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Don’t fear the cookiepocalypse

Welcome to the FIPP first-party data 
playbook, an important piece of new 
research, which – authored by Martha 

L Williams, CEO of World Newsmedia Network – 
provides a tangible blueprint for success in the 
post-cookie era. 

At the time of writing, there is a huge amount 
going on at the association and throughout the 
media world. The 44th FIPP World Media Congress, 
where this report is being launched, represents 
a welcome return to real-world events. The 
Congress also sees the launch of the Innovation 
in Media 2022-23 World Report, as well as our 
latest Global Digital Subscription Snapshot, itself 
celebrating four years of publication.  

But for all that is going on today, it is important 
that we look ahead to the impending 
‘Cookiepocalypse’, which is scheduled for the 
end of 2023. Whether this will bring good or bad 
fortune to individual publishers remains open for 
debate. What we do know is that by collaborating 
on fresh ideas and pragmatic approaches, we can 
as an industry better position ourselves to benefit 
from the transition. 

Our playbook represents an excellent starting 
point. It’s filled with case studies from industry 
leaders such as Dotdash Meredith, The South 
China Morning Post and RTL, and offers a deep-
dive analysis into some of the key challenges – 
and opportunities media owners now face.
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(cont)

It is important to flag these opportunities. 
Because while it is true that we will soon be 
leaving behind the cookie-based infrastructure 
that has dominated the digital landscape for 
decades, the shift back towards more contextually 
targeted environments puts publishers, by their 
very nature, in prime position to benefit. 

Within this shift, a range of questions present 
themselves: what is the correct balance 
between direct reader revenues and contextual 
advertising models? Can you still build scale 
with walled gardens? Is the ‘tech stack’ set 
to become a bigger or smaller consideration 
for publishers, when we see organisations 
like The Washington Post, for example, 
building their own in-house solutions? 

These are all considerations explored in-depth 
within this report, and I’d like to extend a huge 

thank-you to Martha and her team not only for 
researching the subject so diligently, but also 
for creating a playbook that provides pragmatic 
solutions to a seismic industry shift that is now 
just around the corner. 

By approaching this shift in a joined-up way 
across the industry, especially at a time when the 
allure of media tech platforms already appears to 
be losing its shine, it is very possible that the re-
emergence of first-party data strategies (and it is 
a re-emergence, based upon the legacy offering 
of our industry) could bring with it a new era of 
growth in digital media.  ●
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Third-party cookies, which have powered billions of digital 
advertising campaigns for publishers around the world, 
will sunset in 2023. The shift is forcing bold, first-party 

data strategies by media companies. The transformation 
presents an opportunity for them to better control their 
economic future, but requires investment in technology, and a 
reorganisation of structure and workflow.

This report takes a deep dive into the challenges and 
opportunities that publishing companies face in their quest to 
stockpile and utilise their customers’ first-party data to better 
understand and serve their audience – and to earn higher 
revenue in the process. 

The switch will drive a profound, historic shift from 

platform-controlled unknown user data to publisher-
controlled known customer data. Cookie tracking will 
no longer fuel ad campaigns. In a cookie-less world, 
content will become the fuel to drive first-party data 
collection, which drives advertising, subscriptions, 
e-commerce and content engagement by customers.

“It’s very clear to us that capturing first-party data is needed 
as an essential part of publisher strategies,” said Michael 
Silberman, SVP of Piano. “Publishers used to be optimised for 
viral, not distinctive content. Broad and thin audience aren’t as 
valuable anymore.”

Indeed, this seismic shift pushes publishers to collect first-party 
data in order to jump-start their businesses for the 21st century.

Executive summary
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Publishers are faced with another existential crisis: Gather personal 
data about their customers in order to serve them better, or suffer 
the consequences of diminished revenue and customer loyalty



The shift from cookies to content currency
The seismic shift signals an opportunity for publishers, who 
own a wealth of content. Media companies can leverage 
their content assets and their trusted relationships with 
customers to drive more first-party data, which will inform 
new products, content, ad campaigns, subscriptions, 
e-commerce and more.  

However, the cultivation of first-party data and publisher-
controlled platforms demands a yeoman’s effort and a long 
runway. Many publishers report that less than 3 percent of 
their traffic comes from known users and experts estimate it 
will take years to achieve a critical mass of known user data.

When Google pulls the plug on third-party cookies, the 

Third-party: cookie fuel First-party: content fuel
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Platforms drive 
third-party data ad 
campaigns, revenue 

with cookies

Publishers grow 
first-party data tied 

to actual content 
consumption profiles

Platforms enrich profiles 
with anonymised, 

probablistic profiles

Publishers drive ad campaign 
with known user IDs, partner 

with tech companies to 
achieve scale, revenues

Platforms create 
segmented audiences

Known user profiles enable 
audience segmentation and 

content usage profiles for ad, 
subs and content targeting
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publishing industry could lose US$10 billion in ad revenue 
and have to replace it with revenue from different forms of 
advertising, subscriptions and other revenues, according to a 
2021 report by McKinsey & Company (‘The Demise of Third-
Party Cookies and Identifiers.’) 

This FIPP report will detail the many steps to achieve 
accelerated first-party data growth. The main tactics of the 
first-party data strategy are:

*  Invest in a customer data platform (CDP), which can 
speed up the collection of first-party data in registrations 
and subscriptions, and can collect further data for use in 
advertising campaigns

*  Invest in a data management platform (DMP) to leverage 
user data in targeting ads that are sold direct or through 
partnerships

*  Plan a data taxonomy that is practical for now 
and aspirational for the future, and implement a 
progressive data collection practice in order to 
expand profiles on each customer, with permission 

*  Adhere to data regulations in order to protect users’ data 
privacy and maintain trust

*  Identify most loyal personas and focus first-party data-
driven offers to them

*  Reset newsroom’s content strategy to reflect company’s 
subscription and registration data collection KPIs

*  Drive newsletter registrations, including the popular 
mass personalised newsletters, based on individual 
usage patterns and powered by artificial intelligence

*  Identify popular premium content that 
converts registrations and subscriptions

*  Adopt “value exchange” practices to ensure users 
will receive desired and relevant content quid pro 
quo in exchange for personal information

*  In the short-term, partner with data supplementers that 
enable more robust programmatic advertising campaigns 
with hashed email IDs as the currency

FIPP FIRST-PARTY DATA PLAYBOOK FOR PUBLISHERS



*  Partner with “clean room” companies that can enable the 
sharing of data for ad campaigns without exposing or co-
mingling the data

*  For the long-term, join a publishers’ walled garden ad 
network to avoid data leakage, eliminate the middle men, 
and drive higher-CPM premium publisher ad buys

*  Create a unique identifier for each user that will mesh with 
partners’ user IDs, usually an email or phone number

*  Develop an “addressability” strategy, that is, targeting 
individuals with messages, products or offers, replacing the 
third-party cookie approach which targets large groups of 
anonymous users.

*  Explore ways to leverage the data: advertising, subscription, 
e-commerce, content, products and other targeting in 
cross-department meetings

*  Enrich profiles and find look-alike profiles to understand and 
leverage profiles

*  Build targetable segments for advertisers and brands

*  Construct personas that will serve as inspiration for 
content, advertising and subscriptions, and then drive 
targeted messaging to individuals in each persona 

*  Transform revenue operations and workflow from separate 
to integrated advertising and subscription structure

Long-term strategy
Like all disruptive changes, the first-party data strategy 
requires ongoing effort over the course of years and will require 
extraordinary cross-company teamwork to be successful.

“The shift from third-party cookies will be as fundamental as 
the shift to web-based services and smartphones at the start 
of the 21st century,” said Julia Clyne, Head of Media Sales & 
The Trust, Dow Jones, APAC told FIPP.

Biggest takeaways
One of the most profound takeaways about the collection 
of data is the trend toward “value exchange” policies. Media 

06

FIPP FIRST-PARTY DATA PLAYBOOK FOR PUBLISHERS



companies are intentional about offering a swap of content for 
consumers’ personal data. 

Publishers like the Guardian remind readers on every content 
page to register and make a contribution, noting the value of 
their independent content. Dotdash Meredith has long insisted 
that every time one of their 40 magazine media brands request 
personal information, that they offer valuable content in return.

The biggest challenges for media companies will be to 
aggressively execute a first-party data strategy that integrates 
data-driven subscription and registration operations with a 2.0 
version of the digital advertising department. Publishers will 
have to invest heavily in data platforms and data partnerships. 
And they will have to adhere to privacy regulations in order to 
retain their customers’ all-important trust. 

Publishers have a huge opportunity to partner with each 
other to build walled garden advertising networks that will net 
considerably more revenue in the absence of programmatic 
advertising middlemen and the lack of data leakage, which 
diminishes the potency of publishers’ premium offering.

This report will illustrate these opportunities with case studies 
from media companies around the world that are amping up 
their data operations in order to drive a new revenue reality 
for themselves, and a healthy ecosystem for their content 
customers.

Ultimately, the aggressive collection of permission-based, first-
party data, such as names, email addresses, phone numbers, 
demographics, content usage, online behaviour habits, purchase 
habits, community participation and more, will empower media 
companies to take back control of their advertising revenues, 
build stronger subscription businesses and drive more value for 
their customers. The success will perpetuate a virtuous cycle of 
growth for media companies over the years. ●
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The winds of disruptive change 
are blowing again, and have 
shifted media companies to 

being customer-first organisations, 
powered by data. For many 
media companies, this strategic 
transformation is a matter of survival.

In the past decade, user data has become 
the lifeblood of media companies – to 
understand user preferences, drive revenue, 
build new products, target content, make 
processes more efficient and inform 
strategy. Engagement with these products 
and processes results in the essential 
engagement and lifetime value.

In order to achieve success, media 
companies have organically invested 
in their tech stack, staffing, training 
and processes. As a result, content, 

Opportunities and challenges

FIPP FIRST-PARTY DATA PLAYBOOK FOR PUBLISHERS

Most media companies 
report less than 3 
percent of their online 
users as ‘known users’
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subscription and advertising processes 
and decision-making are data-informed.

But now, market forces are pushing 
media companies to accelerate all 
facets of their data strategies in order 
to comply with privacy regulations and 
build more first-party customer data 
with permission. This comes as industry 
players such as Google and Apple pull 
the plug on third-party cookies, which 
power the majority of digital advertising.

Known users
Most media companies report less 
than 3 percent of their online users as 
“known users”, that is, users who can’t be 
recognised by a unique identifier, such as 
a name, email or mobile phone number. 

Without an identifier, media 
companies struggle to build target 
audiences for advertisers, and to fully 
understand their audience members’ 
demographic and engagement profile, 
which informs content, subscription 
and advertising targeting.

There are plenty of notable exceptions, 
particularly those media companies that 
have robust subscription and registration 
businesses, such as the New York Times, 
Financial Times, Wall Street Journal, 
Guardian News and Media, RTL and 
Washington Post.

The main reason for many media 
companies not driving a “known user” 
strategy is that for years, they have 
relied on data from browser companies, 
such as Google, Firefox and Apple, to 
target advertising campaigns on media 
companies’ behalf.

Now that Google has announced it is 
ending the collection of third-party 
cookies by the end of 2023, media 
companies are ramping up their efforts 
to grow their numbers of known users, 
and are doing so in accordance with far-
reaching privacy regulations in the EU, 
Canada, United States and beyond.

“The most valuable audience is the 
most deeply engaged, and are known 

[users]. We want the audience to be 
known. This pushes publishers to have 
deep relationships with users. This 
brings the subs and ads businesses 
together,” said Michael Silberman, 
senior vice president of Piano.

Google’s announcement has sent shock 
waves throughout the media industry. 
If left unaddressed, publishers could 
lose much of their digital advertising 
revenue, as their digital campaigns rely 
on third-party data for targeting to 
audiences, which fetch higher CPMs, 
than non-targeted advertising. 

Google is the last platform to phase 
out its third-party cookies on its 
browser, leaving a gaping hole to fill in 
terms of targeting data for publishers’ 
programmatic ad campaigns. 

Many media and tech companies are 
preparing for the day in 2023 when 
Google turns off the spigot. The 
momentous time presents opportunities 
for publishers to set a new path for their 

FIPP FIRST-PARTY DATA PLAYBOOK FOR PUBLISHERS
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revenue and relationship with their users.

As one prominent global media executive 
said, “This is the perfect storm for media 
companies to seize an opportunity to 
grow first-party data. The result will be 
more subscriptions, digital advertising 
and e-commerce.”

Hastening the collection of customer 
data will only speed up other desirable 
outcomes, such as more loyal 
relationships with customers, more 
subscription and e-commerce revenue, 
and a more ability to create engaging, 
personalised content experiences.

Currently, third-party cookies are the fuel 
for digital advertising campaigns. In a 

cookie-less world, content will be the fuel 
to drive a comprehensive understanding 
of individual customers, which will enable 
more efficient and effective revenue and 
content experiences.  

Many companies are already preparing 
for the fallout of the cookie-less 
landscape, by partnering with tech 
companies that augment data stockpiles; 
and with media associations creating 
“walled garden” ad network for publishers 
to take control and grow higher CPMs.

The disruption is propelling a major reset 
for media companies. “Our analysis 
suggests that the publishing industry 
will have to replace up to US$10 billion 
in [programmatic] ad revenue with a 

combination of first-party data gathered 
through a combination of paywalls and 
required registrations, and updated 
contextual targeting,” according to 
McKinsey & Company’s report. ●

FIPP FIRST-PARTY DATA PLAYBOOK FOR PUBLISHERS

“In the long run, first-party data is like oxygen.  

It is the foundation on which the future is built.” 

PETE DOUCETTE, CHIEF REVENUE OFFICER, PHILADELPHIA INQUIRER
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single sign-on and progressive data 
collection campaigns

*  Respect users’ data privacy by 
adhering to regulations such as GDPR

*  Engender trust with users by 
transparent communications about 
their personal data 

*  Create an equitable quid pro quo of 
content and services swapped for 
personal data

*  Protect publishers’ valuable ad 
targeting data from leakage to ad 
network middlemen, which devalue 
its premium publisher unique selling 
proposition (USP)

*  Navigate the emerging landscape of 
technology providers that enable the 

Publishers’ first-party data 
strategies will potentially ignite a 
virtuous cycle of independence 

from platform players, stronger 
relationships with customers, and 
more sustainable revenue growth 
through multiple revenue streams. 

This report will map a path to higher 
revenues, more engaged and known 
users, and more successful paid content 
operations. Dozens of experts were 
interviewed for this report, and have 
shared their visions for strategy and 
tactics to achieve these lofty objectives. 
The report will explain how to:

*  Create a company-wide first-party 
data strategy, and cross-functional 
teams to implement it

*  Combine advertising and subscription 

strategies under an integrated first-
party data umbrella

*  Enrich as many user profiles as 
possible through registration, 
subscriptions, quizzes, newsletters, 

First-party 
data strategy
First-party 

data strategy

Higher digital 
ad CPMs

Higher digital 
ad CPMs

More 
subscriptions

More 
subscriptions

Higher engagement 
and retention 
with readers

Higher engagement 
and retention 
with readers

New, data-driven 
revenue streams
New, data-driven 
revenue streams

How first-party data 
amplifies revenue

The first-party virtuous cycle
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first-party data strategy

*  Develop data-driven persona profiles 
to bring to life the first-party data 
strategy for all departments in 
the cross functional teams, such 

as product, editorial, advertising, 
subscription, marketing and more

*  Develop and/or participate in walled 
gardens of first-party data, and 
partner with safe data providers 

to create robust offerings for 
advertisers and brands

*  Optimise ad campaigns and 
post-campaign reporting; and 
drive higher revenues ●
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Afternoon

Tablet

Events

MEDIA COMPANIES are building persona  
profiles about their most loyal users in order 
to show which customers consumer-specific 
content and on which platforms.  

The scientific process of building persona 
profiles starts with general registration data 
collection, which continues through contests, 

polls, specialty content registration, such a 
newsletters or reports. 

From the beginning, each profile is 
built on a user ID, such as an email and 
progressively builds with name, phone number, 
psychographics, price sensitivities and content 
preferences, for example. For many media 

companies, these profiles serve as advertising 
segments (see SCMP case study, page 40).

Persona profiles can be used across the 
publisher’s enterprise, as content segments for 
the newsroom; ad and marketing targets; and 
inspirations for the product team. The richer the 
profiles, the more successful personas will be.

PERSONAS: HOW TO LEVERAGE CUSTOMER DATA FOR BUSINESS
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publishers by PubMatic, 36 percent of the 
respondents have been working on first-
party data “addressability” issues for a 
year (since 2020), while 41 percent say 
they started in the last year (in 2021), 14 
percent say they’ll start in the next year 
(2022) and 9 percent say they haven’t 
started yet.  

Addressability refers to the use of 
media sites to target individuals with 
messages, products or offers, rather than 
large groups of anonymous third-party 
cookie groups. Addressability requires 
unique IDs, usually an e-mail address 
or mobile phone number, and are the 
top solutions deemed most effective in 
solving addressability challenges among 
publishers, according to the study.

Addressability requires publishers to 
target users across multiple devices and 

Publishers reside in two distinct 
camps: Those that have been 
collecting first-party data for 

years, and those that are scrambling 
to catch up. Billions of dollars are at 
risk for those publishers without the 
targeting data to power programmatic 
campaigns, which represent upward of 
three-quarters of all digital campaigns 
globally. Many media companies still 
have only 1 percent or 3 percent of 
known users in their databases. Those 
media companies with subscriptions 
and registration operations tend to own 
significantly more first-party data.

In order to address the onslaught of 
revenue challenges, publishers around the 
world are launching or accelerating their 
first-party data strategies. 

According to a 2021 global survey of 

Scrambling to catch up

A year or more Within the past year

Plan to within 
the next year

36% 41%

14% 9%

Not started

The addressability journey

FIPP FIRST-PARTY DATA PLAYBOOK FOR PUBLISHERS

(To publishers): How long have you been working 
on first-party data collection in order to gather 
known user information (2021)?

Source: Addressability and the Cookie-less Future, 
PubMatic, 2021
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point of purchase with relevant 
opportunities and recommendations 
will benefit from new consumer 
purchase norms. Adopting best-
practice alternative solutions for ad 
targeting is driving the publisher pivot 
to first-party data collection through 
direct-to-consumer relationships. ●

sites, while simultaneously eliminating 
redundancies — a challenge that 55 
percent of publisher respondents cited as 
a top concern, according to the study. 

Top publisher solutions for the 
addressability shortfall are adding email 
address data (88 percent); creating 
unique user ID solutions (69 percent); 
collecting browser data (43 percent); 
collecting IP address data (41 percent); 
and collecting device data (10 percent), 
according to the study.

The Interactive Advertising Bureau 
(IAB) offers a prescription for publishers’ 
cookie-less future in their report ‘Digital 
Ad Ecosystem 2021’. This suggests 
publishers can achieve success by 
delivering the following:

*  “[Publishers] that pro-actively 
address the challenges of identity 
resolution, securing attention and the 
changing consumer pathways are 
much better positioned to protect 
relevance and growth in the long term.

*  Future models and innovations in ad 
tracking must provide better detail 
on the consumer’s journey, with 
consumer needs and expectations 
kept front and centre.

*  Publishers that demonstrate the 
ability to reach consumers at the 

Publishers pursuing alternative options

FIPP FIRST-PARTY DATA PLAYBOOK FOR PUBLISHERS

Email address data 88%

69%Unique user ID solutions

43%Browser data

35%IP address data

31%Device data

10%Other

Source: Addressability and the cookie-less future, PubMatic, 2021

Question to publishers: what tactics are you pursuing to help solve addressability challenges?

https://pubmatic.com/blog/the-publishers-guide-to-addressability
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The alternatives to programmatic 
advertising are many, from 
innovative, improved contextual 

advertising; e-commerce, walled gardens, 
supplemented data solutions, clean room 
augmentation and subscriptions. Each of 
them is optimised by first-party data.

According to the DoubleVerify study in 
2021, advertiser respondents say they 
are most likely to replace the third-party 
data advertising approach with private 
marketplaces (PMPs) (45 percent); 
Federal Learning of Cohorts (FLoC) 
(36 percent); their own first-party data 
(33.7 percent); contextual targeting (24 
percent); and publishers’ first-party data 
activation (12.7 percent).

Programmatic ad campaigns represent 
almost three-fourths of all digital 
advertising, and are bought based 

Other ad formats

FIPP FIRST-PARTY DATA PLAYBOOK FOR PUBLISHERS

Cookie alternatives with the most potential

Question to advertisers:  
Which solutions have the greatest potential to replace cookie-dependent solutions (choose up to three)?

Source: DoubleVerify study: ‘Post-Cookie Questions: What Publishers and 
Advertisers are Thinking About the New Digital Era’ 2021
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on desired user reach and profiles. 
Individual publishers provide a desired 
premium demographic, but lack scale. 
In order to replicate the magnitude 
of Google’s, Facebook’s and other 
platforms’ reach, publishers are well 
advised to join publisher-only ‘walled 
garden’ ad networks. ●

Source: Zenith, 2021

Programmatic share of global digital display ad spend 
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A dvertising buyers require scale 
for campaigns. Individual 
publishers lack scale. Publishers 

have a huge opportunity to partner 
with each other to build walled garden 
advertising networks that will:

*  Drive more CPM revenue than in 
third-party-driven networks 

*  Expand scale with multiple publishers’ 
data, aligning with the needs of 
programmatic advertising campaign 
buying behaviour

*  Avoid data-leakage to middlemen in 
the ad network value chains

*  Retain a larger percentage of revenue 
that currently goes to intermediaries 
in programmatic advertising 
campaigns (see chart, page 19)

One such network is Local Media 
Consortium’s NewsID network was 
launched last year, and is made up of 
200 publishers and about 5,000 websites 

in the United States and Canada. LMC’s 
CEO, Fran Wills, says middlemen whittle 
away about half of all revenues realised 
by current programmatic campaigns. The 

Building scale with walled gardens
Which data are being extracted?

FIPP FIRST-PARTY DATA PLAYBOOK FOR PUBLISHERS

Source: Local Media Consortium, 2022
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publishers’ walled garden ad networks 
eliminate the middlemen and the 
significant revenues they siphon off.

In an effort to end customer data leakage 
and to drive higher CPMs, publishers’ 
organisations in North America and 
Europe are organising their own walled 
garden ad networks, leveraging their own 
first-party data with unique user IDs, and 
offering the network as a premium media 
buy for advertisers. 

“There’s no point to first-party data if 
someone else controls the ID, because 
then the publisher doesn’t control the 
distribution,” said Danny Spears, COO 
of The Ozone Project, which launched its 
walled garden in 2018. “The first thing you 
have to take care of is your IDs.”

A study by McKinsey projects that 
walled garden ad partnerships have good 
potential for the future.

“Most marketers in our research said 
that they expect to reallocate more of 

their ad budgets to the walled gardens to 
access their large consumer bases, scale, 
and knowledge of consumer affinities… 
These data partnerships will be key in the 
coming years. There are many of these 
new media networks being formed across 
travel, financial services, grocery, luxury 
retail, and auto. The challenge is to ensure 
consistent customer identification and 
definition across audience segments 
using disparate data pools, and to 
protect consumer privacy at the same 
time,” according to the McKinsey & 
Company’s 2021 research ‘The demise of 
third-party cookies and identifier.’

Among those walled gardens formed 
in the publishers’ space in the past few 
years are:

*  The Ozone Project, a four-year-
old digital advertising platform in 
the UK, Including the Guardian, the 
Economist, NewsUK, Hello!, TimeOut, 
Bauer Media Group, Reach and DC 
Thomson.  
Link

*  European NetID Foundation, launched 
by RTL in 2018, includes publishers 
such as RTL and Axel Springer and 
includes a single sign-on feature, 
which allows users the convenience 
to port their permissions to websites 
and mobile sites owned by members 
of the group 
Link

*  Local Media Consortium’s 
NewsPassID (US and Canada) 
launched last year and includes 
thousands of sites and 90 local 
media companies in North America. 
The project also includes Single-
Sign-On to allow consumers privacy-
protected access to the participating 
local news sites.  
Link

“We feel publishers need to take better 
control of their audience data,” said 
Fran Wills, CEO of the Local Media 
Consortium, a strategic alliance of 3,000 
multiple media companies, in North 
America. “We are saying that publishers 
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should have their own clean room and 
walled garden.”

In the future, NewsPassID will create 
a more direct connection between 
the advertiser and the publisher, 
thereby retaining a significantly higher 
percentage of the revenues, Wills said.

The Advertising Network (B2B) solution 
delivers an addressable advertising 
aggregation of news inventory and first-
party data for buyers. The NewsNext 
initiative is owned by members of the 
Local Media Consortium, a network of 
200 million users across 5,000 website 
domains, not including mobile apps, CTV 
or legacy media products. 

Currently, data leakage is commonplace, 
and some publishers’ data can be resold 
hundreds of times after circulating on a 
programmatic ad networks. The walled 
garden prevents data leakage, and re-
introduces scarcity, thus raising CPMs for 
the publisher, according to Spears, from 
the Ozone Project.

Other walled gardens have had similar 
objectives, and all are powered by The 
Ozone Project’s ID technology.

The Ozone Project’s suite of cloud-based 
publisher tools that allow publishers to 

take control of their assets - premium 
inventory and first-party data, and rebuild 
direct relationships with advertisers. The 
adtech “extracts key points of data from 
journalism content, and develops user 
profiles with characteristics and profiles 
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and repackages it” in preparation for an 
ad buy, Spears said.

Julia Clyne, Head of Media and The Trust, 
APAC at Dow Jones, told FIPP: “Publishers 
have been grappling with how best to 
derive value from the walled content 
gardens that they have built online. The 
truth is, any organisation that has built 
a robust digital channel that genuinely 
adds value to consumers as opposed to 
just being used as a communications 
channel will have an edge. In fact, any 
company with a meaningful direct digital 
relationship with customers could stand 
to benefit from the cookie-less world.” 

The walled garden can eliminate the 
many middlemen that can extract 
profitability. The partnership creates a 
more direct relationship between the 
publisher and advertiser. 

“There’s a long list of resellers – a lot of 
the tech providers are operating in the 
programmatic space and taking a piece 
of the pie,” Wills said. 

“They are getting access to that 
data because of the codes on the 
publishers’ sites. We are saying – when 
looking at programmatic ID – that 
publishers should have their own 
clean room and walled garden. ●

7%
8%

8% 1%

10%

15%

100% 51%

Advertiser
Spend

Agency
Fee

DSP
Fee

Technology
Fee

(demand side)

Unknown
Delta*

SSP
Fee

Technology
Fee

(supply side)

Publisher
Revenue

Intermediaries take 49 cents of every digital dollar spent

Source: Local Media Consortium, 2022; 2020 ISBA/PwC Programmatic Supply Chain Transparency Study

FIPP FIRST-PARTY DATA PLAYBOOK FOR PUBLISHERS



21

Contextual advertising is making 
a comeback, according to 
ReportLinker in 2022. Contextual 

advertising matches the content 
of advertising with the content on 
publishers’ websites, is growing at a rate 
of 13.3 percent year over year. The global 
market is estimated at US$157.4 billion 
in 2020, and estimate to surge to $335.1 
billion by 2026.

According to a study by DoubleVerify 
in 2021, more than 90 percent of the 
300 publishers surveyed saying that 
contextual targeting capabilities will be 
either moderately or very important in 
2022. Meanwhile, 95 percent of the 300 
advertisers surveyed are planning on 
using contextual targeting in 2022.

Many media companies interviewed 
for this report earn robust contextual 

advertising revenue. For many, contextual 
targeting performance has improved 
over time with the advent of artificial 
intelligence. Among the machine 
learning-driven technologies used by 
publishers are DoubleVerify, Oracle and 
IBM Watson. ●
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Dotdash Meredith’s owns a vast 12,000-
term taxonomy database of their users, 
the envy of the magazine media industry. 
The first-party database is built with 
content and advertising usage data, and 
includes purchase intent data, which 
helps drive Dotdash Meredith’s robust 
advertising and e-commerce businesses.    

The most important component of 
the data stockpile is the intent data, 
the data that is captured about users 
researching how-to projects or the 
reliability of a product they presumably 
are interested in purchasing. 

The intent data is what sets Dotdash 
Meredith apart, because it underpins 
a massively successful contextual 
advertising business. 

“Intent-driven contextual advertising 
beats cookie-based advertising in 
performance every time,” said Dotdash 
Meredith CEO Neil Vogel said during a 
recent earnings call.

DOTDASH MEREDITH is one of 
the many publishers amping up its 
contextual advertising by placing 
relevant advertising alongside 
similarly themed content. 

“We are pursuing contextual advertising, 
where we can reach people and provide 
the kind of advertising within the 
content, without having to track people 
in a creepy way. We can do that with 
contextual advertising. We have some 
of the best taxonomy in the industry, 
the same as you might find in Google,” 
said Tiffany Johnson, vice president of 
innovation and data at Dotdash Meredith.

Owned by the conglomerate 
InterActiveCorp (IAC), some of Dotdash 
Meredith’s largest magazine media 
brands include Time, People, Better 
Homes & Gardens and Food & Wine. The 
more than 40 publications represent 
more than 120 million in paid circulation 
and websites with nearly 135 million 
monthly unique visitors.

First-party data leveraged 
for contextual advertising

Dotdash Meredith

CASE 
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Intent-driven contextual 
advertising beats cookie-
based advertising in 
performance every time.

Dotdash Meredith CEO Neil Vogel
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“We don’t need third-party cookies 
to be successful and we don’t need 
our users’ private information to 
help them achieve their goals, in our 
experience,” said Alysia Borsa, Chief 
Business Officer and President of 
Lifestyle for Dotdash Meredith. 

“We don’t imagine the majority of 
users will ever access our content via 
subscription; our business model is built 
on intent, which doesn’t require a user to 
be logged in to deliver the right content 
and advertising to each consumer.

“Meredith possesses rich, exclusive 
data with massive scale in content-rich 
environments. Using those assets, we’ve 
built an exclusive, in-depth 12,000+-
term taxonomy, a proprietary identity 

graph and over 12 billion intent signals to 
achieve an unmatched, comprehensive 
and timely understanding of women and 
their purchase intent – the holy grail for 
our partners.”

Under Borsa’s leadership, the company 
launched the Dotdash Meredith Data 
Studio in 2020. 

“Dotdash Meredith Data Studio leverages 
our company’s vast proprietary first-
party data, intent signals and predictive 
insights to inform marketing, product, 
and business strategies,” she said.

Dotdash Meredith partnered with Slalom 
and other consultants in the development 
of the Data Studio.

According to Slalom.com: “The collection 
of the data was just the beginning. 
Dotdash Meredith captures over 12 
billion intent signals in the form of clicks, 
buying, commenting, sharing, subscribing 
to, or adding to a list. 

“These signals enable the prediction of 
preferences using machine learning. For 
example, natural language processing is 
used to analyse reader comments and 
discovering sentiments and trends.” ●
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Data Management Platforms (DMP)
DMPs collect data across publishing and 
advertising platforms. Some examples 
used by publishers:

* Permutive: Customers include 
BuzzFeed, Business Insider, 
Immediate Media, Dennis Publishing 
and The Economist

* Lotame: Clients include McClatchy, 
South China Morning Post and 
Haymarket

* 1plusx: Clients include Axel Springer

Customer Data Platform (CDP)
CDPs collect customer data on 
publishers’ sites and make the data 
available for a variety of functions, 
including revenue, content and strategic 
analysis.  The CMP is underpinned by 
data collection and storage by adhering 
to privacy regulations.

The first-party data tech stack 
serves as the engine for the first-
party data strategy. To start, 

media companies need data platform 
solutions to collect and segment user 
data: customer data platforms, CDP, to 
understand and record user behaviour 
on media sites; and data management 
platforms (DMP) to segment target 
groups and leverage on advertising 
networks. The data lake serves as the 
repository where disparate raw data are 
merged and stored.

Data lake infrastructure 
Cloud-based technologies that enable 
data storage, security and seamless 
integration with multiple databases can 
include but are not limited to:

* Snowflake

* Amazon Redshift

* Google BigQuery

* Oracle Data Warehousing

* Microsoft Azure

CRM
Tailored communications for every step 
of the customer journey, particularly for 
subscribers and registrants.

* Salesforce

* Oracle NetSuite

Smart paywall technology
Convert anonymous users to registered 
users to known users to subscribers using 
progressive data collection.

* Zephr, United Kingdom

* Poool, France

* Piano, United States

* Mather Economics, United States

* Sophi.io, The Globe & Mail, Canada

Tech Stack: enabling technologies 
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* BlueConic: Dennis Publishing, Boston 
Globe, Philadelphia Inquirer, WEHCO 
Media

* Piano: Although Piano doesn’t like to 
call themselves a CMP, their functions 
are similar: subscription and 
registration technology, personalised 
journeys, content recommendations 
and audience segmentation.  Its 
customers include BBC, Gannett, 
Meredith, Wall Street Journal, The 
Economist, The Telegraph and the 
South China Morning Post.

* Adobe Experience Platform, including 
Nine, Australia

* Black Tiger, a GDPR-compliant CDP 
and personal privacy manager, B2B 
operation owned by Roularta media 
companies across Europe

ID Platforms
A variety of tech companies have sprung 
up in recent years to address publishers’ 
growing need for supplemental data 

for ad targeting. Among them are ID 
companies like LiveRamp, The Trade Desk, 
Bombora and ID5, with whom publishers 
share their hashed email data to create 
targeting profiles for advertisers. 

The approach allows scale that 
is attractive for advertisers and a 
replacement for third-party partnerships 
for serving programmatic advertising. ●
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CAFÉMEDIA calls itself the world’s 
largest ad management service, 
providing ad tech for small- and mid-
size enterprise publishers and bloggers 
in the U.S. And according to ComScore, 
it also has the largest reach there in the 
food, home, family and travel verticals.

CaféMedia has partnered with ID5 
and LiveRamp to offer their 3,000+ 
publisher members a means of 

leveraging their first-party e-mail 
data through these ID ad platforms. 

CaféMedia Chief Strategy Officer Paul 
Bannister considers ID5, LiveRamp and 
other ad ID companies an important 
transitional step between third-party 
cookies and launching your own first-
party data-driven ad strategy. 

These programmatic networks don’t 
deal with either direct-sold advertising 
or addressability, which advertisers 
demand, he said. “We ask how do you 
maximise short-term revenue, being 

open with your data, and how do you 
do it in the future, which is going to 
be much more private? How do you 
thread the needle in a smart way?”

To drive first-party data forward, 
CaféMedia has encouraged publishers 
to collect emails through pop-up 
ads offering a free newsletter, a free 
report or a discount coupon for a 
first purchase, for example. Publishers 
also need to consent to be part of 
the ID5 or Live Ramp programme, 
and update their privacy policy in 
compliance with data regulations. 

Quoted in AdExchanger.com in 2021, 
Bannister said: “If you get to 2 percent 
of your users that authenticate, they 
are going to be engaged and become 
4 percent of your traffic, and 8 
percent of your revenue. The next goal 
becomes getting 5 percent of their 
users to share their email addresses.”

Long-term revenue strategy might then 

ID platforms offer transitional  
data step for their 3,000 
small publishers

CaféMedia

CASE 
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Ad management service CaféMedia leverages 
first-party email data for 3000+ publishers
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include a partnership between CaféMedia 
and Digital Context Next and TrustX, its 
publisher-led digital advertising network, 
which has been running since 2016. The 
network is embarking on a partnership 
with Akamai to drive a privacy-
compliant, cookie-less ad network.

The TrustX network provides real time 
access to participating publishers’ 
data to target ad campaigns. Akamai’s 
real time ‘clean room’ functionality 
enables the aggregated use of all of 
the participating publishers without 
intermingling the data or making it 
available for non-owners to see or use. 
The aggregated data enables scale for 
wide-coverage campaigns.

Clean rooms
Another way to augment first-party 
data is through partnership with clean 
rooms, or tech companies which connect 
multiple, disparate first-party data sets 
with no data intermingling, in accordance 
with data regulations.

InfoSum is one example of a GDPR-
compliant clean room that serves 
publishers, including Axel Springer in 
Germany, and is available to Piano’s 
hundreds of publisher clients. 

InfoSum enables companies to match 
unique IDs and analyse across unlimited 
data sets in real-time, without sharing 
or moving data. The cloud-based 
service allows advertisers and brands to 

create a custom target audience from 
each publisher’s silos. The matching 
data would come from publishers 
in the form of user IDs to enable 
addressability for advertisers seeking a 
target data set. These data can come 
from any collection storage, such as 
the publisher’s CRM, customer data 
platform or data management platform.

“We don’t create a data asset. The 
publisher has self-contained data and has 
control over it. They define the structure,” 
said InfoSum’s Richard Lloyd, Global head 
of product and solutions. “Most strategic 
targeting is limited. CPMs are great, but 
fill rates are negligible. Addressability for 
targeting doesn’t get you far enough. You 
want to have this at scale.“

FIPP FIRST-PARTY DATA PLAYBOOK FOR PUBLISHERS

“We ask how do you maximise short-term revenue, being open with your data? How do you do it in 

the future, which is going to be much more private? How do you thread the needle in a smart way?” 

PAUL BANNISTER, CHIEF STRATEGY OFFICER, CAFÉMEDIA 
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“So even though no two data sets are 
the same, our technology makes them 
compatible. Our vision is to use this 
capability to help companies understand 
a broader perspective of their customers’ 

lives and analyse previously incompatible 
data sets,” wrote Nick Halstead, CEO of 
Infosum on medium.com.

Infosum enables “lookalike modelling” 
to scale the data. Advertisers get an 
expanded reach on the same target 
audience by finding lookalikes across the 
publisher data silos.

Belgium-based Roularta uses clean 
rooms in tandem with their “hashed” 
emails in ad campaigns on LiveRamp 
and ID5 platforms. These partners are 
in early stages of working with media 
companies, and Roularta fully expects 
this marketplace to expand in parallel 
with the demand from media companies 
for replacements for third-party data.

“There will be a lot of clean rooms 
popping up,” said Mark Daemen, Director 
Strategy & Innovation at Roularta. “Every 
[publisher] has to look into it and connect 
with their advertisers.” ●
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data set in order to develop products, 
engage with audience, and to better 
understand the campaign firmographics, 
or the business profiles of the companies 
engaging with the campaigns.

These shared data-driven insights have 
allowed Area Development to create a 
dashboard to layer Bombora’s Co-op 
data over their own first-party data. This 
enabled Area Development to deliver 
post-campaign results beyond click-
through rates. Now, Area Development 
can share ROI metrics of engagement, 
viewership, conversions by industry, 
company size, role, and more.

“On one of our latest campaigns, we were 
able to share a lead with a customer 
that ultimately resulted in a significant 
economic development project, creating 
hundreds of new jobs and generating 
millions of dollars in investment—it’s 
pretty cool that the initial lead for that 
project was generated using Bombora 

Area Development is a US-based B2B 
publisher focused on corporate site 
selection, facility planning, and plant 
expansion. They publish to a 40,000 print 
circulation and 145,575 online unique 
users including C-level executives, 
corporate real estate executives, site 
location consultants, and more.

Area Development (www.
areadevelopment.com) partnered 
with Bombora (www.bombora.com) 
to transition its advertising business 
from clicks to a multi-million dollar lead 
generation business for its business 
customers.

Area Development joined Bombora’s 
B2B data Co-op, which monitors the 
real-time consumption habits of 2.8 
million companies, with data pooled from 
more than 4,000 websites and 22 billion 
monthly content consumption events. 
The shared marketing data allows Co-
op members to leverage the massive 

B2B publisher drives higher 
revenues for advertisers with 
data-driven campaign reporting

Area Development 
and Bombora

CASE 
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insights,” said Justin Shea, Digital Media 
Manager at Area Development.

“It’s typically not instant gratification in 
our industry,” Shea said. “But now we feel 
like a marketing company and a publisher 
rolled into one, capable of not only 
creating campaigns with access to our 
exclusive audience but with the added 
ability of generating leads based on 
activity surrounding those campaigns.”

B2B publishers are always in search of 
lookalike customers, which was previously 
like searching for needles in haystacks. 
Now, the Co-op data enables these 
discoveries.

“A crowded media landscape has 
forced marketers and publishers to be 
resourceful when it comes to identifying, 
selling, and reaching audiences through 
advertising. This is incredibly important 
in the B2B space, with smaller pools of 
qualified prospects and limited budgets,” 
said Steve Lilly, SVP Data Partnerships. ●
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ROULARTA MEDIA GROUP is a Belgium-
based multinational media company 
with 43 titles, including magazines, 
newspapers and TV in Belgium, France, 
the Netherlands and Portugal.

In 2019, Roularta laid out its four pillars 
for its digital and data strategy:

1. Put strong brands at the centre, but 
focus on audiences.

2. Our customer relationship is built on 
data-driven value creation. We create 
value from our content and platforms. 
Quality journalism is never free. One 
method of payment is data. 

3. The core KPI is engagement. If we 
have to choose between tons of low-
value page views versus a smaller 
but highly engaged audience, we will 
choose the latter.

4. Introduce step-by-step 
personalisation and tools. We’ll 
use data to build personalised and 
automated customer journeys.

[From Obsessed, Decode the Data Landscape,  
Reboot Your Sales and Marketing, Prepare for the  
Era of AI. Marc Bresseel and Renout van Hove, 2019 ]

Part of the strategy was to build on 
Roularta ID, a single sign-on log-in since 
2009, which connects the data of every 
reader through Roularta’s platforms and 
brands. After much research, Roularta 
chose BlueConic as the CDP to collect 

and make sense of these data for 
Roularta stakeholders.

Among the many outcomes of the CDP 
implementation were to inspire journalists 
to develop new content opportunities 
from the automated engagement 
insights, content topics and conversion 
funnels; automate intelligent paywalls 
based on reader behaviour, interaction 
and profile; and create high quality 
advertising target groups, according to 
the report.

The first-party data strategy was a 
logical extension of the data and digital 
strategy. Launched in Q3 2021, a variety 
of components comprise Roularta’s first-
party data strategy. The centrepiece 
of the strategy is a one-month trial 
family bundle offer, in exchange for full 
registration data of the participating 
family members. 

“The strategy is not about first-party 
data. It’s about engagement with your 

Making a significant 
investment in first-party 
data strategy and tactics

Roularta  
Media Group
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users. First-party data is just part of it. 
It’s not the goal, it’s part of reaching the 
goal,” said Peter Thiers, Strategic Media 
Advisor & DPO for Roularta.

“It is to optimise your editorial strategy, 
to drive engagement. It’s important to 
collect data the focuses on the quality 

of engagement in articles and topics. It 
adds fuel to editorial department. That’s 
an important goal.”

As of March 2022, Roularta has registered 
80,000 users for the offer, including 
50,000 app users and 30,000 web 
users. “Data-driven value creation 

through customer relationships with 
brands are the key focus,” Thiers 
said. “We focus on logged-in use. Our 
core metric for our brands strategy 
is engagement. We will gradually 
add our personalisation strategy.”

Personalisation will be the optimal 
balance between explicitly shared 
preferences on what she or he 
wants or doesn’t want – and 
implicitly shared – based on profile, 
usage data and recommendation 
algorithms, added Thiers. ●
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chief data and analytics officer at RTL.

RTL Data now comprises data tools, 
technology, services and professionals, 
including data scientists, engineers, 
analysts, strategists and executives.

One of the most important projects for 
RTL is the European NetID Foundation, 
founded in 2018. 

“This is one of the biggest first-party 
data initiatives in the market, this was a 
very great decision, RTL had four years 
ago,” Immenrroth said. “We need to be as 
self-sufficient as possible, this is why we 
really invest so much in data.”

Though the European NetID was 
founded in 2018, the need has grown 
for the Europe-wide solution recently, 
as European media companies face the 
fallout from the imminent demise of 
third-party cookies.

The system includes a single sign-on 

RTL DEUTSCHLAND is a multimedia 
company that includes Bertelsmann, 
Gruner & Jahr and RTL holdings, based in 
Cologne. RTL’s media include television, 
radio, magazines, news media, books, 
music and books, and is considered the 
largest media company in Europe.

In 2019, RTL invested in growing its 
data infrastructure, which dramatically 
changed internal operations and 
processes, according to Karin Immenroth, 

across RTL properties, and a NetID that 
can be used and matched in network-
wide advertising campaigns, which 
are appealing to ad buyers who want 
to advertise across multiple premium 
publisher websites, not just a few.

For the consumer, the single sign-on is 
part of a transparent, central privacy 
centre, giving consumers complete 
control over their data, preferences and 
product individualisation, according to 
Valeria Kuepper, Vice President Strategy 
and Data Products B2B at RTL, who 
developed the NetID project for RTL.

Legal advisory has become an essential 
part of the development of data products 
like NetID. With full focus on the users’ 
privacy, RTL has created RTL+, an app 
with all content from Bertelsmann, Gruner 
& Jahr, and RTL. 

“We want to be the European standard. 
Many companies are participating,” 
Kuepper said. On one hand, to use it for 

Building one of the biggest first-
party data operations in Europe

RTL
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content, and other the other hand, use it 
for targeting.

“Monetisation is not the first goal. You 
also try to get the most data about your 
client,” Immenroth said.

The RTL+ app
The next big project is the development 

of the RTL+ app, which will enable 
appending, but not integration, of 
data from Bertelsmann, Gruner & Jahr 
and RTL, in accordance with GDPR 
regulations, Immenroth said.

The project is called United, and it’s 
about enriching the company’s “data 
lakes on both sides by building a new one 

and which connects the dots which were 
not connected before,” Immenroth said. 
The vision is to activate the integrated 
persona profile for advertisers or sell a 
targeted subscription to one of their 
titles, she said.

A variety of content will be available 
to users, streaming and other premium 

European NetID product overview
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netID Hard-Login

Active entry of login credentials when 
accessing the publisher’s login area. 
Comparable to social single sign-on

Only display of the NetID consent layer during 
an active session. No entry of login credentials

Central management of consents via 
NetID Privacy Centre

netID Soft-Login netID Privacy Centre
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video, magazine content, podcasts 
Deezer streaming music and news media. 
“For the consumer, having the RTL+ app 
will be quite convenient and compelling, 
getting recommendations that fit your 
interests,” Immenroth said.

RTL has created its own clean room to 
will enable a significantly better content 
experience on their new RT+ app, she said.

“On one side, the content we produce 
is broadcast and online products. 
We need the first-party data to 
personalise and individualise these 
products,” said Kuepper. “Sometimes 
people are surprised if these 
products are not personalised.” ●
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KARIN IMMENROTH, CHIEF DATA AND ANALYTICS OFFICER AT RTL
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to monetise the customer.

The integrated operation will be 
accomplished with strategic, technical 
and tactical solutions. Working groups 
would include people from advertising, 
subscriptions, technology, editorial, 
marketing and more. The teams would 
be focused on the development of data 
sets and products that grow both revenue 
streams. KPIs need to be rewritten and 
data dashboards democratised so that all 
employees engage with the new approach. 
Companies already taking this approach 
include the New York Times, Financial 
Times, RTL and the Philadelphia Inquirer.

One emerging position as it relates 
to first-party data strategy is the 
head of marketing technology for the 
strategy, managing the complexity 
and inter-connections among the 

In order to grow first-party data and 
create value for consumers and 
advertisers, media companies must 

make fundamental structural and 
technological changes. 

Most media companies are structured 
with separate subscriptions and 
advertising operations. However, the 
future model will be a unified commercial 
strategy with consumer’s detailed, first-
party data at the centre.

In a recent interview with Digiday, John 
Slade, chief commercial officer of the 
Financial Times, said: “If you’re thoughtful 
about it, the subscriptions business 
powers your advertising business. You 
have a direct reader relationship, great 
data comes from that relationship 
and can drive a much more effective, 
analytical, targeted advertising business. 

The vast majority of our branded content 
business, for example, has core insights 
coming from our subscribers and readers. 
The richer your relationship, the better 
your insights and the better your branded 
content business becomes. 

“The more you engage your readers so 
that they renew their subscriptions, the 
more inventory they’re creating, the richer 
that inventory is and the better your 
pricing leverage in an advertising market, 
which is otherwise trending downwards 
in terms of price. It’s a symbiotic 
relationship, not an ‘either-or’.” 

Chief revenue officers or chief 
commercial officers will lead these 
consolidated operations. The main 
goal will be to collect and analyse user 
data in order to better understand and 
serve the customer, and ultimately, 

Structural changes
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Philadelphia Inquirer’s first-party data tech stack 

various necessary technologies 
and the research and request-for-
proposal processes to learn about 
and purchase new technologies. 

One such position has emerged at the 

Philadelphia Inquirer. The head of mar-
tech focuses on the output of the CRM, 
CDP and the DMP at the Inquirer. 

That includes business operations, 
emails, and web operations. 

The schematic above reflects 
the complexity of the first-party 
data operation of the Philadelphia 
Inquirer, including the data inputs, 
the data infrastructure and data 
processing capabilities. ●
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At the heart of the first-party 
data strategy is the need to own 
your customers’ data, and not 

to “borrow” it from a third-party source. 
Media companies have had a long history 
of deep relationships with their readers, 
and the first-party data strategy is the 
manifestation of these deep relationships 
for the 21st century’.

“In the long run, first-party data is like 
oxygen,” said Pete Doucette, chief 
revenue officer of the Philadelphia 
Inquirer. “It is the foundation on which the 
future is built.”

When first-party data collection is 
posed as a key performance metric, the 
questions are: 

1. Which data do your company want to 
collect?

2. How many points of data do you 
hope to collect? 

3. What are some milestone objectives 
for first-party data?

4. What tactics and on what platforms 
will you collect these data?

5. On what customer data platform will 
you store these data?

6. What is the taxonomy design for 
these data?

7. Who will be involved in the cross-
functional data team to lead and 
drive the project?

8. How will you analyse and experiment 
with these data and in what 
intervals?

9. How will you plan to use these data 
for content, advertising, marketing 
and subscriptions?

10. How will you align all departments 
around a single, first-party data 
North Star?

Which content converts 
to subscription?
Thousands of news and magazine 
titles have launched successful digital 
subscription businesses in the past 20 
years. The evolution of paywalls has 
ranged from hard paywall, to metered 
paywall, to ‘intelligent’ paywalls. 

Intelligent paywalls leverage first-party 
data to tailor the content and interface 
experience for each customer. They give 
users the right offers and messaging 
at the right time to maximise net 

First-party data strategy
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and scores the metadata, and sends 
recommendations back to the publisher 
through the Slack communication 
channel in almost real time. 

The rapid analysis allows the newsroom 
to make fast and profitable decisions.

After a three-month test, articles set as 
premium achieved a 3x higher conversion 
rate to subscription than non-premium 
content, and achieved a 20 percent 
increase in subscription starts in 2021 for 
the publisher. ●

revenue by balancing advertising and 
subscription revenue. Propensity scoring 
delivers personalised content and 
recommendations to customers in real 
time, according to Mather Economics, 
a data and analytics firm dedicated to 
subscription monetisation, with 200+ 
media clients worldwide.

“The future of media monetization is 
going to be through content. Traditional 
paywalls are designed to keep people 
out. This content model will attract, 
engage and retain a larger audience, 
driving revenue,” said Luke Magerko, head 
of data science at Mather Economics.

According to a Mather survey of 
publishers’ content and paywalls, 
restrictive paywalls such as subscriber-
only content, impede a consumer’s 
engagement with media companies. 

Some 46 percent of surveyed newspaper 
publishers offer some form of subscriber-
only content, but only 23 percent provide 
content-based paywalls. Mather also 

identified European newspaper publishers 
as more likely to offer premium news 
content than U.S. publishers (40 percent 
vs. 15 percent in the U.S).

Last year, Mather put the findings of 
its survey to the test with one large 
U.S. news media publisher. Mather 
identified the gap in premium content 
as an opportunity to grow engagement 
and subscription revenue, so they built 
a fully automated premium content 
engine, which collects pre-publication 
content through an API, and then models 

Five stages of premium content recommendation workflow

A five-step, scientific approach to identifying premium content based on a content 
scoring algorithm, which predicts a higher conversion rate to subscription.
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product developers, subscription and 
advertising team members use these 
data to optimise product and workflow.

In order to expand the data record 
for each ID, SCMP has conducted 
surveys, quizzes, and polls, and offers 
newsletters, in order to drive users 
to log in. These efforts have enabled 
the creation of personas at SCMP. 

The persona profiles show who, 
when, what, and why users consume 
SCMP’s content products. SCMP 
uses ”K-means” clustering to 
organise users into three cohorts. 

In order to validate its quantitative 
findings, SCMP ran A/B experiments 
to determine if one cohort differed 
in subscription propensity. It further 

THE SOUTH CHINA MORNING POST 
launched its first-party data strategy in 
2020. The centrepiece of the strategy 
is Lighthouse, a proprietary insight and 
activation platform based on its first-
party data of about 50 million global 
monthly users.

Lighthouse is a tool mainly to drive 
ad campaigns, but also serves to 

coalesce marketing, product, editorial 
and advertising around its first-party 
data KPIs. Among the categories of 
collected data are identifiers such as 
email and phone number, psychographics, 
preferences, opinion, sentiment, intent, 
behaviours and interests, according to 
former SCMP vice president, Ian Hocking. 

These data helped SCMP build 24 
actionable and addressable ad segments. 
Some segments include auto intenders, 
parenting, luxury, finance, health, China 
curious, entertainment, food and drink, 
sport, gadgets and more.

The ad segments were narrowed down 
to three main personas, which help the 
professionals from across SCMP to focus 
on the consumer and the content and 
products they need and want. Journalists, 

First-party data platform enables 
newsroom, advertising, marketing 
and product to coalesce around 
data-inspired personas

South China 
Morning Post

CASE 
STUDY
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The persona profiles show who, when, what, and 

why users consume SCMP’s content. 
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customers for precise ad targeting

*  Marketing created focused 
subscription offers for individual 
personas in an effort to increase user 
engagement and acquisition

*  Editorial built content profiles for 
each persona ●

corroborated the persona data by 
conducting dozens of interviews with 
users who matched the profiles of the 
personas, and also sought feedback on 
current content and product offerings 
from the interviewees.

In order to integrate these personas 
into the SCMP workflow, members 

from four teams integrated the 
personas into their KPIs: product, 
editorial, marketing and advertising.  

*  Product customised targeted content 
recommendations, by persona

*  Advertising built data profiles for 
each persona for advertiser / brand 

FIPP FIRST-PARTY DATA PLAYBOOK FOR PUBLISHERS

Using SCMP’s unique first-party data with known recency, provenance and quality to discover insights 
and build actionable and addressable data sets.  Source: South China Morning Post

Data platform Example

Business content in 
their top  interests

Browsing behavior

Sentiment
Article

CMS

Ads

Polls

Newsletter

Engagement

Sociodemographic

Opinion

Intent

Interest

Spends most of 
their time reading 
business articles

Responds to a 
business-related poll

Subscribes to 
finance newsletters

Building segmentation through implicit and explicit data



42

NEWSLETTERS are highly effective in 
driving subscription conversions. Folha 
de S. Paulo did one better: they created 
AI-driven personalised newsletters, based 
on user consumption patterns with first-
party data.

Anderson Demian, director of growth & 
digital strategy at Folha, worked with 
US-based subscriptions analytics firm, 
Mather Economics, on a project to create 
personalised, AI-driven newsletters 

“I think that this process of personalised 
curation, by artificial intelligence, works 
well and complements decision making. 
We do not conflict with the curatorship of 
the editorial office,” he said.

Demian said the AI-driven curated 
newsletter has the highest open rate of 
Folha’s newsletters.

“We are thrilled to partner with Folha to 
launch the first-ever AI-driven newsletter 
in Brazil. Our data scientists are testing 
several models: one uses collaborative 
filtering, which is commonly used in movie 
recommendations. Another model uses a 
simplified content lookalike model while a 
third model simply ranks top articles. 

“These A/B/C tests and two control 
groups give our data scientists a wealth 
of data to continue improving and 
optimizing the newsletters,” said Arvid 
Tchivzhel, Managing Director, Digital 
Services at Mather Economics. ●

for subscribers, based on their weekly 
content consumption. The newsletter 
project has driven a high rate of 
engagement.

“We launched an exclusive newsletter 
for subscribers at the end of last year, 
which is 100 percent individualized, so 
we read the subscriber’s behaviour on 
the site and put articles for them in the 
newsletter that they have not read but 
are in accordance with their reading 
preferences,” Demian said. 

“We are trying to determine which 
subscriber is more likely to unsubscribe 
based on browsing profiles as well.”

Folha analyses the data to determine 
the best time to send the newsletter 
based on when the subscriber opens 
the newsletter. The campaigns are also 
analyses for acquisition, and which 
messages need to change in order to be 
successful.

Leveraging AI-driven newsletters 
to grow first-party data

Folha de S. Paulo

CASE 
STUDY
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Another facet of the strategy 
is to accelerate the growth of 
registrations and/or subscriptions 

in order to harvest more first-party data, 
and to drive more consumer revenue. 
The accelerated data collection strategy 
is predicated on value exchange with 
the users, that is, the offer of valuable 
content or services in exchange for 
personal information. These value 
exchanges can transact at registration 
and subscriptions, in exchange for a 
newsletter or a set number of articles 
per month or an infinite number of other 
content or services. 

“What we believe is that where cookie 
and behavioural data was the currency 
of the web (with third-party cookies), 
the new currency is content,” said 
Jarrod Dicker, former vice president of 
commercial at The Washington Post, 

Media companies operate in a large 
universe of media, entertainment and 
information opportunities in which they 
compete for consumers’ precious time. 
From research, we know consumers 
choose how to use their time based on 
how relevant and compelling content is 
for them, and how much they trust in the 
website, app, game or streaming service 
brand.

According to the PwC / IAB 2021 Digital 
Ad Ecosystem Report, 78 percent of 
global consumers report “sharing my 
personal information with companies 
is a necessary evil in today’s modern 
economy.” Some 85 percent said they 
wish “there were more companies I could 
trust with my data.”

▶ PDF

at an INMA event. “What Google and 
Facebook and other platforms lack is 
content. So, we’re really giving power 
back to publishers and understanding 
what that value exchange will be once 
the third-party cookie is deprecated.” 

Publishers have experimented with which 
content value exchanges most efficiently 
drives users to give their data, including 
registration for events, contests, 
newsletters, sweepstakes, surveys or 
other registrations. 

Some publishers create free-to-
download business or consumer reports 
packed with useful information, like 
mission-critical business innovations, 
cooking gadget recommendations or 
travel packing tips – content which can 
then be shared – in exchange for users’ 
information. 

The power of value exchange

FIPP FIRST-PARTY DATA PLAYBOOK FOR PUBLISHERS
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It is up to media companies to build 
a safe, quid pro quo environment for 
consumers. That means relevant and 
personalised content, compliance with 
all privacy regulations and transparency 
with the consumer about how your 
company will manage their personal data. 

“Examine your value exchange and begin 
or continue to develop safe, differentiated 
experiences for consumers. Relevant and 
personalised content leads to meaningful 
consumer engagement. Ensure that the 
consumer value exchange is clear and 
well-articulated. Make a concerted effort 
to develop your first-party data, and 
be sure that you are driving enhanced, 
value-added consumer experiences that 
protect consumer data and foster a safe 
online environment,” said David Cohen, 
CEO of the Interactive Advertising 
Bureau, in the report.

Value exchange has become the buzz for 
media companies as they campaign to 
collect first-party data before third party 
cookies are retired. 

of all women across America, with 
titles such as Better Homes & Gardens, 
Parents, Entertainment Weekly and Food 
& Wine.

Dotdash Meredith has woven value 
exchange into its DNA, by asking 
consumers to provide the company with 
their personal data.

“We know the intent of our consumers 
– from looking to get a healthy meal 
on the table to buying a first home, new 
car, or refinancing their mortgage. We 
take our role as stewards very seriously 
because we are a trusted advisor to our 
consumers in every aspect of their lives, 
said Alysia Borsa, Chief Business Officer 
and President of Lifestyle at Dotdash 
Meredith to FIPP.com in March 2022.

Tiffany Johnson, VP for Innovation and 
Data at Dotdash Meredith, said the 
company was one of the first to drive 
a value exchange approach to their 
customers as part of their first-party 
data strategy.

Value exchange also encompasses a host 
of tactics to give consumers valuable 
content in exchange for personal data 
at the point of the transaction. For 
example, free newsletters in exchange 
for registration data, or more access to 
content behind the paywall in exchange 
for some personal information.

First-party data collection is also a 
popular method from registered users 
or membership applicants. It could be a 
simple exchange of data for a piece of 
valuable content, such as access to a 
video or recipe.

Media companies are being transparent 
about the collection of data in exchange 
for a valuable piece of content or partial 
access to a subscription website.

Dotdash Meredith is the master of value 
exchange, with 188 million monthly 
consumers of its 40 magazine media 
titles, and 10 billion annual videos views

Dotdash Meredith reaches 95 percent 
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“Our first-party data strategy is as simple 
as providing quality content as a value 
exchange. First, we are being transparent 
and clear about privacy, so consumers 
know what they’re getting in exchange for 
their data,” Johnson said.

“For example, at allrecipes.com, you 
create your own account, and sign up 
for info you want to receive. Consumers 
are willing to give their data as long as 
you give them that content. We are set 
up with brands and content they want to 
hear about. People are more than willing 
to safely provide that kind of data, so 
they can continue to read that content,” 
she said.

Privacy
Publishers around the world are striving 
to meet the demands of the far-reaching 
privacy regulations, including General 
Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) in 
Europe and the California Consumer 
Privacy Act (CCPA) and Personal 
Information Protection and Electronic 
Documents Act (PIPEDA) in Canada.

remove or change their own data. “The 
intention of the European Union was to 
have a common approach across the 
EU. There is no one size and fits all,” said 
Ingvild Ness, Chief Privacy and Data 
Trends Officer at Schibsted in Oslo, 
Norway. “It takes a lot of resources to 

The regulations task companies to be 
transparent about the use of their data, 
and about data collected by third parties. 
Companies must stipulate where the 
data comes from, who is touching it, and 
how it can be used. The regulations also 
demand a consumer’s right to access, 

Screen grab source: European NetID, 2022

NetID’s privacy centre overview
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satisfy the requirements.”

Indeed, both Schibsted and RTL, two of 
the largest media companies in Europe, 
have more than seven privacy lawyers on 
each of their staffs to field the volume 
of complex interpretation and privacy 
problem solving in an effort to comply 
with all of the onerous regulations. 

The GDPR document is 80 pages long. 
“Legal obligations can be tricky,” Ness 
said. “A really key part is to educate users 
about how we use data, to some extent 
users might know something about data 
process and exploitation of data. We still 
have huge room for improvement, but 
we see it’s really important – we need 
data about how data products work. De-
mystifying is a key part.” 

Because of the challenging regulatory 
environment, European publishing houses 
rigorously protect consumers’ privacy 
and transparently communicate how 
their data is used. In the United States, 
regulations lack enforcement muscle, 

known users from a paltry 1 percent or 
3 percent, there are several others that 
have been collecting first-party data for 
years, such as the New York Times, the 
Financial Times, the Wall Street Journal, 
Ippen Media (Germany), Solstice Media 
(Australia), the Washington Post, Dotdash 
Meredith (page 22).

Here are some of the strategy and 
tactics publishers with successful first-
party data strategy and tactics.

▶ New York Times: The company launched 
its first-party data platform in 2021, but 
it has been collecting first-party data for 
years, ever since it launched its digital 
subscription strategy in 2011. It now has 
more than 10 million subscribers. The 
home-grown platform does not use third-
party data or other outside data to target 
ad campaigns.

The privacy-driven platform uses 
machine learning to optimise 
behavioural data from users on their 
website and mobile sites, as well as 

compared with Canada and the EU, but 
media companies take privacy seriously, 
and consumers recognise their right 
to the control over their own data.

* According to KPMG’s 2021 report, 
‘Corporate Data Responsibility Trust 
Chasm’, anxiety over data collection 
in the U.S. is growing, with 62% of 
the business leaders surveyed saying 
their companies need to do more 
to protect customer data. Among 
consumers, 86 percent said they 
feel a growing concern about data 
privacy: some 40 percent don’t trust 
companies to use their data ethically.

* According to Accenture’s 
Personalised Pulse Check, 83 percent 
of consumers are willing to share 
personal data in exchange for a 
personalised experience.

Media companies ahead of 
the first-party data game
While many media companies have a 
long way to go to grow their number of 
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survey data. The surveys are designed 
to extract demographic information 
such as age, gender and income.

▶ Financial Times  reached 1 million 
digital subscribers in March 2022, more 
than half of whom are based outside 
the UK. Almost half of the FT’s revenues 
come from digital subscriptions and 
almost all of the first-party data comes 
from their digital subscription strategy. 
The FT paywall has been up for 20 years 
as of June 2022.

According to John Slade, chief 
commercial officer at the FT, their 
success is owed to their North Star 
metric: engagement. All departments are 
aligned with this metric, with is a balance 
of recency, frequency and volume of 
content accessed by users. 

The advertising and subscriptions 
businesses work hand in hand. First-party 
data from subscriptions feed advertising 
targeting. More subscribers mean more 
advertising inventory to sell. More content 

to offer our news to their audience in 
return for their data.”

“Email is powerful because it is direct, 
interactive and personal.  It is the new 
letter,” Hamra said. “It is measurable, 
accountable and cost effective.” 
Solstice Media monetises the email 
with display advertising to mobile 
and web devices; events, content, 
donors and affiliate marketing.

An example of a successful revenue 
relationship is with Wine Cellars in 
Australia. Promotional emails were 
sent using Solstice and Wine Cellars 
databases. The email links landed 
on a branded microsite built for the 
sale of wine. Solstice Media earned 
revenue from the email campaign, click 
through performance and affiliate sales 
commission. ●

consumption from more subscribers 
means more insights that can create 
more effective advertising and more 
therefore more revenues.

▶ Solstice Media is an Australian media 
house launched as a regional newspaper 
in 2004, when they started using email 
marketing for daily headlines links. “The 
email became more powerful than the 
newspaper and ad demand followed,” 
said Solstice Media managing director, 
Paul Hamra. Solstice leverages a trove of 
2 million email addresses, or 15 percent 
of the Australian market. “We closed 
print and moved to digital first. The 
audience followed.”

The twice daily email editions draw 
535,000 daily subscribers per day, with 
an average open rate of 35 percent and 
a click-through rate of 43.7 percent. 
The average time on site is more than 
15 minutes. Hamra has three rules for 
growing the database: “Get with a great 
email partner, turn social visitors to 
regular engaged users and find partners 
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Newsletters are the content, 
revenue and first-party data 
unicorn – one of the media 

industry’s most powerful, essential 
and versatile tools. They are the new 
homepage, now representing one of the 
best drivers of website traffic. 

Newsletters drive desirable customer 
behaviours – acquisition, engagement 
and retention – and enable the collection 
of first-party data, an important practice 
as we witness the demise of the third-
party cookie. 

Newsletters are also the vehicle to drive 
a variety of revenue streams, including 
advertising, subscription, e-commerce, 
native advertising, events registrations 
and affiliate sales. Here are some 
examples of successful newsletter 
operations among news media and 

magazine media companies. In all cases, 
newsletters meet publishers’ registrations 
and first-party data objectives.

America’s Test Kitchen 

America’s Test 
Kitchen has eight 
free newsletters, 
including Notes 
from the Test 
Kitchen, America’s 
Test Kitchen Kids, 
Cook’s Insider and 
Well-Equipped 
Cook. Circulation is between 40,000 and 
2 million per week per newsletter. The 
premium newsletter for subscribers is The 
Weekly Bite. Each newsletters plays a big 
role in driving subscriptions, e-commerce 
and affiliate sales for ATK.

Many newsletters have a call to action 
to subscribe. Kate Shannon, Deputy 
Editor at ATK, edits and oversees 
ATK’s weekly equipment-themed 
newsletter with 1.7 million subscribers. 
The Well-Equipped Cook leverages 
the content from its kitchen gadget 
recommendation business by adding 
purchase links. ATK received a revenue 
share for sales made in the affiliate 
marketing deal with Amazon. 

BuzzFeed 

BuzzFeed has 48 free newsletters, 
including Buzzfeed Daily, five days per 
week; Tasty, four days per week; Buzzfeed 
Shopping, three days per week; .jpg, twice 
per week. There are also courses, such 
as Tasty’s Make-Ahead meal plan. The 
newsletters are free, and drive traffic and 

Online newsletters: a superpower
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acquisition overlays, social promotion, 
cross-promotion across other newsletters 
in its portfolio, and more. 

The Daily Beast 

The Daily Beast’s 9 newsletters are free, 
including Scouted, Internet shopping 
with an affiliate marketing revenue 
component; Crossword, with pop 
culture flavour; plus travel, politics and 
entertainment newsletters. Reportedly, 
one-third of The Daily Beast’s paying 
subscribers were once subscribed to the 
free newsletters. 

The Economist 

Sunnie Huang, former newsletter 
editor of The Economist, gave a 
presentation at the FIPP World Media 
Congress 2020, entitled ‘Lessons from 
the Economist’s newsletter team.’  
The title’s newsletter operation was 
launched in 2017. Here are some lessons 

registrations to the site, which enriches 
the advertising targeting capabilities.

The Shopping newsletter also is 
monetised by affiliate partnerships. 
Readers can click recommended items 
and purchase, and BuzzFeed receives a 
revenue share. 

Condé Nast 

Condé Nast has more than 100 
newsletters across their 17 brands in 
the U.S., and 28 newsletter products 
in the U.K. Most are free, except Wired 
and Vanity Fair have subscriber-only 
newsletters. In the UK, all are free except 
for the Vogue Insiders newsletter. 

The frequency of each newsletter ranges 
from daily to weekly to bi-weekly. Primary 
goals are to grow audience engagement, 
driving traffic back to owned and 
operated sites, driving affiliate revenue, 
driving subscriptions and maintaining 
brand loyalty and habitual readership. 

Each brand is in charge of the content 
included in their newsletters on a day-
to-day basis. They monitor content 
performance and make decisions on 
future content direction themselves, 
with advice and guidance from a central 
email/audience development team, 
according to Condé Nast communication 
director, Grace Stearns. For example, 
Jessie Li is the New Yorker’s newsletter 
editor. 

The top five most subscribed newsletters 
in the U.S. are The New Yorker’s daily 
newsletter, Bon Appétit’s Recipe of 
the Day, Condé Nast Traveler’s Intel 
newsletter, Traveler’s daily newsletter and 
The New Yorker’s humour newsletter. 

The majority of Condé’s newsletters 
drive revenue through ad units, affiliate 
commerce links, or branded content. All 
newsletters drive traffic to the Condé 
sites, which grow first-party data.

Each brand has an acquisition strategy 
in place that includes on-site modules, 
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improve CRMs. Ramp up training for the 
team to learn how to produce newsletters, 
and build out dashboards and content 
repositories. Simplify processes. “Don’t 
underestimate how training can speed up 
and improve your processes.”

Lesson 5
Newsletters are a means to an end. Know 
what your audience needs, and find 
different ways to add value. 

The Economic Times 

The Economic Times (part of the Time 
of India Group) is one of India’s biggest 
digital media businesses. Subscription 
churn rates have dropped by 70 percent 
and business has grown 400 percent. 
“Our philosophy is everything we do 
must have metrics. Every product 
they build is directly linked to our 
core business goals. If they build a 
newsletter, then engagement must 
translate to retention,” said Utkarsh 
Arora, Product & Subscriptions.

from user research, data analytics, 
iterative experimentation, ideation 
workshops and editorial workshops. 

Lesson 1
Newsletters should be standalone 
products that meet readers’ needs – not 
traffic goals. Readers want trustworthy 
journalism and want to know how to 
make sense of it. “They are sometimes 
overwhelmed by our journalism and 
struggle to read everything from cover to 
cover,” she said.

The satirical website The Onion once 
made fun of this by ‘reporting’ that 
“The Economist is to halt production 
for a month to allow readers to catch 
up”. Huang said: “The No. 1 reason for 
subscription cancellation is what we call 
unread copy guilt.” As a counter-balance, 
she added, The Economists’ array of 
newsletters hold the hands of readers and 
walk them through the news of the week. 

Lesson 2
Individual newsletters are only as 

powerful as the customer journey across 
all products. There should be a value 
proposition for all newsletters. “We work 
on the cross-functional teams editorial, 
product, tech and marketing.”

Lesson 3
A cross functional email team is key to 
success: The key is that it is a cross-
functional email team, not just a 
newsletter team. To readers, an email 
from The Economist is an email from 
the Economist magazine. This includes 
newsletters, marketing newsletters 
and transactional emails. “We focus 
together on the inbox experiences. We 
hold workshops with cross-functional 
teams to create emails that provide a 
consistent, customer-driven experience. 
When every team member believes in the 
direction to go, it becomes a lot easier.” 

Lesson 4
Producing daily newsletters can be a 
grind. Relentlessly improve your tools and 
processes. Spend a lot of time improving 
templates, and plug-in connectors to 
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Morning Brew 

Morning Brew creates six newsletters 
with a circulation of more than 2 million, 
including flagship Morning Brew and 
Emerging Tech Brew. Andrew Nusca is 
the Brew’s executive editor, including 
newsletters. Six newsletters and two 
popular podcasts are almost completely 
supported by native ads produced by the 
company on behalf of advertisers. 

New York Magazine 

Kelsi Trinidad, Newsletters Editor, works 
with editors, writers, and creative 
departments to produce 20 newsletters 
across all of New York’s brands, with the 
objectives to drive traffic to the website 
and grow first-party data. 

She collaborates with social and  
business departments to build audience 
and promote initiatives, and works 
with data and analytics department 
to monitor newsletter performance 

The Economic Times has 20 free 
newsletters plus three for subscribers 
only, featuring ‘best of’ content. 
Its customised newsletters have 
a net promoter score of 9.5. Half 
of its audience reads the title’s 
newsletters religiously, said Arora.

Fortune 

Fortune has 18 free newsletters, 
including Broadsheet, daily about 
world’s most powerful women; CEO 
Daily; CFO Daily; Fortune Daily, essential 
reads, with a combined circulation of 
851,000 subscriptions, mostly daily. The 
newsletter’s editor is Ashley Sylla. 

Gentlemen’s Quarterly (GQ) 

One of GQ’s biggest newsletter success 
stories is their award- winning campaign 
called the GQ Push Up Challenge. The 
campaign drove habitual audience and 
engagement on the GQ website and to 

GQ Wellness newsletter sign-ups, with its 
main content element: videos. 

During Covid lockdown, the editorial team 
created a series of evergreen articles 
and videos about how readers could 
work out at home with the guidance of a 
professional trainer on video. Joe Holder, 
GQ Fitness Consultant, starred in the 17-
part series of articles and videos about 
building stamina and strength each day 
for 17 days by doing push-ups. 

GQ learned a key way to drive 
registration and the collection of first-
party data is through the promotion of 
compelling content, especially video 
content promoted in e-newsletters. 
After four months, the promotions team 
reported an average of 400 sign-ups 
per week, with an average open rate of 
57 percent, which is 161 percent higher 
than GQ’s Daily newsletter average. The 
newsletters received an average of 6 
percent click- through rate, 59 percent 
higher than the Daily newsletter average. 
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Politico.com  / Politicopro.com 

Politico produces 36 free daily and 
weekly political and other newsletters for 
millions of readers each month. 

Politico Pro is a two-tiered subscription 
service with 100 reporters and offering 
multiple benefits, including 80 ultra-

and growth. She consults with the 
product team to develop new branded 
components, to reimagine existing 
newsletters, and to troubleshoot issues. 

The New York Times 

NYT’s first set of email newsletters 
launched in the early 2000s. Now, 
almost 15 million users read a NYT 
newsletter each week. The title produces 
50 emails on a wide range of topics. 
Free newsletters include The Morning, 
DealBook and Breaking News Alerts. NYT 
monetises its newsletters in multiple 
ways, including driving print and digital 
subscriptions, in-newsletter advertising, 
and affiliate sales in Wirecutter, its 
popular, tech product newsletter. 

NYT recently announced the launch of 
more than 15 subscriber-only newsletters, 
including new and existing news and 
opinion newsletters. They include: Tressie 
McMillan Cottom, Jay Caspian Kang, Kara 
Swisher, Peter Coy, Jane Coaston, Tish 

Harrison Warren and John McWhorter. 

Alex Hardiman, chief product officer, 
The New York Times Company, said, 
“Our distinct and diverse newsletter 
portfolio represents the start of a 
larger investment in adding even more 
differential value to our subscriber 
experience.” 
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targeted newsletters in 22 coverage 
areas. Annual plans start in the high 
4-figure range. 

In August, Politico hired its first 
newsletter editor, Elana Zak, to manage 
and modernise its vast newsletter 
offering. Politico launched its Politico 
Pro intelligence platform in 2011 as 
a way to deepen user engagement. 
A new user experience launched in 
2019, the first part of a US$10 million 
investment. The platform provides 
subscribers with highly specific content, 
recommendations and intel via email. 

Sports Illustrated 

Sports Illustrated’s newsletters include:

• SI Extra: A weekday flagship 
newsletter that covers the best of 
what SI.com has to offer. 

• SI Guide: A daily rundown of the 
sports Sports Illustrated writers are 

watching that day and/or night and 
information on how to watch and 
stream them. 

• Extra Mustard: A Tuesday/Thursday 
collection of work from SI’s Extra 
Mustard brand, which covers the 
intersection of sports, humor and pop 
culture. 

• Morning Madness: A daily column 
from SI’s talented reporters during 
the NCAA Men’s and Women’s college 
basketball tournaments each spring. 

• Very Olympic Today: An in-depth 
daily analysis of what you might’ve 
missed during the Olympics and what 
you have to look forward to. It runs 
during the Olympics. 

• Daily Cover: A weekday morning 
newsletter that highlights a single 
piece of high-impact reporting from 
SI. 

• Full Frame: A weekly reported 
feature that tells the story behind 
some of Sports Illustrated’s iconic 
photography. 
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How many newsletters does 
your company publish? 
Five at the moment, plus two pop-ups 
with limited runs during the sporting 
events they cover. All are free, apart from 
Daily Cover and Full Frame, which are only 
for paying digital subscribers. 

How many newsletters do you 
send out per week, per month?
During a typical week (when Very Olympic 
Today and Morning Madness are not 
running), we send 20 editorial newsletter 
editions per week – over 80 per month. 
That does not include marketing emails 
and various email customer ‘journeys’. 

How will your subscriptions base  
grow from here?
Six months ago, Sports Illustrated 
launched its metered experience 
and digital subscriptions. Now the 
key is focusing on the high-quality 

content that can drive potential 
subscribers to interact with us more. 
Part of that strategy is launching new 
newsletter products that focus on 
the aspects of SI that have appealed 
to sports fans for almost 70 years. 

Sports are always evolving, and how 
sports fans show passion for their 
favourite teams and athletes is always 
evolving, too. But nothing will replace the 
in-depth journalism and analysis that we 
produce every day. 

Expect SI to launch a number of new 
email products this year that focus on 
unmatched coverage of individual sports, 
the SI personalities that our audiences 
have come to know and love and service 
journalism that helps sports fans engage 
deeper with the leagues and teams they 
follow (i.e. the growing influence of legal 
sports gambling in the U.S.). 
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We are just starting to tap into SI’s 
audience with an enhanced newsletter 
portfolio. As we continue to think 
critically about the strategy behind 
launching new products, they will always 
be developed with specific audiences 
in mind. Discovering what can lead 
someone to interact with SI habitually will 
be key to growing our email newsletter 
circulation. We’ve already seen evidence 
of this in the six months since SI’s overall 
digital strategy changed. 

What are the main objectives for 
your newsletters? To drive traffic to 
the magazine sites? Ad revenue? 
Collection of first-party data?
It’s a bit of all of these. Newsletters 

are not just an editorial project or a 
marketing project or an engineering 
project. They touch all of these 
aspects and more. So each individual 
newsletter product could bring 
different benefits to different groups. 

The one aspect that we’re not quite 
as focused on is driving traffic back 
to Sports Illustrated’s website. That’s 
because we are fortunate enough at SI 
to be able to rely on other aspects of 
our well-rounded editorial operation to 
reach huge numbers of people around 
the world. That can free our newsletters 
up to focus on sharing engaging 
content with the goal of increasing 
habituation among our audiences. 

We want them to keep engaging with 
SI by opening newsletters, responding 
to prompts in those newsletters or 
even clicking through on links in our 
messages (though this isn’t an essential 
goal). The more often we are able to 
become a part of someone’s daily or 
weekly routine via a newsletter, the 
better chance we have of leading 
them ultimately to subscribe to SI. 

We also know that newsletters can be 
an effective vehicle for advertising. But 
that has to be balanced with creating 
content that keeps our audience reading 
our newsletters. For example, our new 
SI Guide newsletter was launched in 
conjunction with streaming service Fubo 
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What are the roles for your 
newsletter editors?
As the newsletter editor at Sports 
Illustrated, I develop strategies for new 
and existing newsletters, analyse data 
about engagement with our emails, edit 
the copy that goes into our newsletters, 
report and write newsletters, design and 
produce newsletters, provide insights 
to our marketing team and work with 
product and engineering teams to ensure 
the best user experience possible. 

How much of the newsletter 
editor job is automated? 
We are working to automate more and 
more of it. For example, the SI Guide 
newsletter is really important for us 
internally because it uses a partly 
automated workflow. The vast majority of 
the job is manual. 

editorial products so that we have a 
suite of options to potentially pitch to 
advertisers down the road. 

How are you measuring whether 
newsletters are driving subscription 
acquisition and if you are 
successful with that strategy?
We are working on our overall audience 
development strategy as we continue 
to build out that internal team. The 
key for us is developing a large enough 
sample size where we can see patterns 
in newsletter behaviour that could make 
some users more likely to subscribe. 

Along with that, our subscriber-only 
newsletters help us engage our current 
subscribers. Those newsletters lead them 
to continue to interact with SI, making 
them less likely to succumb to churn. 

TV. In this partnership, we link to Fubo’s 
site when we mention a streaming event, 
but there’s no intrusive branding. We 
stay true to our editorial values when 
incorporating a sponsored partner. 

Newsletters create an incentive for 
users to give SI information, such 
as email addresses, their favourite 
teams and reading habits. This first-
party data can then be leveraged by 
our marketing team to build informed 
strategies for upselling our subscription 
product to different groups. 

How significant is this ad 
revenue or other revenue streams 
for your newsletters?
We only currently carry some form of 
advertising on SI Guide. Our focus now 
is on building our portfolio of strong 
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Substack 

Substack is an American online platform 
that provides publishing, payment, 
analytics, and design infrastructure 
to support hundreds of thousands of  
independent subscription newsletters. It 
allows writers to send digital newsletters 
directly to subscribers. Founded in 
2017, Substack is headquartered in 
San Francisco, California. In February 
2021, it had more than 500,000 
paying subscribers. Its September 
2021 estimate is about 1 million. 

Substack has raised nearly $83 
million and has a valuation of $650 
million, according to the New York 
Times. Substack recently acquired 
Cocoon, a social media app that is 
driven by subscriptions and does 
not include any advertising. 

Washington Post 

The Washington Post has more than 
100 newsletters including in the 
following topics: News, Politics and 
Government, Intelligence for Leaders, 
Culture and Entertainment, Food, 
Opinions, Science and Technology, 
Regional news, Breaking News. Among 
the most popular are: The Daily 202, 
for politics junkies; The Optimist, with 
uplifting stories; Speaking of Science, 
for science aficionados; and WorldView, 
for the internationally-minded reader. 

The Washington Post is known for 
its state-of-the-art approach to 
using artificial intelligence to curate 
newsletters for individual users. Tessa 
Muggeridge is the Newsletter and Alerts 
Editor at the Washington Post. 
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What are some of the biggest 
mistakes newsletter publishers make? 
Mistakes I often see are failing to 
take care of the building blocks: not 
setting up automations; promoting the 
best-performing stories; creating on-
boarding emails for new registrants and 
subscribers; sending nudges to convert 
users to paid subscribers. An important 
one is email authentication. Make sure 
your email shows up in the inbox. 

What are the duties of a newsletter 
editor – how much is manual 
and how much is automated? 
Duties run the gamut, and is organised 
usually one of two ways:  
1. A team handles it together and many 
have a seat at the table as a newsletter 
stakeholder; or  
2. A single stakeholder works with the 
larger organisation. The job is to write a 
daily email, but sometimes it’s to also 

What are the key components 
to a successful newsletter? 
The news orgs that do best have a clear 
sense of the audiences they are trying 
to reach. The job of the newsletter is to 
serve these specific audiences. Survey 
your audience about who they are and 
you can make your newsletter more 
successful. Understand data trends 
from actual readers, and then tweak the 
newsletters to make it better for them. 

What kind of newsletter subject line 
compels the reader to open the email? 
There’s no one-size-fits-all. BuzzFeed 
house style is different than New 
Yorker house style. You would be more 
explanatory for the New Yorker, but 
short and sometimes silly for BuzzFeed. 
Another important tip is to include a 
pre-header, which appears in the email 
box list. It’s a missed opportunity to not 
populate the pre-header text. 
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ticket sales. Plus, directly selling products, 
like food52. Native content is a popular 
way to drive revenue on newsletters. 

We’re also seeing more premium 
newsletters – for subscribers 
only. What are the reasons for 
creating premium newsletters? 
There are two interesting opportunities: 
the B2B space and the retention 
space. In the B2B space, media 
companies can build a subscription-
only premium product, and the 
customer is willing to pay significant 
premium price for this info. 

Vogue Business and Politico Pro are 
good at this. The other side of things is 
retention: keeping readers after a six-
week trial. How do you make sure they 
pay full fare, and not cancel? Newsletters 
help in building habit and engagement, 
which lead to retention.  ●

lead strategies, with very different day-
to-day duties. 

Choosing the first or second scenario 
depends on what works with the 
organisation, and if the company has 
cross-functional teams. Newsletters 
are the cross-functional tool, 
especially in a large organisation. Key 
strategy focal points would be events, 
marketing, product, data and editorial. 
No matter what you choose to do  
with org structure, make sure every 
department has a seat a the table. 

Newsletters have been called 
“the new home page.” What 
growth trends are you seeing? 
Interesting thing about home page idea, 
it’s not about creating content – it’s 
about distribution. It doesn’t matter how 
good your stories are if distribution is 
not king. Your inbox is like the living room 

where you invite friends. There are so 
many opportunities for newsletters that 
drive habits and drive growth and retain 
existing subscribers. 

For the future, automations will 
support growth. Also emerging 
are personality-driven emails, 
driven by curators or aggregators 
such as Substack. Also, AI-driven 
personalisation is trending, but requires 
a robust tech stack. The Washington 
Post is leading the way on that. 

We’re seeing multiple revenue 
streams connected with newsletters: 
subscriptions, advertising, 
affiliate sales and e-commerce. 
What trends are you seeing? 
Most newsletters are mostly a 
readers revenue tool, and secondarily, 
an advertising tool. Also, there are 
opportunities for events, and to drive 
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* Create an equitable value exchange 
of data for content and services

* Protect publishers’ valuable ad 
target group data from leakage to ad 
network middlemen, which devalues 
premium publisher USP

* Navigate the emerging landscape 
of technology providers that 
enable the first-party data 
strategy to elevate content, 
revenue and engagement levels

* Apply critical thinking when 
considering data augmentation 
companies that serve to replace 
third-party data from Google and 
other platforms

* Develop data-driven persona profiles 
to bring to life the first-party data 

First-party data is a necessary 
foundation to drive all of publishers’ 
strategies: content, product, 

revenue and growth. Publishers must 
accelerate their collection of first-party 
data with the necessary technology, 
training, structure, workflow and finesse.

The first-party data disruption 
inspires a multi-faceted strategy 
that requires a reset of the current 
approach to organising media 
companies, to a much more content- 
and customer-focused operation. 

Among the actions media companies 
must accelerate are: 

* Create a company-wide first-party 
data strategy, and cross-functional 
teams to implement it

* Understand the symbiotic 
relationship between subscriptions/
registration and advertising 
strategies. Combine advertising and 
subscription strategies under first-
party data umbrella

* Drive as much first-party data 
as possible through registration, 
subscriptions, quizzes, contests, 
newsletters, single sign-on and data 
collection campaigns

* Respect the users’ privacy by 
proactively adhering to regulations 
such as GDPR and CCPA

* Engender trust with users by 
transparent communications about 
their data privacy and enable the 
ability to control their own data files.

Conclusion
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and other targeting in cross-
department meetings

* Enrich profiles and find look-
alike profiles to understand 
and leverage profiles

* Build targetable segments desired 
by advertisers and brands

* Construct personas that will serve as 
inspiration for content, advertising 
and subscriptions, and then drive 
targeted messaging for each persona

* Transform revenue operations 
and workflow from separate 
to integrated advertising and 
subscription structure ●

strategy for all departments in 
the cross functional teams, such 
as product, editorial, advertising, 
subscription, marketing and more

* Consider the effective mass 
personalised newsletters, based 
on individual usage patterns and 
powered by artificial intelligence, 
which drive engagement and first-
party data registrations

* Identify popular premium content 
that converts registrations and 
subscriptions

* Partner with a publishers’ walled 
garden advertising network, 
which aim to replicate the 
platforms’ programmatic networks 
dismantled with the demise 
of the third-party cookie

* Partner with data supplementers that 
enable more robust programmatic 
advertising campaigns with hashed 
email IDs as the currency, as well as 

powerful post-campaign insights

* Partner with “clean room” companies 
that can enable the sharing of data 
for ad campaigns without exposing or 
co-mingling the data

* In the long-term, join a publishers’ 
walled garden ad network to avoid 
data leakage, eliminate the middle 
men, and drive higher-CPM premium 
publisher ad buys

* Create a unique identifier for each 
user that will mesh with partners’ user 
IDs, usually an email or phone number

* Develop an “addressability” strategy, 
that is, targeting individuals with 
messages, products or offers, 
replacing the third-party cookie 
approach by targeting large groups of 
anonymous users

* Explore ways to leverage the 
data: advertising, subscription, 
e-commerce, content, products 
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