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Retaining at all costs
Todd J. Peterson

VP Circulation – Albany Times 
Union

Publisher – Capital Region 
Weekly Newspapers



“The man who moves a 
mountain begins by carrying 

away small stones”
- Confucius



Albany Times Union - Brief

• Very competitive market

• #2 Newspaper readership in the country

• Award-winning content/2016 Newspaper of 
Distinction for New York

• Many small communities surrounded by 
competitors

• 89% of phone numbers on the DNC



Strategy Shift Needed

• Years of low retention, cheap starts

• Dropping volume

• High write offs

• Low introductory offers

• No Data

• No Email retention

• No Outside Promotion



Data and Retention Investment

• Start acquisition reality

• Control stops to affect volume and revenue

• Data for informed marketing

• Touch points for retention

• Understand consumer behavior

• Focus on Digital

• Partnership with LEAP Media



The Big Secrets You 
Are Here For

Circulation is falling
You can’t spend enough



Acquisition 
Reality

• Profile the best subscribers

• Target them through pressure 
sales channels

• Eliminate deep discounts and 
STICK WITH IT

• Sacrifice the start volume at the 
beginning for long-term gain

• Diversify as much as possible

• Focus on Digital

• Money will not solve it





Stop Reality

• Touch Point Management

• Email is huge

• Content and Engagement



Stop Reality

• Touch Point Management

• Email and Social

• Content and Engagement

• Social Media at all times



• Touch Point Management

• Constantly evolving

• Shifting based on start channel, moving towards content that generated start



Results

• 3 consecutive years of revenue and profit 
growth

• Starts over Stops +1,658 for 2016

• Net start stop variance +5,905 ‘16 v.s. ‘15

• Q4 Sunday HD (0.4%) to prior year

• Digital acquisition and activations increase 
in every category
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Using data to improve engagement



We know that subscriber engagement across 
platforms improves retention.  There was 

previously a single communication path to drive 
engagement.

Data changes that.



We are starting with a fairly engaged audience:

99% of  digital-only  subscribers have activated 
81% engaged in last 30 days 

65% of Sunday print + digital subscribers have activated
38% engaged in last 30 days 

59% of subscribers who get digital with their print have activated
26% of those engaged in last 30 days
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Marketing B.C. (before CRM system)

Digital 
Activation

Database

Subscriptio
n

Database

Email
Service

Provider

Digital 
Usage 
Data

Lots of 
data, 
none of it 
connected



We were treating “engagement” as a single strategy 
with a single solution

Digital 
only 

Sunday + 
Digital

Multi-day 
print with 
digital

Series of 10 emails 
regarding digital 
benefits (beginning 1-
5 days after start)

Activate your 
digital benefits  
(within 30 days 
of start)

Activate your 
digital benefits 
(quarterly 
reminder until 
activated)

Audience for email #1 comes 
from sub database, emails 2-
10 triggered in ESP from email 
1 population

Everyone gets quarterly 
reminder of WaPo
Digital  Access benefit

Doing something is always better than doing nothing.



CRM
DATABASE

Subscriber 
Database

Digital 
Activation 
Database

Digital 
Usage 
Data

Contest 
Entry, 

Events, 
etc.

Email 
Service 

Provider

360° Customer View



Use the data to create more personalized 
communication for each subscriber, and  

treat activation and engagement as 
separate goals



Now using ESP connected to CRM 
system

Every send uses up-to-date 
subscriber information with all the 
connected CRM data

Automation from CRM and ESP 
(and connection between them) 
allows for more frequent sends

More frequent sends allow for 
more timely contact with 
subscriber

Goal is to get them engaged 
(activated and digitally active) 
within first 30 days, then keep 
them engaged



Communication strategy for activation/engagement

Data pulled from CRM database, and using benefits of automation

Digital 
only

Sunday + 
Digital

Multi-day 
print with 
digital

Series of 5 emails 
regarding digital 
benefits (beginning 1-
2 days after start)

Activation 
email not 
opened, or no 
activation, 
resend email 
weekly

Activate your 
digital benefits 
(quarterly 
reminder)

Resend email #5 (WaPo
digital access) quarterly if not 
opened or clicked through

Have a look at the new “WELCOME” series and how 
we use the data to customize it…



Goal:  Activation
#1:  Get the most out of your 
digital access:  Activate your 
account (create username 

and password)

Sent to all subscribers with 
Digital Access

Use activation data:  Re-
send a version of this 
weekly for first 30 days to 
those not activated

Use activation data:  Re-
send a version of this 
quarterly  until activated

click here

Limit sends after 3 
months to print subs

http://startribune.emlnk.com/lt.php?notrack=1&s=3b01fa26e9d2e1f4d3614b3536bb09ce&i=263A341A5A117666


Goal:  Activation & 
Engagement

#2:  Take a tour of 
eEdition

Sent to Digital-only 
subscribers

Use subscription data:  
Identify  those 
customers with 
eEdition (digital 
replica)

Use digital data:  
Resend a version of 
this  if subscriber 
hasn’t accessed 
eEdition

click here

http://startribune.emlnk.com/lt.php?notrack=1&s=3b01fa26e9d2e1f4d3614b3536bb09ce&i=262A340A5A116893


Goal:  Activation & 
Engagement 

#3:  Discover the 
features of 

StarTribune.com

Sent to all subscribers 
with Digital Access

Use subscription data:  
Version as Tip #2  unless 
you’re a  digital-only 
subscriber

Use digital data:  Resend a 
version of this for 
subscribers who have 
activated and haven’t 
visited the site

click here

Limit sends to print 
subscribers after 3 
months

http://startribune.emlnk.com/lt.php?notrack=1&s=3b01fa26e9d2e1f4d3614b3536bb09ce&i=285A364A5A185086


Goal:  Engagement 
#4:  Use the mobile apps, 
engage with us on social

Sent to all subscribers with 
Digital Access

Use subscriber data:  
Version as Tip #3 unless 
you’re a digital-only 
subscriber

Use digital data:  Resend a 
version of this to subscribers 
who are not following us on 
social or aren’t accessing 
through an app

click here

Use digital data:  resend to 
those accessing on mobile 
but not thru apps

http://startribune.emlnk.com/lt.php?notrack=1&s=3b01fa26e9d2e1f4d3614b3536bb09ce&i=286A365A5A185214


Goal:  Engagement
#5:  Activate your 

WaPo Digital 
benefit

Sent to all 
subscribers with 

Digital Access

Use email send data:  
Resend a version to 
subscribers who 
didn’t open the 
previous email, or 
who have opened but 
haven’t clicked on the 
link

click here

http://startribune.emlnk.com/lt.php?s=3b01fa26e9d2e1f4d3614b3536bb09ce&i=225A286A4A53158


37|

What’s  up next:  

more engagement using data

Tap into digital data to determine when to nudge customers:

 after periods of inactivity to re-engage
 before renewal to remind them of value based on usage

Tap into digital data to tailor messages to them based on usage 

(i.e., sports highlights, local news, business)

Use the data to customize the message and timing to drive even 

better engagement.  Making it specific to the subscriber will 

make it both relevant and more effective.



“A customer is the most 
important visitor on our 
premises; he is not dependent on 
us. We are dependent on him.  
He is not an interruption in our 
work.  He is the purpose of it.”

Mahatma Gandhi 
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