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Michael MaLoon

Vice President, Innovation & Communications
News Media Alliance

In the previous installment in this series, What’s Next: Digital Subscriptions: Progress
and Potential on the Path to Consumer-Generated Revenue (April 2019), we provided
actionable tips and examples of successful strategies our member publishers have
employed to grow subscriptions. In this edition, we are taking a different approach,
sharing insights that provide a glimpse into consumer budgets and motivations across
all media subscriptions, to understand where news media subscriptions fit in. We hope
that, through providing insights and perspectives from a variety of sources, your organizations will be
even more equipped to take on the challenges and opportunities of driving digital subscriptions, leading
to a more engaged and loyal audience.
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welcome
Rebecca Frank

Vice President, Research & Insights
News Media Alliance

As news publishers consider transitioning their business models from ad- to subscriptionfocused, the News Media Alliance continues to offer insights into consumer preferences
and motivations to subscribe, to help publishers hone their product offerings and tweak
their marketing strategies to grow their subscriber bases.
In this installment of the Driving Digital Subscriptions series, we provide an in-depth
look at the findings from a new and enlightening research study of media subscribers, including print
and digital news media, cable TV and video and audio streaming. We were delighted to commission this
research with the Star Tribune, and to work with researchers from the University of Minnesota Hubbard
School of Journalism and Mass Communication to field and compile the results.
The primary goals of this research were to understand consumers’ willingness to pay for news and
entertainment media (aka their “media diet”), as well as their motivations (aka their “media appetite”) for
subscribing. It is unique in that the research focuses on a single geographic market, providing in-depth
insights into the behavior and motivations of subscribers to the local newspaper, a group whose attitudes
and preferences prove valuable to retention efforts.
While this study was intentionally designed to help one specific geographic market understand its
audience, our broader goal is to repeat this study in other markets across the country, to gain a greater
understanding of the similarities and differences between markets nationwide, and aid news publishers in
crafting their long-term strategies to attract and retain subscribers.

We are looking for partners to replicate the study in other local markets. If
you are interested in conducting a study in your area, please contact me at
rebecca@newsmediaalliance.org.

www.newsmediaalliance.org
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introductions
Matthew Weber, PhD

Associate Professor and Cowles Endowed Fellow of Media Management
University of Minnesota Hubbard School of Journalism & Mass Communication

As researchers working in a university setting, we spend much of our time analyzing
data, talking to reporters and managers, and trying to make sense of the evolving media
landscape. This research was a unique partnership between industry and academia, and
we are excited to share the results.
This work was driven by trends that we see in the industry and a desire to better
understand how consumers are responding. The subscription economy grew more than 300 percent
from 2012 to 2019.1 Entertainment companies such as Amazon, Netflix and Spotify dominated much
of that growth.2 Small and medium sized news publishers, however, have struggled to gain a foothold in
the increasingly competitive online subscription marketplace, and uncertainty remains constant as news
business models continue to face ongoing disruption. Consequently, many news publishers are seeking
to bolster online subscriptions to increase revenue.3 Meanwhile, subscription fatigue has emerged as a
substantial concern within the industry.4

The subscription economy grew more than 300 percent from 2012 to 2019.
Unanswered questions abound whenever an industry experiences rapid growth. In this case, there are a
multitude of questions regarding the news media industry’s role within the subscription economy. This report
examines consumers’ willingness to pay and motivations for subscribing to news, entertainment media and
sports content at the local level.
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Steve Yaeger
Chief Marketing Officer
Star Tribune

We are pleased to share with members of the News Media Alliance this research,
conducted in partnership with the University of Minnesota Hubbard School of Journalism
and Mass Communication and the News Media Alliance. The study used survey research
to analyze three questions on every publisher’s mind: How many digital subscriptions are
consumers willing to buy? How much of their monthly budget will they spend on them?
And, What motivates them to subscribe?
The following white paper provides details of the study and places this work in the context of broader news
industry trends. Specifically, this research focuses on residents of the state of Minnesota and subscribers to
the digital edition of the Star Tribune.
The specific behaviors and motivations to subscribe of readers in your local area may differ from those in
the Minneapolis–St. Paul area, so while these findings offer valuable insight into what might be happening
broadly in terms of subscription trends, we encourage you to reach out to the Alliance about replicating this
research in your market to better understand what motivates readers.

Only through knowing our audiences in this way will we be able to offer
products they value enough to subscribe.

www.newsmediaalliance.org
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study objectives

Primary goals of this
research were to
understand consumers’:

Willingness

KE Y F IN D IN G S
Consumer Digital
Subscription Behaviors
1

Consumers are willing to spend approximately $600/yr.
on average for media subscriptions. However, in reality,
they often spend more — closer to $700/yr.

2

Subscription spending is largely driven by entertainment
content, but an increase in spending on entertainment is
correlated with an increase in spending on news media.

3

News and sports subscribers are motivated by a desire to
get the latest updates; however, entertainment subscribers
want a variety of choices.

4

Local news subscription can be a driver for national
news subscription, as well as help increase subscription
rates for other local news outlets.

to pay for news and
entertainment media

Motivations

for subscribing to news
and entertainment media
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the evolving state of

media subscriptions
Amid continued declines in sales of print
advertisements, there has been a shifting focus
in the news media industry to an emphasis on
digital subscriptions.5 Industry leaders see digital
subscriptions as a path toward generating
a sustainable and growing revenue stream.6
Meanwhile, Deloitte estimates that by 2020, the
average consumer will spend $100 per month and
$1,200 per household per year on digital media
subscriptions. Although the long-term potential is not
known, the overall media subscription industry is
currently valued in the billions of dollars.7

The overall media subscription
industry is currently valued in the
billions of dollars.
While news publishers have worked to grow their
digital subscription base, research from the Reuters
Institute for the Study of Journalism shows that,
after a significant digital subscription increase
in 2017 (attributed to the ‘Trump Bump,’ following
the 2016 Presidential election), the growth of
online subscriptions in the U.S. has started to
slow.8 Approximately 16 percent of Americans
are currently paying for online news in one form
or another. While more consumers are paying
for online news, that does not always translate
to subscriptions. The Alliance for Audited Media
reports that although digital circulation continues to
grow, as of 2018, only six percent of consumers
have digital subscriptions to weekday newspapers
and eight percent subscribe to Sunday newspapers.9
Despite indicators that digital subscription rates
are increasing for news media, these trends
continue to favor larger publishers, as opposed to
small- and medium-sized publishers.

As highlighted by a March 2019 Business Insider
survey, The New York Times and The Washington
Post accounted for more than half of all U.S.
online news subscriptions.10
At the same time, the entertainment industry has
seen skyrocketing growth in online subscriptions.
Entertainment providers such as Netflix, Apple,
YouTube TV, Spotify and Amazon Prime have
excelled at growing digital subscriptions. Estimates
from July 2019 show that Netflix, Apple and
Amazon Prime each has in excess of 100 million
subscribers.11 There are one billion paying
streaming subscribers globally, and Amazon, Hulu,
and Netflix account for half of those subscriptions.12

ISSUE TO WATCH:
SUBSCRIPTION FATIGUE
This multiplication of entertainment subscriptions
has given rise to concerns about “subscription
fatigue” — the idea that consumers will
eventually become frustrated with having to pay
separately for a myriad of services. Some worry
subscription fatigue will adversely affect news
organizations, especially if consumers view news
and entertainment together when paying for
subscription media. There has been limited research
about subscription fatigue; recent news reports
show that Netflix subscription growth has slowed,
and industry reports suggest that newspapers
continue to struggle.13 A 2019 Reuters study
suggests that subscription fatigue may become
a bigger issue in future years. That study found
that only 12 percent of respondents would choose
a news subscription if they could have just one
online media subscription per year, compared with
28 percent who would choose a video streaming
service such as Netflix.14

www.newsmediaalliance.org
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Both entertainment and news media companies are looking to
subscriptions as a space for growth. Yet, little is known about how
consumers are budgeting and making spending decisions about their
subscription purchases. Even less is known about news subscription
purchases, particularly local news, in relation to other types of content.

FINDINGS:
Willingness to Pay

636

Consumers were asked to estimate how much money they were
willing to spend on digital subscriptions and then to indicate what
media they currently subscribe to.

Amount consumers are
willing to spend each
year, on average, on
media subscriptions.
That’s $53 per month.

Analysis shows that consumers were willing to spend, on average,
$636 per year, or $53 per month. See Figure 1 below. As the
curve shows, the majority of consumers are willing to spend on the
lower end of the distribution, but with some willing to spend far
more on media subscriptions. This behavior is common, especially
when examining online media consumption.

Certain demographic factors
impact consumers’ willingness
to spend. More educated
consumers tend to be less
willing to pay for subscriptions,
but older consumers tend to
be more willing to pay. The
finding regarding education
was unexpected but suggests
that higher educated
consumers may be more
discerning or selective about
their subscription choices.
Interestingly, income is not a
significant predictor and does
not have a direct relationship
to consumers’ estimated
willingness to pay.

Consumers’ willingness to spend on subscription media
Figure 1: Subscription Spending Curve
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The Local Media Context
Respondents were asked about
which local media – print
and digital – they subscribed
to. Emphasis was placed on
subscriptions to the Star Tribune
as the leading major newspaper
within Minnesota.
Star Tribune subscribers
indicated a willingness to pay
$70 per month, compared to
subscribers overall, who were only
willing to pay $53 per month.
Moreover, the effects of education
level and sports as drivers held true
for Star Tribune subscribers: more
educated consumers tended to
have a lower willingness to pay for
news media, and sports-motivated
consumers continued to be a
relatively small niche, but one that
was highly motivated to subscribe.

Subscribers to the Star
Tribune indicated a
greater willingness to
pay for subscriptions
when compared to
people with digital
subscriptions overall.
These findings echo previous
research suggesting a connection
between level of news consumption,
and income and education levels.

In general, there is an
established connection
between level of news

consumption and ability
of a community to
support media in that
market.15
Results from the survey show that
Star Tribune subscribers are driven
by print media consumption,
and by a desire to engage with
local news. Consumers who
subscribe to local news are less
likely to subscribe to entertainment
subscription content. Additionally,
social media usage is not a
significant driver of Star Tribune
subscriptions, and there is a
negative relationship between
social media engagement and
subscriptions to the Star Tribune.
More broadly, there was a
negative relationship between
local media consumption and
social media consumption.
Consumers who read multiple
local media platforms tended to
be more selective about the social
media platforms they consume,
and also tended to use social
media less frequently. On the other
hand, this suggests that younger
consumers who are frequent users
of social media are less likely to
regularly read other local
media outlets.

Star Tribune subscribers
are driven by print
media consumption,
and by a desire to
engage with local news.

CONSUMER
BEHAVIORS
Consumers who use mobile
phones more frequently are
also willing to spend a greater
amount on media subscriptions.
Similarly, other behaviors such
as listening to streaming music
and streaming television also
have a positive impact on
consumers’ willingness to spend
on subscriptions. Consumers who
are highly motivated to read
sports content are willing to pay
more for subscriptions; in general,
a desire for sports content was
found to be a strong driver of
subscription behavior. Further,
there is a relationship between
consumers’ social media usage
patterns and their willingness to
pay for subscriptions. For instance,
consumers who use Twitter and
YouTube more frequently are
likely to pay less annually for
subscriptions. There are many
reasons why this pattern might
exist. For one, consumers have
limited time in a given day, and
social media use detracts from time
spent with media subscriptions.
Second, social media use provides
consumers with access to a variety
of media content, which may
reduce their willingness to pay for
subscription media.

www.newsmediaalliance.org
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spending based on

media subscriptions
This analysis was based on consumers’ estimated
annual spending on media subscriptions. In addition
to the initial questions about estimated annual
budgets, consumers were asked about their actual
choices for media subscriptions. The questions were
tailored to the local context; consumers were asked
about national entertainment media (e.g., Amazon
Prime, Hulu, Netflix), national news media (e.g.,
The New York Times, The Washington Post), sports
media (e.g., NHL Network, the Athletic, ESPN+)
and local news media (e.g., Star Tribune, Duluth
News Tribune, St. Cloud Times).

WILLINGNESS VS.
ACTUAL SPEND
Not surprisingly, consumers’ estimated willingness
to spend on media subscriptions differs from
what they actually spend. Despite the indicated
willingness to spend on media subscriptions,
consumers spend $696 per month, or an average
of $58 per month. This finding is consistent with a
2018 study of consumer subscription behavior by
the consulting firm Waterstone Management Group,
which surveyed 2,500 Americans and found that 84
percent of respondents underestimated how much
money they spend each month on subscriptions.16

Entertainment subscription behavior
has a significant impact on
consumers’ spending behavior.
This study shows that entertainment media are a
primary driver of subscription spending.
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Of those responding to the survey:
• 90% subscribe to entertainment media
• 41% subscribe to local newspapers (somewhat
over-inflated by the focus on Star Tribune
subscribers)
• 14% subscribe to national newspapers
Entertainment subscription behavior has a significant
impact on consumers’ spending behavior.
Respondents who subscribed to entertainment spent,
on average, 80 percent of their overall subscription
budget on entertainment content. On the other hand,
respondents who subscribed to local news dedicated
45 percent of their overall budget to local news.
In other words, entertainment subscriptions are more
expensive and also, entertainment media tend to
capture the lions’ share of consumers’ budgets.
The Impact of Cable Subscriptions
Spending on media subscriptions is strongly
influenced by cable subscription behavior.
Subscribers who pay for cable spend an average
of $1,092 per year on subscriptions, whereas
those who do not subscribe to cable spend $420
per year. Being a cable subscriber is also strongly
correlated with the likelihood that a consumer will
have multiple subscriptions, and that a consumer will
subscribe to both news and entertainment (although
stronger for entertainment). Thus, increased spending
based on cable subscriptions drives spending
on news and entertainment subscriptions. While
cable subscription spending and entertainment
subscription spending go hand-in-hand, the
relationship is not as strong with regard to cable
subscription spending and subscribing to Netflix or
Amazon Prime. In other words, cable subscribers are
less likely to subscribe to Netflix or Amazon Prime.

The Impact of Entertainment
Subscriptions
Spending on entertainment
content is a key driver of
subscription spending in
general and has an important
relationship with spending on
other types of content. The more
money that respondents spent on
entertainment, the more likely they
were to spend on national and
local news.

Entertainment spending
was a key driver of
subscription spending
overall.
The ability to access and view
television and films, primarily
through services such as
Netflix and Hulu — whenever,
wherever and via whatever
device — is a primary driver

of consumers’ entertainment
subscription behavior.
Moreover, it is not altogether
surprising that entertainment
content was a primary driver
of subscription behavior, as
entertainment providers have
long been innovators in this
space. Netflix, for instance,
first launched as a home movie
delivery service in 1999 and
expanded to streaming content
in 2010. Amazon launched
its streaming service in 2006.
This legacy of innovation has
given entertainment subscription
services an advantage in this
marketplace.17
Thus, when asked about paid
subscription behavior, consumers
indicated that they clearly prioritize
streaming entertainment services.
Figure 2 (see below) shows that
while consumers spend money on
news, they tend to spend more on
television and movie streaming.

This legacy of innovation
[among entertainment
providers] has given
entertainment subscription
services an advantage in
this marketplace.

Percentage of consumers subscribing to types of media
60%

Figure 2: Subscription Spending by Category
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Diving deeper, more than 65 percent of
respondents reported paying to subscribe to
Netflix. A recent CNBC study reported that as
of March 2019, 51 percent of respondents
subscribed to Netflix and 65 percent subscribed
to some form of streaming service.18 Thus,
these numbers are in line with national trends.
Additionally, 40 percent of respondents reported
paying to subscribe to Amazon Prime, also
exceeding the national average, followed by
cable and Hulu subscriptions.

more than 51 million Americans paid to stream
music as of Q4 2018, roughly 16 percent
of the U.S. population.19 This only represents
individual streaming accounts and not the total
number of users who may be sharing an account,
an important metric for consideration when
examining all paid subscription services. Our
findings show that 35 percent of respondents
subscribe to paid music streaming.
Figure 3 (see below) shows a summary of
entertainment subscription choices, and further
shows the comparison to available national
survey data.

Looking at music streaming subscriptions,
MusicWatch conducted research that estimated

Percentage of consumers subscribing to various entertainment media
(compared to available national survey data)

Figure 3: Entertainment Subscriptions by Outlet
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local news and

subscription spending
Local news subscription behavior and
national news subscription behavior
are strongly correlated to one another.
As Figure 2 (on page 11) illustrates, approximately
39 percent of respondents indicated subscribing
to news content of one form or another. Looking at
local news subscription behavior, questions focused
on major local newspapers across the state of
Minnesota.20 Questions about national newspapers
focused on major national news outlets, including
The New York Times, The Washington Post and other
major newspapers. Thus, Figure 4 (see below) shows
a more realistic snapshot of newspaper subscription
behavior by blending national and local subscriptions
based on consumer responses. While 39 percent
indicated that they subscribe to news content, less
than 10 percent of respondents reported subscribing
to a national newspaper. Note that the values for

Subscription spending is largely driven by
entertainment content, but an increase in spending
on entertainment is correlated with an increase in
spending on news media. Local news subscription
behavior and national news subscription behavior
are strongly correlated to one another. Directionally,
subscribing to local news appears more strongly
related to subscribing to national news than vice
versa. In addition, local news and entertainment
spending are strongly correlated. Specifically,
entertainment subscription behavior drives an
increase in local news subscription spending. In
sum, this suggests that as consumers become more
accustomed to paying for entertainment content, they
are also more likely to pay for local news content.
Second, as consumers pay more for local news, they
are also more likely to pay for national news.

Percentage of consumers subscribing to various
news media outlets

30%
25%

the Star Tribune are oversampled in this sample to
capture a larger population of local news subscribers.

26%

Figure 4: Newspaper Subscriptions by Outlet
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subscription patterns:
platforms and multiple subscriptions
Focusing on subscription patterns, the next section
considers the impact of platforms on subscription
behavior, as well as consumers’ broader attitudes
toward multiple subscriptions. The results of this
survey echo national survey trends in showing a clear
preference for consumption of media via computers
and mobile devices. Print newspaper subscribers
are the only category of media consumer who
continue to favor a printed product. On the other
hand, digital devices are increasingly the device
of choice for news and entertainment consumption.
For instance, streaming television subscribers tend to
primarily use their computers (46%) or mobile devices
(40%). Comparatively, newspaper subscribers tend
to prioritize print (34%) and then computers (27%),
followed by mobile (16%). Also, as expected,
subscribers of streaming movies, television and music
prefer to use their mobile phones.

Digital devices are increasingly
the device of choice for news and
entertainment consumption.
When looking at specific subscription purchases across
media platforms, some clear patterns emerge that are
consistent with prior Pew research.21 Print readers lead
the paid newspaper subscriptions. However, mobile
phone users are allocating the majority of their spend
to entertainment content such as music, television and
movies, rather than newspapers. Tablet users share
similar patterns as mobile phone users, but with fewer
subscription purchases.

Percentage of consumers who subscribe to media in various formats
Figure 5: Subscriptions Compared to Technology Use
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Print

Computer

Mobile

Tablet

Delving deeper into the survey responses, a second area of focus was on the issue of consumers’
willingness to subscribe to multiple forms of media. By looking at the specific platforms that consumers
subscribe to, it was possible to consider how many platforms consumers pay for at any given time. Based
on an analysis of the survey data, the average household has almost four paid subscriptions. Notably,
based on the breakdown of subscriptions, the average household that subscribes to some form of media
has about 1.3 news subscriptions and about 2.5 entertainment subscriptions.

Average number of media subscriptions
Figure 6: Media Subscriptions by Count
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Subscription Count

The average household that subscribes to
some form of media has about 1.3 news
subscriptions and about 2.5 entertainment
subscriptions.
There is a high degree of variance in the relationship between
education, income and quantity of subscriptions. That said,
there is not a significant relationship between these three
variables. The number of news subscriptions and entertainment
subscriptions in a household are positively correlated.
Consumers who subscribe more do so for both entertainment
and news content.
www.newsmediaalliance.org

15

The Minnesota Context

Within Minnesota, newspaper
subscriptions and readership
continue to be dominated by
the Star Tribune, but the St. Paul
Pioneer Press has a presence
in the market.22 Figure 4 (see
p. 13) shows the subscription
rates for some of the other local
newspapers, including the St.
Cloud Times and the Duluth
News Tribune.
Additionally, there is evidence that
local news subscriptions can lead
to national news subscriptions. Star
Tribune subscribers are exemplars
of this trend as 33 percent of
Star Tribune subscribers are also

national news subscribers, while
only 7 percent of non-subscribers
of the Star Tribune are national
news subscribers. This pattern is
shown in Figure 7 (see below).
Moreover, according to survey
results, if someone subscribes to
the Star Tribune, they are likely
to also subscribe to the St. Paul
Pioneer Press. Subscription rates to
the two are significantly correlated
and Star Tribune subscriptions help
to “pull” in St. Paul Pioneer Press
subscriptions as well. With regard
to national media, less than 10
percent of respondents indicated
that they subscribe to any single
national newspaper.

Demographically, the general
profile of Star Tribune subscribers
does not differ from the overall
pool of survey respondents
and was comparable to
general Minnesota population
demographics according to
U.S. Census data. Differences in
gender, age, education, race and
income were non-significant. On
the whole, subscribers to national
news are younger and more
racially diverse compared to nonsubscribers. Subscribers to local
news are not statistically different
from non-subscribers.

Percentage of consumers subscribing to national news media outlets
Figure 7: Star Tribune Consumer and Non-Consumer Media Consumption
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sports
subscriptions
BY THE
NUMBERS

>500,000
Local news consumers in this survey tend to be
avid consumers of news. Star Tribune consumers
are likely to read more media overall when
compared to other consumers. This trend holds
when looking at consumers of other media outlets.
Star Tribune consumers also tend to be more
selective about social media use and use social
media less than other consumers.
With regard to spending habits, Star Tribune
subscribers are significantly less likely to subscribe
to television and movie services than other media
consumers.
The value of sports subscriptions
Ten percent of Star Tribune subscribers also
subscribe to non-Star Tribune sports content,
while only 5 percent of the non-subscribers
do. Sports is an important topic niche for the
Star Tribune but continues to be relatively small
compared to other topics.
Still, the value of sports subscriptions is reinforced
by the success of other niche digital offerings.

The number of subscriptions the website
the Athletic had garnered as of July 2019.23
The site covers about 270 teams across 48
localized markets in the U.S. and Canada.

>483,000

Total digital subscribers (digital-only and
digital-print) to McClatchy publications as
of August 2019.

McClatchy also placed an
emphasis on specialized sports
news through a branded website
called SportsPass, which allows
subscribers to pay solely for sports
content at a rate substantially less
than a full newspaper subscription.
SportsPass, which launched in August
2018 at the Miami Herald, has expanded
to 10 of McClatchy’s 30 local markets.24
McClatchy’s total digital-only subscriber
base has grown consistently over the
past several years, and the pace of that
growth increased markedly during the
roll-out of SportsPass.25 McClatchy more
than doubled its digital-only subscribers
between 2017 and 2019.26 Clearly,
there is a potential subscription market for
sports-focused content.

www.newsmediaalliance.org
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consumer

motivations
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News subscribers and sports
subscribers are motivated by a
desire to get the latest updates…
these motivations can be used
as key drivers to encourage
subscription behavior.
A final component of this survey examined the
motivations that drive consumers’ subscription
behaviors. Motivations were measured using a
series of scales, based on prior research, on what
drives consumers’ media consumption behavior.
Respondents were asked a series of questions
about what drove their motivations to subscribe to
media, entertainment and sports content.27
Findings from this portion of the survey show
that news subscribers and sports subscribers are
motivated by a desire to get the latest updates,
but entertainment subscribers want a variety of
choices with regard to what they watch or read.
Notably, news and entertainment subscribers
were likely to have stronger motives behind
their media subscription compared to sports. In
terms of motive, obtaining content when and
how respondents wanted was important in
deciding to subscribe to news, entertainment and
sports. However, news and sports subscribers
cared more about getting the latest updates,
while entertainment subscribers were motivated
by having a variety of choices.28 This analysis
suggests that these motivations can be used as key
drivers to encourage subscription behavior.

Even though sports subscribers are less motivated
overall, subscribers to sports content are most
willing to pay for subscriptions. In other words,
sports subscribers are the most likely to pay for
content when motivated to seek out sports content.
Sports is a key driver of consumers’ willingness to
subscribe to media content, a finding consistent
with the rise of digital sports-only content offerings.

Star Tribune subscribers were more
motivated to subscribe to news,
entertainment and sports than nonsubscribers to the Star Tribune.
Looking specifically at the local context, Star
Tribune subscribers were more motivated to
subscribe to news, entertainment and sports than
non-subscribers to the Star Tribune. This suggests
that local news subscribers tend to be driven to
obtain local content. Echoing the previous finding,
the most significant gap existed with sports, which
drove Star Tribune subscribers more compared to
non-subscribers.

www.newsmediaalliance.org
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implications
and summary

With the rise in streaming services and the focus
on subscription spending on entertainment,
partnerships may be a natural avenue for
increasing subscription rates. For example,
T-Mobile subscriptions include an MLB.TV
(Major League Baseball game streaming)
partnership. Our data show a potentially
positive crossover effect between national and
local news subscription, so partnerships could
combat “subscription fatigue,” which some
estimate will affect news subscription behavior
disproportionately.

In summary, subscription behavior
does not appear to be driven by
basic demographics. It is a more
complicated process driven by a
variety of factors.
Subscription behavior is generally more impacted
by media and technology usage behaviors, as
well as some specific motivations to subscribe.
In addition, sports is a niche, but important,
category given the motivations of that category to
subscribe.
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Consumers indicate a capacity to spend more
for media subscriptions than they do at present,
but that willingness to spend is driven more
by entertainment than by news. According to
Deloitte’s annual Digital Media Trends survey29,
69 percent of American households subscribe to
one or more streaming video subscription service;
65 percent of U.S. households subscribe to cable,
satellite or telco TV; and 41 percent subscribe to
streaming music services.
When thinking about reaching target consumers,
timeliness is an important driver for news and
sports, whereas variety of content is a bigger
driver for entertainment. Sports is a small but
important niche; a continued focus on exclusive
sports news content has the potential to drive a
loyal subscriber base.
Finally, there is evidence in this research that local
news subscriptions can benefit other types of
media. Local news subscriptions can help increase
subscription rates for other local outlets as well as
national news organizations.

R E S E ARC H
M E T H O D O LO D Y
This research was commissioned jointly by the News Media Alliance, the Star Tribune and
the University of Minnesota Hubbard School of Journalism and Mass Communication in
order to better understand consumers’ willingness to pay and motivations for subscribing to
news, entertainment and sports content. Data collection for this research occurred between
April and June 2019. Respondents were contacted via email recruitment and invited
to participate in the research study. All responses were made anonymous in order to
protect individual respondents. To ensure that responses to the survey were valid, multiple
choice answers were randomized and reverse coded to assess validity. In total, 497 valid
responses were collected.
This study focused on residents of Minnesota, which allowed for a deep dive into the
media subscription behaviors of a local media market. The methods used in this research
and the survey questions provide a template that can be used to replicate this study in
other markets. Subscription purchase behavior is a product of national competition for
subscription dollars as well as local media consumption options; as a result, there are likely
some moderate differences from market to market.
During data collection, quotas were set for gender, age, education, race and household
income to be in line with U.S. Census data for the State of Minnesota (see p. 22 for a
summary of respondent profiles). Keeping respondent demographics in line with U.S.
Census data provides an important check to make sure that the data collected through
the survey are generalizable to a broader population. Given the focus on subscription
behavior, an additional question was included to make sure that all respondents
subscribed to some form of digital media (entertainment, sports or news). Further, given the
focus on the newspaper industry and the setting within Minnesota, subscribers to the Star
Tribune were oversampled in data collection.
Descriptive data show that the overall respondent profile was generally in line with U.S.
Census data for Minnesota. Similarly, education was evenly distributed across age groups,
as was race. Income was in line with census expectations, with 43 percent reporting
annual household income of between $25k and $75k. With regard to subscriptions, 65
percent of respondents subscribe to more than one medium and 30 percent subscribe
to the Star Tribune. Finally, the gender of respondents skewed toward females, but was
within an acceptable range of error. To account for the oversampling of females, statistical
weighting was used to overweight male responses and underweight female responses to
correct for the imbalance.
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Respondent
DEMOGRAPHICS
Below is a detailed summary of the demographic breakdown for survey
respondents. Each of the following charts summarizes the categorization
for the 497 respondents who participated in the survey.

32%

68%
GENDER

AGE

11%

Less than HS diploma

25-34

17%

HS diploma/GED

23%

35-44

24%

Some college (no degree)

23%

45-54

19%

Associate’s degree

13%

55-64

12%

Bachelor’s degree

27%

65+

17%

Graduate degree

12%
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EDUCATION

Respondents were evenly distributed
across education groups, as expected.

White

91%

$0 - $24.9K

18%

Black

4%

$25K - $49.9K

23%

Hispanic

1%

$50K - $74.9K

20%

Asian

3%

$75K - $99.9K

15%

Other

1%

$100K - $149.9K

18%

$150K - $199.9K

4%

$200K+

2%

The race of respondents skewed white –
90 percent – but this is in line with Census data
for the state of Minnesota.
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2%

18-24

Respondents were evenly distributed
across age groups, as expected.

RACE

Due to challenges with data collection of
subscribers, the gender of respondents skewed
female, but was within acceptable ranges of error.
The skew in distribution was corrected through
weighting in the analysis.

INCOME

Annual household income of respondents was in line with the U.S.
Census expectations (i.e. 43 percent between $25K and $75K).
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