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Introduction
The COVID-19 pandemic brought in several changes to the
news media business. The biggest of them is the manifold
increase in consumption of content on the Internet, and the
increase in the number of loyal readers at news sites,
i.e., readers coming back to the site again and again.
These are good indicators of the increase in the trust in
online content of specific publishers, and this in turn
marks an opportunity to get readers to pay for the content they consume online. Loyal readers are established
as being more willing to pay for consuming content.
Several news publishers, especially in developed markets,
have made great strides in capitalising on this new-found
enthusiasm for online content consumption and have
grown their subscription businesses considerably.
Revenue from subscription is not new to the news media
business. The last edition of the World Press Trends
report said revenue from subscriptions (print and digital
together) account for close to 55% of revenue of news
media companies globally.
Faced with a decline in advertising revenue amid high
demand for trusted news and record levels of audience
traffic pushed by the pandemic, publishers in the West
have embraced audience engagement and revenue from
digital subscription as the primary drivers of income
from their digital properties. While revenue from digital
advertising remains a major source of earning for them,
the decreasing yield (revenue per reader) in advertisement income has prompted publishers to make a key shift
towards reader revenue strategies, particularly digital
subscriptions.
Today, for several leading news publishers, revenue from
digital subscription has become a major source of income.
In the Indian context, two major hurdles in pivoting to
the digital subscription business, as reported by many
publishers are:

W the content is not good enough to motivate readers to

W the data capabilities required for the subscription
business are lagging.
In 2021-2022, WAN-IFRA organised a six-month ‘Digital
Subscription Bootcamp’ programme, supported by Meta
Journalism Project India, aimed at helping news publishers in India to launch their reader revenue activity.
The Bootcamp was led by Gregor Waller, Principal Consultant, WAN-IFRA Consulting, along with Ola Henriksson, WAN-IFRA Expert Advisor, Independent Media
Consultant. Six news publishers attended knowledge
webinars and one-to-one mentor sessions to guide them
in their reader revenue projects.
The programme emphasised an audience-first approach
as the first step in digital news business and offered
several suggestions for better engagement with audiences. The programme shattered the mindset hurdle and
resulted in five fantastic projects being presented at the
Digital Media India 2022 Conference in March.

“One of the key
learnings is that we have
learnt about who our loyal
readers are.”
– Gregor Waller

subscribe, and

Subscription Bootcamp

Introduction

5

Audience
Talking about the aims
and objectives, Ola
Henriksson said. “It’s very
much about changing the mindset from reach to e
 ngagement. We
also talked about the importance
and relevance of data, the different
revenue and paywall models, and
we also talked a lot about the user
journey, conversion and retention.”

It helped participants define target audiences for content, and plan digital audience development.

Operation
New skills and capabilities needed to deliver on an editorial and business strategy were identified.

Target group

How it worked

The programme was designed for senior management
executives in the Indian news publishing industry, such
as CEOs, COOs, general managers, vice presidents of
advertising and marketing, audience engagement leads,
editors-in-chief, executive editors, managing editors,
digital editors and mid-career leaders who are being
groomed for promotion.

The Digital Subscriptions Bootcamp, India 2021,
aimed to equip and coach leaders who are tasked with
quick-starting digital revenue activities with the tools
to reduce the time-to-market for paid content product
development and to substantially increase the chances of
success for those projects.

Participants were given insights, know-how and tools
to execute a transformation strategy. There was a lot of
emphasis on increasing the engagement with readers,
thereby encouraging them to become subscribers, while
simultaneously reducing subscriber churn – in consonance with the adage – ‘Engaged readers do not churn.’

The programme was built on the fundamental global
learning from successful reader revenue strategies that a
pivotal shift takes places: moving from a reach-based advertising model to the generation of audience engagement
(and revenue from digital subscription).

At the conclusion of the programme, each participating
publisher presented the learnings they had gleaned from
experiments conducted on the basis of the programme,
and their progress thus far.

The programme, spread over a six-month period, in
cluded webinar sessions to teach theory and practice and
discuss case studies from across the world, guest interview sessions, hands-on work by participants on projects
framed to result in an actionable plan to deal with a golive challenge at the participants’ companies, and one-onone mentoring / coaching sessions where queries from
the participating companies were answered.
The Bootcamp was structured to deal with various facets
of the focus issue:

Strategy & Culture
The aim was to develop and lead change to build an innovative culture with cross-functional teams.

From experiments in increasing engagement, to launching newsletters for different segments of readers, from
tracking media engagement time, metered paywalls and
brand lovers to the launch of new products, the Bootcamp triggered several new initiatives from the participating publishers towards wooing reader revenue.
We present case studies of the experiments by five publishers in the Bootcamp to serve the interests of publishers in general and inspire many more new initiatives.
The case studies are based on reports presented by the
publishers after the Bootcamp, and published on the
WAN-IFRA website.

Publishers in the programme
Anandabazar Patrika, Deccan Herald, Indian Express,
Malayala Manorama, Mathrubhumi, and The Print.

Journalism & Business
It worked towards developing editorial and business
v isions for news organizations to address different revenue streams.
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Case Study 1 – ABP Digital

ABP Digital focuses on
engagement as it ramps up
the reader revenue journey
In 2021, executives at India’s ABP Digital, publishers of Anandabazar.com among other
products, decided to begin moving the company towards a business model based on
reader revenue.
Dipanjan Dutta, Head of Business Operations, ABP Digital, credited the Bootcamp 2022 organised by WAN-IFRA and supported by the Meta Journalism Project India,
with helping the organization accelerate its plans.

The goal
The question that ABP addressed, Dutta said, was, “How
do we move from volume metrics to content quality metrics, and embark upon a reader revenue journey?”

The path chosen
The answer, the company realised, lay in focussing on
engagement, and improving it. So they decided to concentrate on two key metrics:

As part of the process, Dutta said ABP Digital undertook
experiments to improve engagement at three levels by
using:

W Story-level experiments such as modifying print
headlines for online content, and including sub-headlines in all articles

W Site-wide experiments including the production of
premium content and deepening multi-media content,
such as videos. (At the Bootcamp it was stressed that
premium content does not mean that a story is “exclusive,” but rather that it has a unique angle or distinct
perspective for a publisher’s audience.)

W Cultural alignment, which meant getting everyone to
focus on not only reach but also engagement.

a) The amount of time readers spent on a page
b) The number of pages they looked at per session.

Subscription Bootcamp

Case Study 1 – ABP Digital
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He added that while ABP Digital had produced premium
articles in the past, the crucial difference now was that
they were doing them in a much more structured, measured and focussed manner.

Achievements
Dutta said ABP’s engagement scores, which were between
40 and 60 for the premium articles, had greatly improved.
“We have recorded about 80 percent growth - so it’s a
brilliant response that we have seen from the audience,”
he said.
ABP Digital also introduced a curated topical section,
which at the time of presenting the report, was focused
on the war in Ukraine. “This section is extremely important, and gets great traction,” Dutta said. “What we really
need to do is curate all stories related to a certain event
or a developing situation. We want to build on the fantastic response we have got,” he said.
“Once the leadership was aligned,” he continued, “we
drilled down the length and breadth of the editorial
team, which was crucial for individual responsibility and
accountability to drive it.”
Along with this, they are tracking things such as the five
best engagement stories, as well as the five that underperform the most. These metrics are sent to the staff
every morning in the form of a report.

Three key outcomes
The Bootcamp and the processes developed through it
have led to three key outcomes:

W A change within the user groups (Fans / Heavy users /
Casual users)

Dutta conceded that the base that ABP Digital started
from was small, but emphasised that the score nevertheless reflects “an incremental jump, which he described as
“absolutely motivating.”
“What we see is a great starting base,” Dutta said. “But
there’s a long way to go before we can say that the base is
significantly large,” he however noted.

Challenges
ABP Digital faced four main challenges in its journey of
transition to a reader revenue model:
1. Aligning business and editorial to focus on engagement
“It was hard for us to talk about engagement beyond
the pageviews and unique users, but that was the first
thing we had to do for ourselves and then get editorial
into the boat,” Dutta said.
2. Introducing new skillsets and multimedia and premium content
“It’s a different ballgame. How do you create a whole
structure to focus on premium content? That is a
change that we need to build in.”
3. Making the organisation nimble across product,
editorial and audience development to test and learn,
and then move forward quickly.
“We shouldn’t be waiting until the flavour is gone,”
Dutta cautioned.

W A change in average time spent

4. Investing in new tools for A/B testing, etc.

W A change in the overall engagement score

However, Dutta said, the way that these challenges were
faced, and the outcomes from them, have proved worthwhile.

Dutta sees a 15 percent growth in the fans and a 60 percent growth in heavy users.
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Each segment of users has increased in terms of the
average time spent on content on the website. Among the
fan cohort, it has gone up about 28 percent. Among heavy
users it increased by 22 percent, and importantly, even
the casual users increased time spent by 18 percent.
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Key Learnings
Dutta considers ABP Digital’s cultural shift as the most
critical element. “All of us across business and editorial
were talking about reach in terms of page views and
users. But now, we’re talking of reach plus engagement.
It’s critical to have engagement in any of our discussions
about what we are doing,” he stressed.
“What we have done is to create this whole measurement
of the engagement score,” he explained. “Unless you measure it, you don’t see it, and unless you see it, you don’t
know which way it’s going. So, the measurement has been
absolutely important. Based on that, we have continued
the analysis and more importantly, debate. It is important to have a healthy culture of debate within the editorial business and product development teams, relating to
which experiments to take up, how to tweak something
that wasn’t working, etc. I think this is the best outcome
of this engagement that we are going through today.”

What next?
Going forward, Dutta said they are aiming to do a broader redesign of the articles page to introduce a summary
and include more dynamic infographics and more highlighted quotes, as well as polls around articles.
They are also planning changes in site-wide content and
other experiments including redesigning the homepage.
“We want to look at redesigning the homepage itself for
improved visibility and discovery of stories so that we
have more reads per session,” he said.

Summing up
“Change is in the air. The subscription journey is a reality
– the reader revenue strategy is being accepted across all
departments We all know that engagement is the way
forward, and learning has to be nimble,” Dutta concluded.

Subscription Bootcamp

Dipanjan Dutta
Head of Business Operations,
ABP Digital

Case Study 1 – ABP Digital
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Case Study 2 – Deccan Herald

How Deccan Herald
increased monthly users by
10 percent in three months
Deccan Herald, the flagship English daily from Bengaluru headquartered at The Printers
Mysore Limited, has been active in digital media space since 2018 and has a successful
ePaper subscription business.
The goal
Deccan Herald aims to enhance engagement with the
readers, and eventually develop exclusive subscription
product / sections that can be behind a paywall.

The path chosen
Deccan Herald opted for a two-pronged approach to the
challenge of increasing revenue through reader engagement.

W Enhancement of user engagement
W Development of loyal readers
W Acquiring user-sign-ups /user data

During the Bootcamp, they also began an analysis of engagement score. “We have been doing constant analysis
of the engagement score and a weekly analysis of the
engagement percentage to understand every story that
gets a higher engagement score for us,” she said.

Subscription Bootcamp
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On the one hand, it focussed on data analysis for
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Riya Chakraborty, Manager – Data & User Engagement,
The Printers Mysore, which publishes Deccan Herald,
among other news brands, said as part of this process,
they did an analysis of those who love their brand, and
loyal readers. For each category and article, they tried
to understand how their brand lovers and loyal readers
were interacting with the content. Based on this analysis,
the editorial team worked on categories that were found
to be highly engaging.

The aim, she explained, was to find out how and why
those articles were returning the high scores.
Next, they began adding in more text links within articles, which has helped the recirculation of their other articles by 5 percent within the website, Chakraborty said.
Another major project was a newsletter initiative.
“We designed curated newsletters for our readers from
different segments to engage them and gain user signups,” Chakraborty said.
This initiative was based on the premise that the newsletters would help the publication increase subscriptions
and gain access to first-party data, and thereby add more
users and readers to their brand loyalty base.
“Also, with the newsletter programme we intend to
increase user engagement and create touch points for
readers to land on our website in an easy and hassle-free
manner,” Chakraborty said.
In all, they have planned seven topics for newsletters, of
which two are ‘live.’
Keeping in view the election schedule, she said they had
decided to start with a political newsletter they are calling “DH Political Theatre.”
The second is a newsletter called “Top News of the Day,” it provides a breakdown of the major developments on
that particular day.
Other newsletter topics are: DH Video on Demand, Best
of DH Opinion, Tune in to DH Radio, The DH Sportsletter, and DH on Weekends.
“We designed an overall journey where a user would be
able to discover our newsletters,” Chakraborty reported.
“We created a button for the newsletters, a Call to Action
(CTA) button on the menu page for users to discover the
newsletters landing page. We also have an opt-in widget
present on different article pages, so that users can signup directly from that for our newsletters.”
She noted that readers can either sign up for a newsletter
on a particular topic of interest, or for all the newsletters
at once.

Subscription Bootcamp

Achievements
Chakraborty said every metric they were tracking saw
gradual growth from November 2021 through January
this year.
“From November through January our website’s monthly
active users gradually increased by around 10 percent.
Our website sessions have also seen an increase of
around 20 percent within this three-month span,” she
said, adding, “Our brand lovers increased by 1 percent
each month, and loyal readers increased by 36 percent
during the period.”
And after five issues, the Political Theatre newsletter had
resulted in a “substantial number of users” and an open
rate of around 27 percent, she shared.

Key Learnings
Chakraborty named three key learnings from the
Bootcamp:

W The need for an in-house ‘Growth Team’ – One was
set up, and has helped identify challenges and come
up with effective solutions.

W The need for engagement analysis - Evaluation of
the engagement score of articles and categorisation
as resonating with Brand Lovers or Loyal Readers;
understanding which types of articles are performing
well. The percentage of returning readers was also
analysed.

W The need for better understanding of reader preferences with relation to both consumption patterns and
category of news, through newsletters

What next?
As they proceed on the journey, Deccan Herald plans
to begin experimenting with different subject lines for
newsletters and analyse the results.
“We are currently bringing out the newsletter on Saturdays. We are planning to analyse our results and experiment with a different day of the week and see how our
open rate changes,” Chakraborty shared.

Case Study 2 – Deccan Herald
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In addition, she said they plan to take their newsletters
forward and experiment with different sets of audiences.
Deccan Herald also intends to do a complete newsletter
marketing programme.
“We plan to use social media marketing for promoting the
newsletter to our readers,” Chakraborty said. “Also, we
want to leverage our existing base of mobile app users
and send automated and scheduled notifications for
newsletter sign-ups.”

Summing up
These measures will facilitate different campaigns
with the focus on specific audience groups for ads,
Chakraborty concluded.

Riya Chakraborty
Manager – Data & User Engagement,
The Printers Mysore
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Case Study 3 – Malayala Manorama

Bootcamp helps
Manorama Online boost its
Media Time by 15 percent
Manorama Online is part of a legacy media operation with a 130-plus year history. It is
the online division of Malayala Manorama, a daily morning newspaper in the Malayalam
language based in Kottayam, Kerala, at the southwestern tip of India. The company has
numerous other publications too.
The goal

Tracking exercise

Arun Rahim, Manorama Online’s Head of Business Development, said the company took part in the Bootcamp
as part of their efforts to build the subscription product
for Manorama Online, which they are planning to launch
in the near future.

Increasing registration was one of the goals of that experiment and as part of that, he said they started tracking
how users navigated their site and at what point they
dropped out. “Each event was something we tracked to
understand where we were facing dropouts,” Rahim said.

The main objectives of the programme, which involved
six individual modules with coaching sessions in between, were to help the publishers with ways to drive
engagement and grow digital subscriptions.

They also started tracking daily logged-in users and
additional metrics.

He shared their learnings and the results of the big project they undertook as part of the programme.

The path chosen
Something that stood out right from the start was the
importance of tracking certain metrics.
“One of the metrics we tracked from the beginning of the
Bootcamp was Media Time, which is basically an aggregate of all of the time that all of your users spend on your
content,” Rahim said.
“When we decided to go to a subscription model, we started working on premium content. We thought we should
have a freemium model, where premium content would
either be behind a datawall or a paywall, and that is how
we started creating premium content,” he explained.

Premium content does not
mean ‘exclusive’
Another key issue for Manorama Online was the question
of how to define premium content.
Rahim noted that Gregor Waller reminded the teams
throughout the process that “premium is not a function
of exclusive topics.” Rather, the participants learned, an
important feature of a premium story is that it adds context for the audience.
The editorial team began to understand that and also
started coming up with articles that were not exclusive
by any means, but had context and some value added to
them, which made them eligible for the ‘Premium’ tag,
Rahim said.

Tweaking UI
Several different experiments were also conducted with
regard to the user interface (UI) of their datawall.
“We changed the colour. We changed the text. We made
it simple. We changed the wording from “Register” to

Subscription Bootcamp
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“Create an account.” We added Malayalam to it because
we are a Malayalam language site,” Rahim said.

Kerala, India

Achievements
Manorama Online increased their Media Time metric by
15 percent during the Bootcamp programme, Rahim said.
He credited this increase in large part to the use of tactics
shared during the programme regarding premium articles, such as creating headlines that have more context.
Manorama Online also increase their overall registered
users during the process by 28 percent.
Rahim identified the changed perception of the concept
of ‘Premium’ and the experiments on the user interface
and datawall as the factors that helped achieve this.

Key Learnings

Arun Rahim
Head of Business Development,
Manorama Online

W Keep things simple
A key learning for Manorama Online, Rahim said,
was “the simpler the better.”
“Your users don’t want to go through a complex maze.
They just want to have a very simple registration
process,” he said.

W Article value
Other experiments showed that, more than the segments and the categories, it was clearly the articles
per se that were driving the registrations. If you have
an article tagged as premium and you don’t really put
it out there for users to see, and you don’t make an
effort to give a good headline, it won’t work.

What next?
“We want to try further experiments on registration walls.
And when we start with the paywall, we want to experiment with that as well”, Rahim said.

Summing up
“This whole process is an iterative process: you keep
learning, and you keep testing and you keep finding
out that some things work and some things don’t work,”
Rahim said.

If you work on your articles, it’s definitely going to
trigger registrations,” Rahim said.
He gave an example of an article that worked well
for them – it was related to the death of cricket star
Shane Warne from a heart attack at the age of 52. The
story discussed the health aspects of over-dieting and
not eating. “That article triggered the most registrations for us that day,” Rahim said.
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Case Study 4 – Indian Express

How The Indian Express
is strengthening its
subscription business
The Indian Express Limited is one of India’s legacy media organisations with 90 years in
the journalism business. It is now in the process of transitioning from print to digital.
The company’s flagship brand is The
Indian Express (a national daily).
Other major publications such as
The Financial Express (a business
daily), Loksatta (a Marathi daily)
and Jansatta (a Hindi daily) make
up some of its biggest subsidiary
offerings.

The goal
From March-May 2020, the brand
removed its ePaper from behind a
paywall and reintroduced it towards
the end of May after carrying out a
few pricing experiments to cater to
multiple audience segments and user
needs.
Shyamal Datta, the Principal
Product Manager of Indian Express,
talked about the challenges and
learnings from its newly-launched
subscription business.

Subscription Bootcamp

The path chosen
Indian Express’ subscription journey
The Indian Express put its ePaper – its only paid product at that time – behind a paywall in December 2019, just three months before the COVID-19
lockdown began.
Consequently, advertising revenue and print circulation took a hit. The
company spent April and May 2020 putting its resources and energies into
experimenting on how to strengthen and expand its subscription offering.
The company continued its experiments in the following 6-7 months and
launched a metered paywall on The Indian Express Digital in August 2021. In
January 2022, the brand launched full digital access and a combo, offering
digital access and the ePaper.
Currently, two ePaper subscription packages are available – a yearly subscription at Rs 1,499 (€ 17.90) and a 2-year subscription at Rs 1,999 (€ 23.87).
Subscribers have access to ePaper archives, exclusive invitations to IE events,
ad-lite experience on the IE app, and free health insurance (which is something that is typically far less expensive than in other parts of the world).

Case Study 4 – Indian Express
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The digital subscription offering, called Express Premium, also includes two plans – a yearly package at Rs
1,399 (€ 16.71) and a 2-year package at Rs 1,799 (€ 21.49).
Subscribers get access to daily premium stories, access
to exclusive newsletters and an ad-lite experience on the
IE app.

Based on the feedback, we created a conversion funnel
that was benchmarked against our understanding of the
industry,” said Datta. “Since subscriptions in India are at
a very nascent stage, most benchmarks are not publicised
against a standard mark, because of which we had to
work off of assumptions.”

Six stages of the subscription journey

Below are a few experiments The Indian Express conducted to optimise the subscription journey for its users
as well as for the company.

IE’s ultimate aim was to improve the subscription journey, which it viewed as a six-step process.

W Acquisition: Get an increasing number of visitors to

Experiment 1: Improve low sign-up ratio

use the product through sign ups and free registrations.

W Engagement: Experiment with ways to revise the
content offering to maximise pages per session and
the time spent.

W Loyalty: Calculate how frequently a user is visiting
the website through the Data Interface Unit and
Monthly Active Users.

W Conversion: Turn first-time registrations and repeat
visitors into paying subscribers.

W Renewal: Find ways of retaining subscribers and keep
them coming back regularly.

W Referral: Aim to satisfy users to the degree that they
will refer the product to someone else.

Boosting registrations and reducing churn
The subscription and growth trajectory was challenging.
The initial user registration rate was low and the monthly
churn rate was extremely high at 80 percent.
The visibility of the ePaper and premium paid articles
was limited, which led to the brand having to constantly
acquire new subscribers to maintain the base level of
subscription revenue. To get to the root of the problem,
the company asked subscribers for feedback about how
they perceived the product and the overall user experience.

When IE launched digital subscription, a user, upon visiting the login page, was given the primary option to sign
up via their email ID or phone number, while signing up
through social media was a secondary option.
The brand switched the position of the two sign-up methods and saw a 4 percent increase in the registration rate.

Experiment 2: Increase the
Click Through Rate (CTR)
The brand produces around 300-400 premium stories on
its website each month, which were experiencing a low
CTR. To combat this, the company tested these stories
with two headlines and found that the better headline
led to an average of 20 percent higher clicks as well as an
increased amount of time spent on the particular story.

“We spoke to a cross-section of paid subscribers via our
Product and Marketing team to understand the rationale
of them purchasing and reading The Indian Express.
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Experiment 5: Increase
visibility of premium stories

Experiment 3: Combat ban on
recurring payments

Experiment 5: Increase visibility
of premium stories

The brand had initially launched its digital access with
a monthly and a yearly plan but the 2021 Reserve Bank
of India regulation banning recurring payments and
requiring a user to authenticate them threw a spanner in
the works.

The company tried repurposing popular, archival content
that was still witnessing traffic and promoted that as
premium content.

The company scrapped the monthly plan and replaced
it with a 2-year subscription package. While this move
helped in increasing the Average Revenue Per Unit
(ARPU), it reduced the number of transactions since
some people could not afford the more expensive plan.
“We might try to win back lost subscribers once the
recurring payment issue gets resolved, but as of now, the
current plans seem to be working best for us. They have
also helped in increasing sales value by more than 10
percent over the last three months,” Datta said.

Experiment 4: Lower the churn rate
With an 80 percent monthly churn rate, the brand found
that while users were actually happy with the services
provided, they were not being reminded enough to renew
their subscriptions. To combat this, the brand set up
automated renewal reminders via e-mail and SMS, which
increased the renewal rate by 5 percent. “This 5 percent
might look like a small figure but cumulatively, it adds to
the overall revenue over the years,” Datta noted.

Subscription Bootcamp

Although this move did not translate to substantial
conversions, it increased the visibility of new premium
stories. “This also led to a mind shift with the user that at
some point they will have to pay for the services provided
by IE,” Datta said.

Achievements
After implementing the aforementioned experiments over
three months, the company has seen a distinct revenue
increase.

Key Learnings
The brand has realised that its priorities will need to
change to varying degrees in relation to a shift in focus
on the number of subscribers, ARPU or sales volume.
“Unless we have user details, we can’t be sure of how they
are going to interact with us in the coming years. The
more registrations we have, the better the position we
will be in, to personalise the user journey and be able to
protect our ad revenue,” Datta said.

Case Study 4 – Indian Express

17

“We also learned that the definition of perceived value
can be different for users and the business. So, the way
we see value as publishers, editors or product managers,
might be completely different from how users are getting
value from our products.”

What next?
The company has plans for several more experiments,
which include:

W Multipage vs. Single page checkout: Currently,
IE has a single page view comprising subscription
package details, login options and payment details,
which has led to confusion among smartphone users.
The company plans to conduct A/B testing on making
this a multiple-page process to make it more mobile-friendly and see which version works better.

W Auto upgrade to a higher plan: To make the experience convenient for users, the company now delivers
its ePaper via WhatsApp and e-mail. While this has
helped in ease of navigation, it has also completely
removed the need for an ePaper subscriber to visit
the website. To combat this, the brand will test auto
upgradation from ePaper to ePaper plus digital access.

W Multiple plans with different tenures: Expanding
subscription offerings with more focussed plans will
be explored.

Shyamal Datta
Principal Product Manager,
Indian Express

W Optimising the app for loyal users: The IE mobile
application is still not optimised and is more of a
reflection of the website. This will be changed in due
course.

W Automating response to payment failures: This will
be put in place going forward.

Summing up
The Indian Express expects to take the learnings from
the Bootcamp forward in its quest for improving the user
experience and protect revenue.
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How India’s The Print
grew engagement by
nearly 40 percent
Despite its name, The Print is actually a pure digital play that was
launched in August 2017. On its website, it has the stated aim to have
the substance of print, and the reach of digital.
With a staff of about 100, The Print is focused primarily
on news relating to politics, policy, government, governance and strategic affairs, said Utsah Kohli, Head of
Strategy & Execution.

The goal
The overall intention was to move from advertising to
reader revenue.
While The Print was initially financed largely through
advertising, Kohli said that during the pandemic, they
began asking readers for financial support. They also
began thinking about moving towards a more reader
revenue-supported operation overall.
The Bootcamp came at an opportune time for them, she
said, because they were in the process of trying to figure
out whether they should have a log-in, or a paywall, as
well as whether they could benefit from having a premium offering only for subscribers.

The path chosen
The organisation decided to go in for

W Automation, especially in the area of handling their
wire service stories

“We were not tracking ‘brand lovers’ before the Bootcamp,” Kohli said. “In fact, we did not know much about
brand lovers earlier, and we were using the general GNI
metrics of unique users and how many people were coming to our website. But once we started tracking brand
lovers, within a very short span of time we were able to
increase the numbers by about 14.5 percent.”
Elaborating on the new products, she said the aim was to
get new readers to try out The Print’s content.
“We launched products around trends,” Kohli said. “We
launched products on strategic affairs. We launched
products on security. We launched a number of different
products to cater to the different audience personas, and
we felt that this got different audiences to come and try
out The Print.”
Among these offerings were curated newsletters, events,
and opportunities to speak directly with reporters, who
also began sending monthly reports to subscribers.
“There was an increase of 48.1 percent in engagement
rate, purely during the period of the Bootcamp, so I think
these experiments really helped us,” she said.
“We are growing at a phenomenal month-on-month rate,”
she added.

W Tracking, in particular paying closer attention to their
“brand lovers”

W New products, including newsletters and offering
readers opportunities to speak with journalists.
She expanded on a couple of these points.
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Helping new subscribers form daily habits
Kohli also noted that The Print put an engagement strategy in place that focused on the formation of daily habits
early in the life of a subscriber.
“I think this really helped in retaining the subscriber at
the early stage. It was also key to reducing churn because
we figured out that anyone who engaged with our newsletters early, have stuck on, and they’ve renewed their
subscription month-on-month or annually. So this was
something that was very critical for us,” Kohli said.
The big project undertaken by The Print during the Bootcamp was the launch of a project they called S.P.A.R.K.,
which focused on the Subscription module, Premium
offering, and also worked on data, which was Reader
Knowledge.
The aim was to help The Print use the subscription model
to get more data, she said.

Challenges
Kohli shared that one challenge they faces was that 80
percent of the readers wanted to consume news for free.
“When we did the audience survey, we figured out that
while 20 percent said ‘Yes, we believe that good news
needs to be paid for,’ 80 percent said ‘If you put up a
paywall, we will leave.’ So that was a concern: How do we
keep our readers, but keep our month-on-month ARPU?
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A second challenge was changing the skillsets of their
own staff.
Most of the people The Print hired on the editorial side
primarily had print backgrounds. So when they came
to work for a digital publisher, they needed to quickly
upgrade their digital skill sets to be able to take videos,
photographs, speak on podcasts and so on.
“There were multiple skills to get on a digital platform,”
Kohli said. “I think a lot of people were able to acquire
these very successfully. People who are successful on the
digital platform are people who have quickly upgraded
from the print mentality and moved on to a digital mentality where they are looking at doing quality stories but
in multiple different formats.”

Achievements
“Our website engagement from the period starting 29th
October to mid-February grew by 37.7 percent,” said
Utsah Kohli.

Key Learnings
“We figured out that articles that were published early in
the day got a lot of traction. We got 50 percent more page
views for articles that were published before noon. And
if we only looked at the exclusive articles published by us,
that was about 78 percent,” said Kohli.

This gave us an idea to create buckets of readers and create simpler offerings that helped to convert more readers
to become subscribers.

This led The Print to change up their news cycle in order
to start pushing out more stories before noon.
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They also realised that relevant themes for the newsletters helped to increase open rates by about 8 percent,
she said. Making sure the newsletter’s subject line was
specific to the main story was helpful too.

What next?
Kohli said The Print’s next focus will be on more exclusive content.
“We have realised that our readers, our user base, want
premium offerings. They want deep dives. They want
investigative reports. And they are willing to pay money
for that,” she said.
The second focus is a stronger emphasis on readers.
“We need to get the reader in the middle of what we’re
doing, and I think a sharp reader focus is something that
is very critical for the organisation now,” she explained.
In addition, they plan to experiment with different formats.
“While we are digital and have been doing a lot of podcasts and YouTube videos, we are also looking at putting
different elements in our stories,” she revealed. “We are
looking at how we use cards; how we do infographics;
what kinds of graphics could work. So, we are experimenting with different formats, and that is also leading
to increased traction in getting readers to our website.”
They have also tweaked the editorial structure, and are
now looking at ‘speed news,’ she revealed.
“We have a speed news desk that is constantly pushing
out breaking news and important news that is very time
bound. And secondly, we have somebody who is helming
the premium desk, whose only focus is getting out exclusive, premium articles,” she added.

Utsah Kohli
Head of Strategy & Execution,
The Print

Summing up
Kohli credits The Print’s successes to their strong reader
focus. “We believe that a reader is central to whatever we
do,” she said.
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In Conclusion
The Bootcamp programme achieved its aim of guiding Indian publishers towards a reader revenue model more suited to the evolving global
scenario, and providing them much-needed impetus in this direction.
It was evident that all the publishers have started looking at
metrics differently and taking
efforts to increase engagement
with readers. While not all
publishers have put their sites
behind paywalls, premium sections in their sites and freemium
offerings are encouraging signs
of movement in this direction.
The Indian news media market has always been very much
‘reach (or) traffic-oriented’. But
it is no exaggeration to say
that this Bootcamp triggered a
change in the in the mindset of
these publishers, who are now
looking at more sustainable
business models and are taking
steps to make them more premium-oriented.
As the first movers in this new
business direction, they are sure
to have a rewarding experience.

Consolidated learnings
W The participants in the Bootcamp realised that a cultural
or a mind shift is a necessary prerequisite for a successful
changeover from a print and ad-based revenue model to
a reader-revenue one.

W Reader engagement, they found, is a key factor, and
there needs to be metrics to measure this.

W They understood that user data in relation to registrations, loyal readers and brand lovers, among other things,
is critical to formulating future strategy. There also needs
to be better understanding of what draws readers, in
terms of both consumption patterns and news categories. Newsletters on specific subjects are a way of gauging the latter.

W The perception of the value of an article by a publisher/
editorial may not necessarily be the same as that of the
user/reader, the participants learned. So, it is important to understand what the reader considers valuable,
and cater to that. Articles have to be presented in a way
that appeals to the reader, including thoughtfully crafted
headlines, and optimally timed uploads, in order to woo
subscriptions.

W For attracting and retaining readers, simplicity of the registration and navigation processes is also important it was
found, leading to the understanding that this has to be
kept in mind at the designing stage of a digital product.

W Overall, the Bootcamp was a learning experience for all
participants, and they have determined to go ahead with
the processes that have been initiated, using the inputs
they gained to experiment, chop and change till they find
the right fit for themselves.
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