Test effects of commoditized vs. local content



On becoming a service platform

• Focus on creating value for readers

• Then you will become a trusted, regular 
destination, and can act as a broker for the user

• Other organizations will pay for access to readers

• The secret is having the reader’s trust (and data)










