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PAYING FOR NEWS: PRICE-CONSCIOUS CONSUMERS LOOK FOR VALUE AMID COST-OF-LIVING CRISIS

1. Introduction

This report uses survey data from 20 countries and qualitative research from the United Kingdom
(UK), United States (US), and Germany to explore who is paying for news content online, which
publications they pay for, how much they pay, and what motivations they have for subscribing or
donating to news.

We focus, in particular, on how the cost-of-living crisis is impacting willingness to pay for online
news, through talking to those who have cancelled their subscriptions over the last 12 months as
well as those who have maintained subscriptions during this period. We also look at the prospects
for attracting new subscribers amid this economic downturn and ask what approaches, if any,
might persuade these reluctant consumers to pay for online news in the future. Finally, we use
insights from our research to explore ways in which the publishing industry could adapt current
strategies around news payment.

Key findings:

» Across most of the 20 countries we analyse, payment for online news is levelling off,
with high levels of cancellation strongly linked to the cost-of-living crisis.

» Low-price introductory offers are effective at attracting new subscribers but many
struggle to see the value when it comes to renewal and paying the full sticker price.

» Long-term news subscribers tend to be male, older, richer, and better educated, with a
strong interest in news and politics. Younger subscribers tend to pay less and are more
likely to make donations than older groups.

» News subscribers are attracted by a combination of distinctive high-quality, curated, and
exclusive content, identification with the brand, a desire to support quality journalism,
and a higher-quality user experience.

» Around half of non-subscribers say that nothing could persuade them to pay for online
news, but others could be attracted by a lower price, more relevant content, or less
cluttered (ad-free) websites and apps.

» For some people the value of news subscriptions is partly conditioned by the amount
and quality of free content (from both commercial and public service outlets) available
in a market, as well as by the price and experience of entertainment services such as TV,
sport, and music.
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2. Methodology

We draw on 2023 Reuters Institute Digital News Report surveys from 20 countries where online
news payment is widespread (see Figure 1). These surveys, which were conducted by YouGov
in January/February 2023, used nationally representative samples of around 2000 people to
identify which people pay for news, the most popular providers, motivations for paying and
not paying, as well as the proportion that had cancelled in the past year and the reasons for
this. We note that asking about payment for online news can sometimes be difficult because of
the number of different ways people can pay for or access paid-for online news, such as via a
subscription to another type of product or package, through an institution such as a university,
or via free or low-cost trials.

Survey data will also not necessarily match industry data, as the latter are often collected and
measured in different ways. The benefit of surveys is that we can ask questions about more
specific aspects of pay (on cancelling, motivations, etc.) that are not always contained in
industry numbers, while also linking this data to different socio-demographic variables. We can
also field the same questions to a large number of people across different countries, allowing us
to make comparisons across countries and brands, as well as assess payment trends among the
broader population (since we survey nationally representative online samples in each country).
Detailed survey methodology can be found on the Reuters Institute website.!

We supplemented this with qualitative research conducted in the UK, the US, and Germany in
February 2023, also by YouGov, where we explored behaviours and motivations in more detail
with over 100 participants, over more than a week. We used a qualitative online community,
which combined online interviews, prompts, and exercises, allowing us to elicit a deeper
understanding of the nature of online news subscription, membership, and donation, as well
as pricing and other considerations, from a range of engaged news consumers who i) had
maintained a subscription over time, ii) recently taken up a subscription, iii) recently cancelled
a subscription, or iv) never subscribed but were potentially interested. The benefit of a multi-
day online community is that it allowed participants to provide more detailed and thought-
out responses, giving richer insights. The limitation of qualitative data is that they are not
representative of the broader population, though we sought a range of participants broadly
reflective of each country’s population by age, gender, region, and income/social grade.

! https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/digital-news-report/2023/methodology
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Figure 1. Markets included in this report — Digital News Report 2023

Market Sample size Population (millions) Internet penetration

B UK 2107 69
= Austria 2,029 9

11 Belgium 2,025 12
2= Denmark 2,033 6
+ Finland 2,027 6
11 France 2078 6
™= Germany 2,002 84
11 ireland 2,035 5
11 ttaly 2,106 50
= Netherlands 2,022 17
ifs Norway 2,022 6
== Poland 2,030 3
Bl Portugal 2,010 10
= spain 2,031 a7
2 Sweden 2,034 10
E3 switzerland 2,037 9

North America

= us 2081 31
|+] Canada 2150 3

Asia-Pacific

Australia 2025 [
® Japan 2,009 127 3%

Population and internet penetration data source: Internet World Stats

Figure 2. Qualitative online community, conducted by YouGov February 2023

A
K1 N4

40-person online community with 10 maintained* subscribers, 10 new* subscribers,
10 lapsed* subscribers, and 10 potential* subscribers. Includes a mix of age, gender,
and social grade.

40-person online community with 10 maintained subscribers, 10 new subscribers,
10 lapsed subscribers, and 10 potential subscribers. Includes a mix of age, gender, and
income level.

1fi;

30-person online community with 5 maintained subscribers, 5 new subscribers, 10
lapsed subscribers, and 10 potential subscribers. Includes a mix of age, gender, and
social grade.

*Note: Maintained subscribers = paying for at least one year, with half paying for over five years. New = subscribed in the last year.
Lapsed = unsubscribed in the last year. Potential = interested in subscribing but never have.
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3. Who is Paying for Online News?

While the vast majority of news consumers do not currently pay for online news, our Digital
News Report surveys have shown there is a significant minority that say they have paid for
online news in the last year, either through a digital subscription, combined digital/print
subscription, or a one-off payment for an article, app, or e-edition. In some richer Nordic
countries, where most publishers charge for at least some of their online news, a third or
more have signed up. In the US, a pioneer of digital news business models, around a fifth of
our sample (21%) say they have paid. But in many larger European markets where there is a
good supply of high-quality free news, such as Germany (11%) and the UK (9%), far fewer are
currently paying.

The US, Germany, and the UK (location of our qualitative research) are highlighted.

Figure 3. Proportion that paid for any online news in the last year — 20 countries

Norway 39%
Sweden 33%
Australia 22%
Finland 21%
us 21%
Denmark 19%
Switzerland [MNAZ]
Netherlands [MVEZ
Belgium 15%
Ireland 15%
Austria 14%
Poland 14%
Spain 13%
Italy 12%
France 11%
Portugal 11%
Canada 11%
Germany 11%

Japan 9%
UK 9%

Q7a. Have you paid for ONLINE news content, or accessed a paid-for ONLINE news service in the last year? (This could be digital
subscription, combined digital/print subscription, or one-off payment for an article or app or e-edition). Base: Total sample in each
country = 2000.
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Over the last decade, the proportion that subscribes or makes a one-off payment or donation

to a news organisation has increased from 10% to 17% (average of 20 countries, see Figure 4).
Publishers started to charge for online news during a period when journalism was increasingly
seen as being under threat. Later, many successful news brands tightened paywalls, or used
important news events such as Covid-19 to persuade consumers about the value of reliable
information. However, as news subscription reaches a more mature stage, growth seems to have
slowed, with publishers struggling to find new customers to replace those that are cancelling.

Figure 4. Proportion that paid for any online news (2014-2023) - 20-country average
== Any payment == Ongoing subscriptions (digital or print/digital) == Donation/contribution
20%

4. Levelling off: some increase,
3. Coronavirus bump some decline

18 l |2

2. More/tighter paywalls

17%

16
1. Pivot to paid content

|

14

13%
12

10

2 — 2%

0
2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023

Q7a. Have you paid for ONLINE news content, or accessed a paid-for ONLINE news service in the last year? (This could be digital
subscription, combined digital/print subscription, or one-off payment for an article or app or e-edition). Base: Total sample in
each country-year = 2000. Note: Number of countries grew from 10 in 2014, to 12 in 2015, and 20 in 2016-23. Countries listed in
methodology. All sample sizes in DNR 2023 Methodology.

Over time, we have also witnessed the type of payments change. In 2014, the vast majority

of subscriptions were for print — with digital sold as an added benefit — but today the biggest
proportion are ongoing digital subscriptions of different types (46%), with around three in ten
(28%) paying for combined print and digital packages. A significant proportion (34%) have a
subscription paid for by someone else, for example by a parent or educational institution, or
where news is bundled as part of a wider TV, broadband, or mobile deal. Just over one in ten
(12%) of those paying say they made a one-off or ongoing donation to a news service in the
last year.

Six in ten (60%) of those who make an ongoing payment are men and over three-quarters (79%)
have medium to high household incomes. Regular payers also tend to have received more
formal education and are more likely to be left leaning politically than right leaning, (especially
in the US). Although the majority of those paying are older, this is mainly a reflection of the
underlying age distribution in the national populations studied.? Proportionally, there are no
significant differences in willingness to pay across age groups. This finding can perhaps be
explained by the fact that younger people are much more likely to have a subscription paid

2 41% of people surveyed across the 20 markets are in the 55+ age bracket, with the other 59% spread across younger age brackets.
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for by someone else or to make a donation,®> which tends to be for a lower amount of money,
and by the fact that younger people are still more likely than older people to do just about any
online activity.

Figure 5. Profile of those that made an ongoing payment (subscription or donation) in the last year -
20-country average

More men than women Proportion

Male

Female

Tend to be older

60%

40%

18-24 11%

25-34 19%

35-44 18%

45-54

55+ 37%

Better educated

Low education
Medium education

High education

14%

37%

49%

Higher income

Low income
Medium income 44%

High income 35%

More likely to be from political left
than right

Left 27%
Centre 56%

Right 17%

Interested in news

) - e ) )
= 3 = = =
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(o] [} [} [} o
= = = = =
(o] o [} [} o
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5%

Not very/at all interested in news
Somewhat interested in news VA Z)

Extremely/very interested in news 70%

Interested in politics

Not very/at all interested in politics

Somewhat interested in politics 34%

o
=X
o
S
)
=
o
=)
N
ol
(=]
>

Extremely/very interested in politics 51%

Q7ai. You said you have accessed paid-for ONLINE news content in the last year ... Which, if any, of the following ways have you
used to pay for ONLINE news content in the last year? Please select all that apply. Base: All those who made an ongoing payment
or donation (excluding a payment made by someone else) = 6831.

5 17% of payers under 35 made a donation in the last year, compared with 10% of those aged 35+. Also, 23% of payers under 35 had
subscription paid for by someone else in the last year, compared with 13% of those 35+.
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Along with education and income, the clearest predictor of online news payment is the level

of interest in news and in politics. In the US, for example, eight in ten (79%) of ongoing
subscribers or donors say they are very or extremely interested in news and three-quarters
(74%) say they are very or extremely interested in politics (compared with 43% and 36% of non-
subscribers, respectively). Having said that, only about a third of all those who are interested in

news (30%) are currently paying, so there could still be plenty of room for growth with the right
product and pricing strategy.

Figure 6. Proportion of those very/extremely interested in news that are paying/not paying — USA,
Germany, UK
[ Paying [l Not paying
us 33% 67%
Germany |[HEAYZ) 86%
UK 13% 87%

Q7a. Have you paid for ONLINE news content, or accessed a paid-for ONLINE news service in the last year? (This could be a digital
subscription, combined digital and print subscription, a donation, or one-off payment for an article or app or e-edition). Q1c. How

interested, if at all, would you say you are in news? Base: All very/extremely interested in news in USA = 1104, Germany = 1072, UK
=978.
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4. Market Context: Differences Between the US, the UK,
and Germany

Willingness to pay for online news is shaped not just by relative interest in news and
demographic factors, but also by the wider context. This includes the size of each market, the
supply of high-quality free online news, and the tactics and approaches taken by different
publishers.

4.1 United States

Paid news content in the US is dominated by upmarket general titles such as the New York
Times and the Washington Post, as well as financial titles such as the Wall Street Journal. The
New York Times has 9.7m digital and print subscribers and is now selling an ‘all access’ bundle,
which includes the Athletic (sports), Wirecutter (reviews), NYT Cooking, and NYT Games.
Other brands increasingly find they need to define their offer in a way that complements this
category-defining package.

&he New Pork Times | All Access

Four in ten subscribers
(43%) pay for the New
York Times (36%) or the
Athletic (9%).

All-access subscription
now the default: $25/
month (discounted to a
few dollars per month for
the first year).

Having said that, the large and entrepreneurial US market supports a range of other paid
providers including storied magazines (the New Yorker, the Atlantic), local newspapers,
alternative/partisan media (Epoch Times, Blaze TV), niche brands, and specialist newsletters
(e.g. facilitated through platforms like Substack). In this mature market, around half (56%) of
subscribers say they pay for two or more brands, often a national and local or specialist title in
combination. Many brands use hard or metered paywalls with introductory trials (typically $1
or $2 per week) to entice new customers. But with a large number of consumers on lower price
offers, average revenue per digital consumer has been falling.*

4 https://www.wsj.com/articles/new-york-times-nyt-q4-earnings-report-2022-11675867011
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The US is among the countries with the highest proportion donating to a news organisation

in our survey (4% of the US sample), and this includes payments to podcasters and YouTube
channels, as well as established brands such as NPR and Vox Media. It is also a market shaped
by partisan loyalties, with around half of those paying for news (47%) saying they do so because
they identify with certain journalists or the stances of particular brands (see Section 5 iii).
Overall, one in five (21%) people pay for online news in the US.

4.2 Germany

The strength of regional and regionally based national titles is a distinguishing feature of the
German market. Subscriptions are split between upmarket titles such as Die Welt, Der Spiegel,
Stern, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (FAZ), Die Zeit, Siiddeutsche Zeitung, and financial daily
Handelsblatt. Local and regional newspapers account for a quarter (25%) of all subscriptions.
Unusually, we also find a tabloid newspaper, Bild, as a leader in paid online content. It is one of
many publishers in Germany to use a ‘freemium (+)’ model, charging €7.99 per month (or€1.99
for the first year) for exclusive news and entertainment content, packaged with video highlights
from the Bundesliga.

BildPLUS has around 675,000 digital subscribers,> which explains the higher-than-usual
proportion of subscribers with lower income/education in our German data, when compared
with the US and the UK.®

High price e-editions appeal to
former print readers (older, educated)

One other characteristic of the German
market is the provision of higher-priced
e-editions, which are targeted at former
print readers. In some cases, these are
bundled with a physical iPad, which is
often given away free.’

Strong digital offers by well-funded and
highly trusted public broadcasters (ARD,
s ZDF, and regional alternatives) as well as
W\w“‘tst&‘ii‘i’l‘mw-‘ widely used commercial websites (such
: \‘{:g,"&éf““"""‘“}““"' as n-TV, t-online, and web.de) means
that paid content packages need to offer
something deeper or more relevant. Only
11% of people currently pay for online

news in Germany.

5 https://www.axelspringer.com/en/ax-press-release/10-years-of-bildplus-a-pioneer-in-paid-content-celebrates-its-anniversary

¢ In Germany, 20% of ongoing subscribers are on low incomes and 21% have lower education, compared with 18% and 12%,
respectively, in the UK, and 16% and 6%, respectively, in the US.

" https://www.badische-zeitung.de/zum-digitalen-bz-abo-gibt-s-im-juli-ein-ipad-gratis-dazu--272889498.html
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4.3 United Kingdom

The Times/Sunday Times was one of the first UK publishers to put its content behind a paywall
and has amassed around 500,000 digital subscribers over the last 13 years. The Telegraph, a
more recent convert to online subscriptions, has achieved similar numbers for its mix of right-
leaning political commentary and other specialist content. These two titles account for around
four in ten (41%) of all online news payments in the UK. Other popular subscriptions include
the Financial Times and The Economist, as well as online versions of weekly political magazines
the Spectator and the New Statesman. Most subscribers in the UK pay for only one title.

___Support
_open,

GonStian

The Guardian’s pioneering reader contribution model has helped keep its news free to all, while
encouraging donations from those who support its left-leaning perspective. In recent years, it
has added a digital subscription option for its premium app features such as live content and
puzzles. In total, the Guardian has over a million ongoing supporters (with around half of these
coming from outside the UK).®8

Some other national news outlets (the Independent and iNews) and many local newspapers
have recently introduced premium content subscriptions, but with limited success. High-
quality free news is widely available in the UK, not just from the BBC, which is the most widely
used online provider, but also from commercial broadcasters Sky News and ITV News. Most of
the national press continues to be ad-supported, including popular outlets such as MailOnline,
the Sun, and the Daily Mirror. These conditions may have made it harder for UK outlets to
attract domestic subscribers. Just 9% in the UK have paid for any online news in the last year,
but many UK outlets still have high numbers of subscribers by European standards, thanks in
part to the broader appeal of English-language coverage elsewhere.

8 https://www.theguardian.com/gnm-press-office/2021/dec/14/the-guardian-reaches-one-million-digital-subscriptions-milestone
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Figure 7. Summary of market context

"t United States

21% pay

Upmarket titles dominate, mostly with hard or metered paywalls (e.g. New York Times,
Washington Post, Atlantic)

Tabloids mostly free and local publications starting to charge or ask for donations

Multiple niche titles at lower price points, including Substack newsletters and Patreon
donations

Over half subscribe to two or more online publications

Lower average price points and wide use of cheap 12-month trials (e.g. New York Times,
Washington Post)

. Germany

11% pay

Wide mix of upmarket titles and tabloid subscriptions mostly using freemium (+) models

High incidence of replica e-editions (especially with regional press) targeting older print
users

Subscriptions split across many titles: Bild, Welt, Spiegel, FAZ, SZ, and regional
newspapers

Most people subscribe to just one online publication and donation is rare

Higher average price points: Digital with replica editions is €30-40/month, Bild+ is €7.99/
month

A\"AU'tdK' d
A NS nited Kingdom

9% pay

Upmarket titles dominate with hard or metered paywalls (e.g. Times, Telegraph, FT)
Guardian is free to all but with 1m+ contributors via subscription/donation

Long tail includes political magazines (e.g. Spectator, New Statesman) and partisan outlets
Tabloid and mid-market remains largely free and very few pay for local titles

Mixed average price points: Times is £26/month, Telegraph is £25/month, but discounting
is widespread
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5. Motivations for Paying for Online News

For those who pay for news, subscriptions play an important part in their lives and their
identity. Some subscribers talked about the importance of news in helping them make informed
decisions through self-education, as well as fostering a connection with the wider world.

Others saw a news subscription as important to their sense of self, shaping their worldview. In
Germany, in particular, people spoke of a civic duty to stay informed. Our research suggests that
many subscribers go through three distinct phases.

i. Subscription triggers

For many subscribers, interest in and readership of a particular news brand is ‘handed down’
from a family member, often with an affinity with its political outlook or values. This early
familiarity often keeps a particular brand front of mind when considering subscription later.
Other life-stage changes can also lead to a paid subscription — for example when free student
access ends, or when more disposable income becomes available with a promotion at work.

More immediate triggers include frustration with paywalls (as many want to read a specific
article or feature they cannot access any other way) or intrusive advertising. A cheap
promotional deal often helps push them over the edge.

I subscribed to the New York Times, mostly because CNN started putting awful ads
that covered 1/3 of the screen. And because they [The Times] were again offering
the $1 a week rate.

F, 61, US, new subscriber

As we identified earlier, a certain level of interest in news and curiosity about the world is a
prerequisite for signing up (and maintaining a news subscription).

ii. Building habits through regular attention

A critical next step is to build paid content into routines. Most publishers pay particular
attention to the first 90 days of a new subscriber, pushing them to sign up to newsletters,
podcasts, and personalisation features. They know that regular (daily) usage is the biggest
predictor of continued subscription. Subscribers acknowledge this too, pointing out how trial
periods allow them to ‘get to know’ a brand.

You want to be happy with the overall quality of the product, so an introductory offer is a good
trial. If not happy, you do not carry on or cancel, depending on the contract.

M, 65, UK, maintained subscriber to The Times, Telegraph, Spectator, and Private Eye

New subscribers nominally trust their subscription, but this is not without reservation. The
relationship between new subscribers and their chosen brand can be fragile. Many remain wary
of a long-term commitment and are not yet convinced about value.

16
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With regards to The Economist, I would sometimes find that I did not have enough time
during the week to read the journal. As the subscription is quite pricey, I was not getting
my money’s worth, and so again would cancel.

F, 52, UK, irregular Economist subscriber

Cheap offers used to run for a few weeks, but now tend to be much longer (typically a year) to
give habits and relationships a chance to develop.

Tuse these subscriptions [New York Times and Wall Street Journal] almost daily. Reading
from these journals has already become an important part of my routine.

F, 26, US, new subscriber on year-long trials with both

iii. Maintained (loyal) subscribers

In this third stage, subscribers tend to have integrated paid content into their routines and
have developed a high degree of loyalty. Maintained subscribers feel that their subscription
represents high-quality, truthful journalism, often framed in opposition to other brands. They
often feel that their chosen outlet, in their view, speaks to them and for them - they use the
brand as a shortcut for ‘what to believe’, particularly in the US and the UK.

A news brand is the lens through which I interpret and understand the world, so that news
brand helps shape, challenge, and inform the values that help me decide what I believe.

M, 38, UK, Economist subscriber

The source is legitimate and they keep me regularly updated. I’'m not ending my
subscription anytime soon. I love them and they are part of my life.

M, 27, US, Washington Post subscriber

This older subscriber sums up the journey she has been through across different life stages,
from indifference to deep attachment:

When I was younger, I thought news was boring and something my parents were into...Today I
feel it is my responsibility to be educated on what is happening in the world and around me so
I can make informed decisions.

F, 64, UK, Telegraph subscriber

While the stages of awareness, habit-building, and loyalty are common across countries, the
specific drivers can vary, most likely linked to market context. In the US, where concern about
misinformation, bias, and clickbait tends to be high,’ getting access to higher-quality content
(65%) is the biggest motivation among subscribers for taking out a subscription (see Figure
8). And in Germany, where a range of news is easily accessible from public broadcasters, a key
distinguishing feature of paid news is its greater perceived depth.

The reports are often more detailed or in-depth than free news.
M, 54, Germany, new subscriber to Frankfurter Rundschau

° Bias, Bullshit and Lies: Audience Perspectives on Low Trust in Media. Reuters Institute. 2017, https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.
uk/our-research/bias-bullshit-and-lies-audience-perspectives-low-trust-media
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Americans are also more likely to cite ‘funding good journalism’ as a reason (38%) for
subscribing, compared with Germany (30%) and the UK (29%), perhaps because consumers
in the latter two markets feel they have in some sense already contributed via fees to public
broadcasters.

Figure 8. Proportion of subscribers that give each as a reason for subscribing (or donating) to a
news outlet — USA, UK, Germany

B uk @us |l Germany

Quality content is a
big factor in the US
market with free

Better quality or distinctive content -
sources often tainted

Especially from those on the liberal left
— strong tradition of philanthropy in US
Help fund good journalism

Brand and political identity a bigger
factor in UK and US subs market;
less so in Germany

Identification with brand/journalists

Easy to use website or app

Games, puzzles, and non-news features

Q1_Pay_2023. You said that you have paid for access to online news in the last year ... What are the most important reasons for
this? Please select all that apply. Base: Ongoing online news subscribers in USA = 382, UK = 155, Germany = 155.

Many of those in the US who say they want to support good journalism self-identify with the
left, where many feel that their political beliefs and values are threatened.

Right-wing attacks on ‘liberal media’/anyone sticking to actual facts definitely
backfired and made me want to support the mainstream media.

F, 61, US, new subscriber

This perhaps explains why US publications are more likely to stress their mission and values
in marketing messaging such as ‘Truth Matters’ from the New York Times and ‘Democracy Dies
in Darkness’ from the Washington Post. Other studies have found that this type of ‘normative’
messaging tends to be most effective in combination with other factors, such as low-price
offers.!® We also find that, when it comes to paid subscriptions, identification with specific
journalists and news brands is especially important in the UK and the US, where the political
positioning of a brand is an important part of the value proposition.

I buy [the Guardian] because I align with its values and think it produces good-quality,
insightful journalism.

F, 55+, UK, lapsed online news subscriber

10 “‘Subscribe Now: On the Effectiveness of Advertising Messages in Promoting Newspapers’ Online Subscriptions’. https://ijoc.org/
index.php/ijoc/article/view/19984
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By comparison, traditional brands in Germany often take a more neutral position, appealing to
a bigger pool of readers from both left and right. German subscribers say they are motivated by
price factors (29% cite being offered a good deal or trial as a reason for paying, compared with
22% in the UK), as well as the quality of content.

Superficialities, cult of personality, and brand names are definitely not so important
to me. For me, it’s primarily about good, high-quality, objective, cleanly researched,
fact-based, balanced content.

F, 32, Germany, maintained subscriber

Other less central, but still important, motivators behind subscriptions include games and
puzzles or coverage of lifestyle topics such as film, travel, fashion, or food. These ‘softer’ non-
news features are especially good for maintaining subscriptions — but less of a reason to sign up
in the first place.

Part of the reason why I plan on keeping my New York Times subscription is access to their
daily crosswords.

F, 26, US, new subscriber

Finally, ease of use of a website or app is highly valued. Fast-loading pages, well-organised
content, and low ad density are often mentioned by consumers as key benefits of a paid
subscription. In fact, an ad-free experience is the base-level expectation that many subscribers
(and potential subscribers alike) have of news websites and apps.

If 'm paying actual money for the site, I shouldn’t have to watch ads on top of that. I see that
as double-charging me.

F, 61, US, new subscriber

Overall, we find a combination of five factors motivating news subscribers. These are (i)
distinctive and high-quality news and analysis, (ii) alignment with the values or political
outlook of the brand, (iii) a desire to support good journalism, (iv) a premium user experience,
and (v) lifestyle features, puzzles, and games. The appeal of each element partly depends on the
market, including the quality and range of available free content. Beyond that, certain triggers
such as cheap offers can be used to entice new subscribers, but they are unlikely to maintain
their payment unless other conditions are satisfied. New subscriptions can be precarious, as we
outline in the following sections.
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6. The Impact of the Cost-of-Living Crisis on News
Subscriptions

Our 2023 Digital News Report survey finds that, across 20 countries, at least a third of
subscribers cancelled or renegotiated the price of their subscription between January 2022 and
January 2023. Analysis of open-ended responses showed that the cost of living was by far the
biggest reason for cancellation, along with a perceived lack of regular use. The chart below
suggests that while around half of subscribers are happy with their subscription, the other half
are much less committed.

Figure 9. Proportion of subscribers that maintained, cancelled, or renegotiated their subscription in

B uk @us |l Germany

the last year

Kept the same

47%

cancelled or

renegotiated
in the USA

(32% UK,
34% Germany)

Cancelled

Renegotiated price

Taken out additional
subscriptions

Q2_Pay_2023_sub. Still thinking about paying for online news ... and thinking specifically about ongoing online news subscriptions
... which, if any, of the following have you done in the last year? Please select all that apply. Base: Ongoing online news subscribers
in USA = 382, UK = 155, Germany = 155.

Our interviews with 30 lapsed subscribers in three countries help bring these datapoints to
life by exploring how the squeeze on household spending has affected consumer thinking. For
many, the downturn has led people to look at their costs in forensic detail, just to make ends
meet or because they were looking to save money for a substantial purchase such as a car or
holiday. Users often engaged in a cost—benefit analysis, weighing the price and value of a paid
news subscription against other regular outgoings.

For some in the UK, a key trigger point was the end of a low-price trial — especially in the face of

potentially sharp increases to full-price subscriptions, a leap many were unwilling to make. For
others, it was a change in life circumstances.
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The Times: My yearly subscription expired after the energy price hike and the
I onset of the cost of living. I simply couldn’t afford it.

F, 42, UK

Guardian: The cost-of-living crisis is making me cut back and also worrying

that it wasn'’t as left wing as I would like.

F, 36, UK

New Scientist/Nat Geo: Becoming unwell and having to stop full-time work.

I cannot afford to pay.

M, 43, UK

The Economist: The student subscription price changed and it was no longer
E worth the cost.

F, 23, UK

In the US, where the impact of energy price hikes and inflation has been less severe, there were
fewer direct mentions of the cost of living. But the high price of news subscriptions (especially
after trials ended), compared with the perceived value that people felt they were getting, was a
regular theme. People were conscious if they hadn’t used their subscription enough for it to feel
‘worth it’.

down on the amount of money spent on subscriptions.

m 1“ Washington Post: [T had] too many other subscriptions and wanted to cut

F, 29, US

Cincinnati Enquirer: I really never used the subscription — I only signed up
‘ because it was $1.
@

F, 27, US

Atlantic: A lot of the journalists I like write for the Atlantic, but I decided to
not continue for the time being because it’s not in my budget.

The Atlantic F, 25-27, US

Beyond cost, we did find some other factors at play in the US, including dissatisfaction with the
brand’s political views or a specific editorial decision. Many subscription-based publications are
struggling to balance a commitment to objectivity and balance with the expectations of their
politically committed readers. This has become a particular problem in commentary sections,
with liberal subscribers often objecting to views that challenge their own:
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Che

New Jork
Cimes

I cancelled the New York Times because they printed a stupid opinion by
Kellyanne Conway.

F, 23, US

A large number of people were reported to have cancelled their New York Times subscription
following a commentary piece several years ago by a US senator calling for a military response
to civic unrest in American cities.!! These tensions remain at the heart of reader-first business

models, which lean towards pleasing (or at least not antagonising) a specific group of highly
politically committed readers.

1 https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/07/business/media/james-bennet-resigns-nytimes-op-ed.html

22



https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/07/business/media/james-bennet-resigns-nytimes-op-ed.html

PAYING FOR NEWS: PRICE-CONSCIOUS CONSUMERS LOOK FOR VALUE AMID COST-OF-LIVING CRISIS

7. Price Considerations for Existing Subscribers

One of the biggest surprises in our research is the markedly different prices being paid for the
same product. It is understandable that new subscribers may pay less than loyal ones, as they
tend to be on introductory offers, but we also found that many maintained subscribers were
paying a price much lower than the one advertised.

Our research suggests that consumers have become increasingly conditioned to expect special
offers. These introductory prices are highly effective at attracting users in the first place, but
often hard to wean consumers off when the renewal comes around:

Ehe I enjoy the New York Times at the current rate ($1 a week) but am unsure if I'll
New !!Ofk continue at a higher rate once the ‘teaser’ rate expires.

Cimes F, 61, US, new subscriber

This jump from a trial price to the full sticker price has become a key challenge for publishers,
compounding the problem of churn as subscriber bases have grown. This is because more new
subscribers are now required each month to make up for those leaving. Part of the response by
some publishers has been to lengthen the trial period to give more opportunity to build those
critical habits. And for some, this seems to be working:

I’'m on the 0.99 cent per week promo for the Wall Street Journal. I do think I’ll
WS J keep the subscription beyond the promo rate though because the content has
won me over.

M, 27, US, new subscriber

But this still leaves the problem of the renewal price with this young person, who is on a
medium to low income, prepared to pay ‘a more reasonable $5/month’ - still a far cry from the
full-price ticket of around $39/month.

To address this gap, some publishers have started to experiment with differential pricing at the
point of renewal to better match price to perceived value. Other publishers are experimenting
with stepped pricing or have offered special deals to younger consumers.

How news stacks up against TV streaming and other subscriptions

Our previous research has shown how the majority of consumers, especially younger ones, have
one or more ongoing TV streaming subscriptions, and often a music or sports subscription as
well.'> Widespread adoption of online entertainment subscriptions such as Netflix and Spotify
have almost certainly made it easier for publishers to charge for online news, by conditioning

12 Digital News Report 2022. https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/digital-news-report/2022/dnr-executive-summary
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user expectations.'® Publishers have also been able to learn from successful acquisition tactics
by streaming services such as low-cost trials.

In addition, entertainment pricing has also often been used as a reference price by news
publishers. In Germany, for example, the monthly subscription for Bild PLUS, €7.99, is the same
as the price Netflix charged there until recently. USA Today charges $9.99 for its no-ads digital
access — the same as Netflix’s basic no-ads tier, though this has recently substantially increased.

While some publishers may be relatively happy with a price that is similar to streaming
services, many premium news brands would like to charge considerably more. Many already do
(see below).

Figure 10. Selected monthly standard subscription prices - US

ENTERTAINMENT (ad-free prices)

HBO® hulu

AR
max ®|5N6F+

$15.49/month $14.99/month $10.99/month $15.99/month $14.99/month $10.99/month

NEWS
USA
TODAY
THE ATHLETIC
The Atlantic
$7.40/month (ad free) $7.99/month $9.99/month (ad free) $12.00/month
vl FT
E New Aork WSJ
Eimes
$20.90/month $25/month (all access) $38.99/month $40/month

Our interviews for this report suggest that many consumers do still look at online subscriptions
‘in the round’ for budgeting purposes. In the following case, a young woman in the US, when
reviewing monthly outgoings, decided to keep all her entertainment subscriptions but ditch the
Washington Post.

15 Fletcher, R. and Nielsen, R. K. 2020. ‘Are Netflix and Spotify Subscribers More Likely to Pay for Online News? Comparative
Analysis of Data From Six Countries’, International Journal of Communication 14. https://ijoc.org/index.php/ijoc/article/
view/11402
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We have Disney+, Hulu, Netflix, Amazon Prime, currently HBO Max and Spotify, Kocowa,
and BritBox. I used to have the Washington Post but it got too expensive to have all the
subscriptions. We change our subscriptions up every so often to avoid paying for things we’re
not using.

F, 29, US, lapsed subscriber

When making a decision about subscriptions, the price of each subscription was often a
factor, along with how many members of the family benefitted. News subscriptions sometimes
compare unfavourably because they tend to be valuable to just one person in the household.

Research participants also commented on the emotional benefits of entertainment
subscriptions (diversion, fun) and contrasted this with the often negative and downbeat nature
of news consumption (often seen as more of a duty or chore).

News is as important as anything, but if I were to cut one, I would first think of cutting my
news subscription first before any other.

M, 29, US, new subscriber

But this was not a universal view. Even if TV streaming subscriptions influence expectations
around price, many consumers place news and entertainment in different categories, both
equally important but playing different roles in their lives.

The Wall Street Journal is valuable for the information, and the streaming services are
valuable for providing content to watch when we want to relax.

M, 27, US, maintained subscriber

Our sample is not large enough to come to definitive conclusions, but the role played by
reference pricing from streaming services seems to be more important when it comes to
younger subscribers. Some older consumers appeared to be more influenced by the price of
offline services they had paid for in the past, such as a print subscription. In that context, an
online news subscription can often feel like a bargain.

The print version [Arizona Republic], which used to be delivered to my house ‘almost’ every
morning costs over $50.00 a month. I consider the digital version a bargain. Also, my digital
subscription isn’t killing any trees.

M, 79, US, maintained subscriber

Our interviews suggest that people of different generations may have different expectations
about price based on reference points that are meaningful to them.

Critically they also suggest that ability to pay differs across generations, life stages, and income
levels — with most current pricing strategies struggling to accommodate these factors.

To address these issues, some publishers have started to develop a wider range of products

at different price points. These include more expensive replica editions for older users and
cheaper ‘cut down’ versions for younger audiences (see below).
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Different news products may be one way to go

An alternative strategy is to deploy differential pricing for the same product at the point of
sign-up. Der Spiegel, for example, has a cheaper offer for under 30s and for families. Other
publishers have started to experiment with differential pricing at renewal, based on factors such
as previous usage or age.'* Either or both of these tactics may help to manage expectation gaps
around value identified here, but they do raise issues of equity and fairness.

- 2

ARIZNA REPUBLIC DIE &t ZEIT
R PR wwmter 4 e oo il SRR e

F | Try our morning briefing app
| - - free for one month
HEARTHREAK IN PARES 4‘:.7».(:1 m —
i 1 f (renews at $4.99 a month)
aild Ve
T ey ST :
Replica edition — High cost Standard digital offer — Medium cost Cut down offer — Low cost

The feeling of being ‘limited’ by a news subscription

One of the more unexpected findings to come out of our research was the notion of news
subscribers feeling ‘limited’ by their subscription to a particular brand. Those who had
cancelled subscriptions talked about feeling restricted to a single source.

I prefer to choose which services I want and not be limited to a particular brand.
F, 62, UK, lapsed subscriber

This was, in many ways, connected to a sense that they had to make frequent use of the
subscription for it to seem worth it. The time required to consume content from one brand,
some expressed, bound them to that outlet and limited the time they had to consume news
from other sources, thus limiting their perspective.

For some who had cancelled their subscription, there was a feeling that their experience
was now better because they felt able to look at multiple sources and understand different
perspectives on a topic. Many non-subscribers appreciated the diversity of the multiple free
sources they had access to.

I just want objective variety of information. I don’t want news limited to one country or one
focus. I explore news from all over the world and on different topics depending on my mood.

F, 22, UK, potential subscriber

For others, however, there was a feeling that they were worse off after cancelling. This was,
they said, because the free news available to them lacked the depth or insight of the content
in their subscription. They also had to spend more time visiting different news sites to get the
information they wanted. A subscription can help cut through the noise by providing a curated
experience.

“ https://www.mathereconomics.com/subscription-lifecycle-management/market-based-pricing-strategy/
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It’s definitely a worse experience [after cancelling] because there’s no consistency and I have
no idea what I might be missing out on.

F, 68, US, lapsed subscriber

The notion of feeling ‘limited’ by a subscription to a single news brand points to the potential
value in bundles. Services like Apple News+ have proven popular, particularly among younger
people, because they offer access to more than one title.

I value the work journalists do, it’s just hard for me to pay for multiple news subscriptions.
I wish that I could access multiple sites with one price, possibly higher than a single
subscription but lower than multiple subscriptions together.

F, 25-27, US, lapsed subscriber
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8. How to Attract Those Who Are Reluctant to Pay for
News

We have been focusing so far in this report on current or recently lapsed subscribers or donors.
But it is worth remembering that, averaged across the 20 relevant countries in the 2023 Digital
News Report, the vast majority (83%) are not currently paying for news.

Focusing on the US, the UK, and Germany, we find that half or more of those who are not
currently paying say nothing could persuade them (65% in the UK, 54% in Germany, and 49% in
the US). However, this still leaves a considerable number who might be enticed by a lower price,
more relevant content, or a better user experience.

Of these, our survey suggests that the factor that would make the biggest difference is price

- (i) a lower, more affordable package, (ii) the ability to share the cost of subscriptions among
friends and family, or (iii) a subscription that includes more value (some kind of bundle). Taken
together, these options appeal to three in ten (29%) non-payers in the US and around a fifth in
Germany (22%) and the UK (20%).

Figure 11. Proportion of non-payers that say each might encourage them to pay — USA, UK,
Germany

B uk @us |l Germany

If it was cheaper

Price value (e.g., multi-publisher
bundles, family options)

More relevant/distinctive content

Fewer ads

None of these

Q4_Pay_2023. You say you don’t currently subscribe or donate to an online newspaper or other news service. Which of the
following, if any, would most encourage you to pay? Please select all that apply. Base: Those that don’t subscribe to online news in
USA = 1487, UK = 1844, Germany = 1667.

Not surprisingly, the issue of price resonates most with younger users, who are mostly being

asked to pay the same amount as older groups for a product whose content does not feel
relevant to them, while also having less disposable income.
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Figure 12. Proportion of non-payers that say each might encourage them to pay by age group — USA
and Germany

USA

1824 W 25-34 W35-44 W 45-54 W55+

If lower price/more value

If content more relevant to me

Germany

Bl 18-24 W25-34 W35-44 W 45-54 W55+

If lower price/more value

If content more relevant to me

Q4_Pay_2023. You say you don’t currently subscribe or donate to an online newspaper or other news service. Which of the
following, if any, would most encourage you to pay? Base: Those that don’t subscribe to news: USA: 18-24 = 168, 25-34 = 257
35-44 =229, 45-54 =227, 55+ = 660, Germany: 18-24 = 139, 25-34 = 220, 35-44 = 239, 45-54 = 314, 55+ = 755.

I am slightly interested in subscribing to the Arkansas Democrat Gazette. I have not because of
the price and inconvenience (I don’t have iPad). I would be willing to pay $5 a month for this
subscription.

M, 27, US, potential subscriber

In order to be enticed to pay, non-subscribers felt like content had to be exclusive, curated,
and, crucially, unavailable for free. They asked: Why pay for news when I can access the same
breaking news and current affairs stories for free elsewhere?

All the news that I read is free. I feel like if it’s something important enough for me to know
about, then it will be widely reported on by popular in-public news outlets.

F, 27, US, lapsed subscriber
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In previous research we found that the availability of free sources was the biggest reason given
for not paying for news.”> Many non-subscribers felt that subscription offers were not unique
or valuable enough to them as individuals. Subscriptions needed to offer them something more.
A ‘free news mentality’ can be tough to break through, as many who have been able to freely
access news online for years don’t see why they should now be asked to pay.

I'realised that it is not really worth it [to subscribe] because the free selection is more than
adequate.

M, 19, Germany

Another factor putting people off subscribing, especially with younger users, was a sense that
signing up to a paid content source would limit the time they had to pick and choose more
diverse sources (as noted in Chapter 7). This is a core part of how young people, in particular,
like to consume news, which is why bundled offers like Apple News+ often appeal to these
groups. Among subscribers in the US, almost a third (29%) of those under 35 are subscribed to
Apple News+, while only 13% of those over 35 are similarly subscribed.

Potential subscribers were aware of cheaper introductory offers, but they were wary about
being caught up with a long-term commitment — and paying money for something that they
did not end up using. A related barrier, felt particularly strongly in Germany, was a difficulty in
cancelling.

The lack of transparency with regard to payment and cancellation keeps me from
spontaneously joining a subscription.

F, 46, Germany

This frustration — and the converse appeal of an easy-to-cancel subscription — was also
mentioned elsewhere. The ability to cancel any time, particularly without having to pick up the
phone, was appealing to many in the UK.

Overall, potential subscribers were split as to the value of a subscription. Some felt a
subscription might encourage them to read more and hence ‘enhance’ their news consumption,
others that it could reduce the diversity of their news consumption. Some potential subscribers
were attracted by specific columnists or articles they could not read for free, but many said that
they had not found the right source to fit their wants or needs.

Key barriers in summary

The price of subscription, including value for money when compared with
free sources.

e The time required to take ‘full advantage’ of their subscription.

Relying on a single source of information and not having a ‘rounded view’
on different topics.

15 55% of non-payers in the UK, 53% in the US, and 40% in Germany cited this as a reason not to take up paid news. Digital News
Report 2017.
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9. Conclusions and Discussion

Our research shows that, averaged across 20 countries, less than a fifth (17%) are currently
paying for online news. This group tends to be male, richer, and better educated, with a strong
interest in news and politics. Most of those paying full-price ongoing subscriptions are older,
while young people tend to pay less or not at all.

Subscribers are motivated by a desire to access higher-quality news than is available from
free sources. They are also looking for a premium user experience or additional benefits
such as lifestyle features and games. In some countries, including the US, a desire to support
‘independent’ journalism is a critical factor, as is identification with the values or political
outlook of the news brand.

Maintained (loyal) subscribers tend to use content every day and have developed a deep
connection with the news organisation and its journalists. Over time, they become comfortable
with the price they are being asked to pay, develop a strong level of trust, and use the brand as a
shortcut for ‘what to believe’.

But our research has also identified a large number of subscribers who are much less
committed, either because of the cost, or because they are not yet using the service regularly
enough. Amongst lapsed subscribers many were enticed by low-price introductory offers,
but baulk at the cost when renewal comes around and compare their subscription, often
unfavourably, with other ways of spending their money.

The cost-of-living crisis may have accelerated these trends, with around four in ten subscribers
saying they tried to negotiate a better deal or have cancelled their payment in the last year
because they can no longer afford it.

Looking through a glass-half-full lens, however, we note that, despite the downturn, the

overall number of subscribers has not fallen, and many news publications continue to grow,
albeit slowly, despite the difficult economic conditions. We have also identified in this

report a very large number of potential subscribers with a high interest in news and strong
brand connections who are actively looking for higher-quality or more relevant sources of
information. The key problem here is a mismatch between the price they are being asked to pay
and what they think a news subscription is worth.

If publishers could find a way to charge on the basis of perceived value, many more people
could become subscribers over time. Publishers recognise this affordability gap and are
developing responses. In Germany, many brands are offering lower-price subscriptions for
students or younger people, while the Guardian’s contribution model in the UK allows people
to pay what they can afford. In the US, publishers are offering longer introductory trials in
the hope of proving value and considering differential pricing as a way of varying the price at
renewal.

But even if the ‘price puzzle’ can be solved, there is a more fundamental challenge. Some people
who are interested in news do not want to be tied to or ‘limited’ by one source, and most of
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them are not prepared to pay for multiple news subscriptions. Our research shows that both
existing and potential subscribers are drawn to the idea of all access bundles that combine
multiple titles, podcasts, and other benefits. This helps to solve the value problem and, as the
New York Times has shown, dramatically reduces the rates of churn. Once again, the stumbling
block is price, with people prepared to pay a little more for their news but possibly not as much
as publishers would like.

The decline in referrals from Facebook and Twitter (now X) and uncertainty over search traffic
in the era of Al-powered chatbots have increased the urgency of making paid online news
work. This research has highlighted the barriers that need to be overcome, as well as the many
opportunities that exist to reach new subscribers. If the price is right and the value can be
clearly shown, the future of journalism can still be bright.
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