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The transition from an analog world to a digital one has been difficult for 
many companies, but perhaps no industry has seen their business model 

destroyed quite so quickly, and thoroughly, as the media industry. As 
readers moved online, publishers were slow to follow, even though most 
saw — and continue to see — their revenues from print advertising drop 
precipitously. Digital-first publishers had less legacy overhead, but soon 
found that they faced many of the same challenges as traditional media 

companies. The effects have been dramatic: a raft of failures among storied 
brands, and little traction among the great majority of the newer ones.

FIRST-PARTY DATA:  
Beyond Advertising

Few publishers can afford to limp 
along much longer. Most know that 
they need a new business model, but 
many are at a loss as to what that 
change should look like. For most, the 
continued reliance on advertising only 
highlights their vulnerabilities.

Both Facebook and Google continue 
to win a large and growing share of ad 
dollars. In the U.S., digital ad revenue 
grew by more than 20 percent last 
year, to $72.5 billion, according to 
the Interactive Advertising Bureau. 
But Facebook and Google together 
accounted for the vast majority of that 
growth, with some experts believing 
that nearly all of the growth in ad 
dollars is being consumed by those 
two platforms. Meanwhile, demand-
side platforms have greatly reduced 
the CPMs that publishers can charge.

In response, publishers have layered 
more advertisements onto their 
pages, resulting in sites that are 
cluttered and slow to load. The reader 
response should surprise no one: 
just as television viewers recorded 
their favorite shows as much to skip 
the ads as to time-shift, consumers 
of digital media are increasingly 
turning to ad blockers. In 2014, 
15.7 percent of internet users were 
using ad blockers. But by 2017, that 
number had doubled, to 32 percent, 
further imperiling publishers’ revenue 
streams.

Publishers have had access to the 
solution to this problem for some 
time, but are only now learning to 
leverage it. That solution lies in first-
party data. This is data that publishers 
have long collected about their 
users, but have been throwing over 
the fence to advertisers, so that the 
advertisers could better target the 
publishers’ audiences.

Publishers have no choice: They must 
leverage first-party data themselves 
to create a superior user experience, 
both for loyal audience members and 
for those that are newer to the brand. 
An improved user experience enables 
a deeper relationship with readers and 
opens up a new universe of business 
models and monetization options.

And if that sounds challenging, well, 
consider the alternative: a continued  
slide into irrelevancy.
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Deeper customer relationships enable a number 
of positive developments for publishers:
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The development of

owned channels and

an owned audience.
Publishers with sufficiently close ties 
to their audience, and with sufficient 
knowledge about that audience, 
are much better able to position 
themselves as the only reliable 
channel through which to reach those 
individuals. Content syndication and 
social media platforms may help 
publishers expand their initial reach, 
but those platforms don’t necessarily 
help publishers build a loyal audience 
that can be monetized. A swarm of 
lookalikes is no match for a highly-
engaged, owned audience.

The ability to develop new

products that readers

want and will pay for.
Investopedia used first-party data 
about its audience to develop online 
courses for Investopedia Academy 
that it believes their audience will 
pay for. The courses represent a 
new media stream for Investopedia. 
Importantly, those courses are also 
helping Investopedia monetize its 
international readership, which online 
publishers have historically found 
extremely difficult to do.

The ability to deliver

a better audience

to advertisers.
More engaged readers are good for 
publishers, but they’re also good for 
advertisers, who need to find the 
individuals most receptive to their 
messages. “If advertisers can target 
better — if they can target real human 
traffic and they can target a real 
interest — then their campaigns are 
going to perform better,” says John 
Ore, senior vice president of product 
at Business Insider.

The ability to transition

to subscription models.
One antidote to an unhealthy 
advertising market is for publishers 
to derive more of their revenue from 
the people who most appreciate 
their content, readers and viewers. A 
superior user experience, leveraged 
to create a sustaining relationship 
with readers, is a necessary first 
step to developing and increasing 
subscription revenues.

VIEW: 
Investopedia  
Case Study

http://www.sailthru.com/customer/investopedia/
http://www.sailthru.com/customer/investopedia/
http://www.sailthru.com/customer/investopedia/
http://www.sailthru.com/customer/investopedia/


THE ART OF CREATING  
a great  

user experience

“Publishers need to go beyond, ‘Here’s 
a subscription. We’ve got a lot of great 
news, and we hope you find your way 
through it,’” says Chad Ghastin, an 
independent consultant who has been 
a vice president at MasterCard and 
director of agile product development 
for The New York Times. “It’s about 
helping people navigate through all 
of that news.” Readers should be 
presented with content that reflects 
the preferences they’ve exhibited. 

Technology should help them find 
what they want, and enable their clicks 
to be driven by their preferences.

At most publications, this requires a 
wholesale shift in culture, from one in 
which the editorial imperative vies with 
advertising priorities to one in which 
the user experience reigns supreme. 
The New York Times embraced this in 
expanding its coverage of food and 
video. First, The New York Times used 
first-party data to learn more about 
their audience’s interests, which is 
what led to the focus on cooking and 
video.

The New York Times then created a 
startup-like environment for its newly-
formed team. Staffers from product 
development, marketing, customer 
service, and editorial all sat together, in 
an effort to create a more collaborative 
atmosphere. The team was supported 
by a senior executive, which gave 

them their own decision-making 
capabilities. “I think you need to build 
a culture where somebody can ask, 
‘Can we do this inside the lines? And 
if we can’t, how do we do it outside 
the lines?’” says Ghastin. The success 
of Cooking has it poised to become a 
paid site, and the New York Times is 
also expanding coverage of travel and 
wellness.
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A mediocre experience irritates the customer at every turn. A great one encourages him or 
her to spend more time, attention, and eventually money, with their favored publishers.



A LONG TERM  
strategy

“We took these small incremental 
steps and we got the data, and we 
learned from it and we iterated,” says 
Janine Silva, director of marketing at 
finance site, Investopedia. “We didn’t 
flip the switch one day and expect it 
to work.” To fully personalize its email 
communications — just one part of 
Investopedia’s comprehensive multi-
channel strategy — the site had to 
re-tag its entire content library. 

If an algorithm was going to choose 
a story about 401(k)s to serve up to a 
reader, that story had better be about 
401(k)s.

Investopedia also had to learn how to 
make best use of a massive quantity 
of evergreen content, and decide 
how often evergreen content could 
be re-served. Would readers mind 

seeing the same story in their email 
30 days later, if they hadn’t read it 
yet and were interested in the topic? 
How about 60 days or 90 days? 
Investopedia was continuing to 
produce new content, and wanted to 
show that off to its best advantage as 
well. 

The entire process took about a 
year, and it required significant 
cross-functional work inside of the 
company: Editorial, data science, and 
marketing all had to work together. 
The results were dramatic: a 114 
percent lift in page views from email, 
and an 81 percent increase in sessions 
from email.
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Like any transformation of an established business, using first-party data to 
build and enhance new revenue streams takes time. That makes it important 
to get some small quick wins in the short term, to keep staffers engaged and 

to build out a proof of concept for personalization and engagement.



USING FIRST-PARTY DATA TO 
sell subscriptions

The New York Times has become a 
standard-bearer for this strategy. At 
the end of 2016, its goal of acquiring 
10 million paid digital subscribers 
was greeted with skepticism. But The 
New York Times added more than 
300,000 digital-only subscribers in 
the first quarter of 2017, making the 
10 million goal seem ambitious but 
not impossible. (It helps that the goals 
appear to have no time frame.)

It’s not just The New York Times. 
The Economist’s daily news app, 
Espresso, had about 1.1 million 
downloads as of last year, and costs 
about $3.30 a month for those who 
don’t already have a full subscription 

to the publication. The French 
newsletter Brief.me also charges for 
subscriptions, as does The Browser. 
Other, more specialized newsletters, 
such as Johnson’s Russia List and 
ProMed, may be free to some readers 
but subscription-only to others, or 
their publishers periodically request 
contributions.

Starting a subscription business
Investopedia knew that they were providing readers with a huge amount of 
high-quality, free content. But they also sensed an opportunity to develop a new 
revenue stream via a paid eLearning platform. With a thorough analysis of their 
site traffic, Investopedia investigated the promise of 25 different courses they 
could potentially offer. The results of that analysis led to the prioritization of  
a few different subject matters that would make good courses.

Once the content development work was complete, Investopedia wanted to be 
careful not to inundate users with offers. They used interest and behavior data 
to make sure the courses were promoted to users who were most likely to be 
intrigued. Eventually, Investopedia might adopt a subscription model and with 
such great content users will happily pay a fee to access.
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JOHN ORE

“We want the reader 
to feel like, ‘Every 

time I go to Business 
Insider, I’m getting 

exactly what I need.’ 
Then, the engagement’s 

going to go up.”

Senior VP of Product, 
Business Insider

Subscriptions are perhaps one of the most important ways for publishers 
to successfully monetize the superior user experiences that can be created 

with personalization and attentiveness to reader preferences.



Business Insider started its research group back in 2013, and by mid-2017, it had 
amassed about 7,500 individual subscribers, plus some heavy-hitting corporate 
subscribers, to its research products. Meanwhile, the Business Insider team knew 
that their core business was being adversely affected by a very challenging 
advertising environment.

That led Business Insider to consider how they could diversify their revenue mix 
with more subscription products. 

The first step was to better understand who their most engaged readers are, and 
who is most likely to pay for content. To measure this, Business Insider came up 
with a metric it dubbed avidity, which incorporated a number of metrics drawn 
from first-party data. 

Business Insider looked at the number of times someone returned to the site and 
if they had visited it directly, and then compared to those who read a Business 
Insider story on Facebook. They also looked at how many articles someone 
read in each subject matter, and the return rates on different verticals. The 
last question, which Business Insider is in the process of answering: Is there an 
offering we can shape for our most avid readers?

From Experience to 

Engagement to Revenue
Once the entire team understands the primacy of a superior user experience, 
and is endeavoring to create it, they can try to use that experience as a tool to 
produce better customer engagement. “We want the reader to feel like, ‘Every 
time I go to Business Insider, I’m getting exactly what I need,’” says Ore. “Then, 
the engagement’s going to go up.”

That experience and engagement provides an opportunity for publishers to 
develop new products, and then coax the reader to subscribe. Ore cautions that 
this has to be driven by the publication’s strengths. “You need an investment and 
a commitment,” he says. “The content is going to drive it, so you need something 
unique. If a reader can get the same breaking news alerts from five different 
outlets, they’re not going to pay to get it from you, too.”
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If the experience isn’t good enough to entice the reader to renew, Ore says, 
“You’re chasing churn all the time.” He looks to Amazon as a leader in creating 
that wholly positive experience. Every time he looks at Prime, Ore says, Amazon 
is bundling more into it. Similarly, he says, if a publisher successfully gets 
someone to pay for a newsletter subscription, and the customer notices that, in 
six months, they’re getting 50 percent more premium content, “They’re certainly 
going to renew.” 

Publishers can also use this engagement to create more opportunities to ask 
readers to download their apps.

Ore believes that advertising will remain in the mix, even in a culture that has 
pivoted to place a primacy on the reader experience. In fact, advertisements 
can be a key part of delivering that enhanced experience. Says Ore, “It’s about 
respecting the reader and showing them things that are tailored to their 
interests, rather than showing them a programmatic ad for the shoe they bought 
last week.
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The Value of Transparency
Investopedia has worked to improve its user experience not just with the content 
it provides, but by building more transparency into the process that governs 
what each user sees. It has a several types of email newsletters, each clearly 
labeled. General newsletter is assembled algorithmically for each reader, relying 
heavily on behavior and interest data. In that newsletter, subscribers get shown 
stories that reflect their interests as exhibited by their cross-channel behavior. 
They can also create a watch list of stocks, and subscribe to a newsletter relevant 
to just those stocks.

“In this world where all this data is being collected, it’s kind of refreshing to say,  
‘Hey, you’re going to get a newsletter based on your reading behavior, and here’s  
that product,’” says Silva. “You can gain trust for your brand and loyalty, perhaps,  
and help users feel a little better about interacting with the content.”

Investopedia also offers morning and afternoon newsletters. These are 
considered strictly editorial, and are based on the news judgment of its team of 
writers and editors.



Using first-party data to 

power omnichannel 

personalization and

engagement 
There are two primary, and complementary, ways that media companies can 
gather first-party data that helps them better discern readers’ interests. The 
first is simply to ask them. Plenty of readers are willing to self-identify their 
preferences, especially when the value of doing so is obvious. Readers don’t 
want to receive irrelevant content, so many, when asked which type of content 
they prefer, will readily provide guidelines for publishers. Users can be asked 
about their preferences when they sign up for an account on a website, or when 
signing up for a newsletter.

The other option is to use first-party behavioral and interest data to better 
understand which types of content a specific reader is most likely to find 
engaging. This type of data can be used to unearth preferences that readers 
might not consciously be aware of. Once a publisher knows which stories are 
more likely to be relevant to a particular user, the user should see relatively 
more of these stories, and those related to them, onsite, in a mobile app, or in a 
newsletter — wherever they are connecting with media companies.

Even though personalization of this sort is a powerful way to boost reader 
engagement, some media properties will want to retain the ability to manually 
slot certain stories into place. These stories may be important from a branding, 
public service, or customer service point of view. As Business Insider’s Ore says, 
“You and I may have very different interests. We will see the same story at the 
top of the finance page on Business Insider.”

SIDEBAR:

THE POWER OF THE

EMAIL ADDRESS

Acquiring an email address as 
an identifier is often the key to 
successfully implementing data-
driven strategies. “It’s really tough, 
as a free content site, to ask our 
users to provide a lot of data about 
themselves,” says says Investopedia’s 
Silva. Readers can’t be blamed 
for questioning why a site needs 
their first and last name, or other 
demographic data, to send out a 
free newsletter. Publishers should 
collect the information they need, 
and avoid collecting data that might 
make someone suspicious, says 
Silva. The goal is to create a powerful 
personalized experience, not to creep 
people out. In most cases, the email 
address is an ideal identifier, working 
across platforms and enabling a 
longitudinal perspective that is not 
possible with other forms  
of identification, such as cookies.
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JANINE SILVA
Director of Marketing, 

Investopedia



Learning from retail
In using first-party data to create and sell subscription products, publishers could 
take a page from the playbook of their colleagues in retail. Retailers carefully use 
each action on the part of a would-be buyer to drive toward an eventual purchase. 

When a user registers for a newsletter, that very act gives the media company 
important information. Generally, the user supplies at least their email. In addition, 
the sign-up is a signal that the individual is ready for more engagement from the 
brand. If the same person registers onsite, that’s yet another useful piece of data.

In a month or two, if that person continues to be active on the site, in-app, 
or mobile — or if that person is clicking through stories in a newsletter — the 
publisher should have acquired some useful behavioral and interest data. That 
data should be used to promote subscriptions.
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SELLING A BETTER AUDIENCE TO 
advertisers

Large brands, or families of brands, 
once thrived by building massive 
databases of consumers who had 
opted in to receive marketing 
messages. If the database was big 
enough, an advertiser could request 
access to, say, college-educated 
mothers in the Southeast, and they 
could ask to reach them via onsite, 
email and mobile. Advertisers were 
buying a very high-level demographic 
profile, en masse. But too often, 
this enabled an advertiser to send 
marketing messages to a million 
people, and get relatively few clicks in 
return.

Using first-party data, a media 
company can present a value 
proposition that is much different 
than merely having access to a large 
number of people who are willing 
to receive marketing. Instead, a 
media company can point to a highly 
profitable, niche audience, and can 
quantify their propensity to buy. 

“They were always trying to say, 
‘Well, we’ve got million and millions 
of people,’ instead of saying, ‘We 
have a very nice but highly profitable 
audience of people who buy at this 
propensity,’” says Ghastin.

Now, the media company can 
emphasize that particular niche, 
highly profitable audience is owned 
and addressable. “Instead of reaching 
a million people, advertisers will be 
able to reach the 50,000 who are 
most likely to buy.” That’s good for 
the advertiser, which is more likely to 
reach customers who are a good fit 
for its message, and for the publisher, 
which is better able to monetize its 
unique connection with that audience.
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CHAD GHASTIN

“Instead of reaching a 
million people, advertisers 
will be able to reach the 

50,000 who are most likely 
to buy.”

Independent Consultant

Advertisers used to go after mass audiences. Now, advertisers want highly-targeted 
niches, or better, individuals who are known to have a propensity to buy certain 

products or categories. First-party data enables media companies to provide them.



Ever since the early digital media properties launched in the dot-com boom, publishers 
have been searching for better ways to monetize their content and the audiences that care 

about that content. 

With the ability to collect and analyze first-party data, digital publishers now have multiple 
new opportunities to do just that. But successfully leveraging this data requires a new 

perspective on the part of most publishers, many of whom have neglected to acknowledge 
the importance of positive user experiences that lead to increased engagement. 

The publishers that successfully create experiences their audiences crave — and that use 
data-driven strategies to develop business models catering to those audiences — will best 

position themselves for long-term, sustainable, profitable growth.

 
conclusion
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The fastest-growing media enterprises trust Sailthru

NYC HQ 
One World Trade Center 
Suite 48A 
New York, NY 10007

Los Angeles 
925 N. LaBrea Ave 
Los Angeles, CA 
90038

San Francisco 
360 Clementina St. 
San Francisco, CA  
94103

London 
6 Ramillies St. 
London  
W1F 7TY

Wellington 
31 Dixon Street 
Wellington 6011 
New Zealand

LEARN MORE

To see Sailthru in action, contact us at 877.812.8689

ABOUT 
sailthru

Sailthru helps modern marketers acquire, grow, and retain customers. With over 1.6Bn 
global consumer profiles under management, Sailthru’s powerful suite of connected 

capabilities – including high-performance email, onsite personalization, mobile 
marketing automation, and unique integrations powering new customer acquisition – 

drives higher revenue, improves customer lifetime value and reduces churn.

http://sailthru.com/contact-us

