
Engage your readers 
like never before
All the tactics to keep your leadership in the digital magazine era
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Introduction

A lot has already been written about digital magazines and how traditional 
publishers should make the plunge and even embrace a digital-first strategy.
 
However, there are also many innovators in the publishing industry that were 
the first to take this step and are now looking to expand and to push themselves 
above the rest. This guide has been written for these leading digital publishers.
 
For many of you, being a pioneer, you have already experienced the challenges, 
as well as the benefits of being an early adopter. Now, it’s about staying on top.
 

Having worked with several big 
publishing houses across the 
world, we have pooled their 
experiences and combined them 
with our observation of the market 
to provide you with this short, 
easy-to-digest guide that aims 
to provide you with a general 
framework and direction on 
how to engage with your readers 
like never before.
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Why you need to engage more

For our first point, we would like to emphasise the importance of breaking 
away from the old construct of what a “magazine” is. Many publishers, both 
big and small are still too hung up on being limited to releasing content only 
monthly or weekly.
 
Nowadays, the digital audience is not inclined to wait a week, let alone a month, 
to receive content from their publication. There was always an expectation that 
magazines only deliver every month, week or quarter and for some publishers, 
this seems to have been carried into the digital magazine age without 
considering that digital audiences need to be engaged more frequently.
 

We’re not saying to turn your monthly magazine into a weekly or bi-weekly one, 
but perhaps you can still engage with your audience through live streams, quick 
news updates or short, yet informative push notifications through your 
digital magazine app.
 
The medium of delivery no longer limits you from engaging constantly with your 
audience as it did when you had the paper magazine, so why not delight your 
audience more?



4

Tools

Serious digital marketing cannot be done manually without requiring large 
amounts of effort or personnel to carry it out. If you consider all the channels 
that your audience is present in and all the different ways you have to reach 
them, it may seem like a gargantuan challenge to handle it all - that’s why several 
digital marketing tools are needed. Take a look at some of the tools commonly 
used by digital marketing teams:
 

Content Management System (CMS): A CMS is commonly used for 
managing website content such as pages, blogs, news items, etc. It allows 
those without technical web knowledge to produce web pages easily.

Marketing automation: Used for automatically sending a series of emails 
in an effort to nurture the interest and trust of potential subscribers.

Customer relationship management (CRM): To accurately segment your 
contacts database and ensure that you are executing the right marketing 
actions on the right contact.

Social media management tools: Allow you to schedule social media 
messages in bulk. Some tools also track analytics.

Analytics and dashboards: Generate dashboards that provide you 
with an overview of your marketing activities through visualisation of key 
performance indicators.

Content marketing tools: These are the tools used to create quick pieces 
of video, image or downloadable content. Tools such as Canva for creating 
compelling images for social posts, to video pills production tools such as 
Adobe Spark, or Powtoon for video animations or Wistia for video lead 
generation and conversion are just some examples.
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Data-driven strategy

Every action by our readers and potential subscribers leaves a digital mark. 
Whether you gather it or not, data is generated which you should take full 
advantage of. With all the analytics tools available today, it’s almost like your 
subscribers and potential customers are telling you how to engage with them.
 
Publishers need to start forming their promotional strategy and even make 
editorial decisions guided by data. But where to start?
 
The first step is to understand what kind of metrics would you like to track 
and what type of insights would be good to understand. Here are some key 
metrics you should consider tracking for your digital publication:

Aside from tracking those above, it’s also important to zoom in and go deeper 
into metrics that help us achieve our broader goals. Retention is an area that’s  
of vital importance to publishers as it’s an indicator that tells you about how your 
publication’s audience is growing.
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Here are some further ways you can drill down into calculating retention rates:

Classic Retention: the number of users that came back to the app after a 
specific number of days

Rolling Retention: the number of users that came back to the app after a 
specific number of days or onwards

Full Retention: the number of users that open the app every day from the 
date of first opening until a specific number of days

Return Retention Rate: the proportion of users that come back to the app 
at least once within a specific number of days since installation

Bracket-Dependent Return Retention: the proportion of users that 
return at least once within a specific timeframe. Any returns outside this 
time bracket are not counted

 
Once you have your chosen metrics, then it’s only a matter of selecting the right 
analytics tool that can deliver you those insights. After that’s set, you only have 
to set periodic reviews of your indicators and adjust your strategy as needed.
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CRM Database and Segmentation

We all know the benefits that a personalised marketing message has to our 
audience. It’s completely logical - wouldn’t you prefer an email that has “Hi there 
[insert your name here]” instead of “Dear all”?
 
However, the key isn’t just having a database. It’s segmenting the database that 
counts. But how do you segment your database? From a tools perspective, 
you will most likely need an integration between your CRM and your CMS, and 
your CRM should have the capability to assign certain “tags” to each contact 
based on their behaviour or “conversions”.
 
The first step is through the creation of your profiles or personas. What will 
distinguish one persona to another are the messages and the channels. Keeping 
these two factors in mind will prevent you from creating too many personas.  
So, if you have come up with two different personas but you notice that the “key 
message” and “channel” to reach them is the same, then it’s best to merge the 
two. Especially in the beginning, keep things simple.
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 With your personas now set, you then need a system to identify them. Assuming 
you already have the CRM-CMS integration mentioned above, it’s now a matter 
of identifying the conversions necessary for each contact to be classified under 
a persona. If there are no suitable conversion paths existing in your website 
yet, then you can take this opportunity to design one. Key here is “persona-
specific content”. It can be a page or a couple of blogs targeting your persona.
 
Your contacts database will be valuable in getting those potential subscribers 
to become your paying customer. You need a segmented database that can 
identify what customer or subscriber profile they are.



9

Push Notification

As part of the arsenal of techniques for retention and engagement in apps, push 
notifications have been used effectively to reduce the chance of your app being 
deleted or forgotten about. To be successful with push notifications, you need 
to remember one simple rule: copy matters. Just think of these two notifications: 
“ExampleMagazine’s latest issue is out” and “ExampleMagazine’s latest issue is 
out! All the details from the Royal Wedding, the law proposal everybody is talking 
about and all the sport that counts. CLICK HERE AND READ NOW!”. The second 
one has been proven to be way more effective than the first one, so don’t forget 
to study your copy carefully and test different solutions along the way. 

For publishers with digital magazine apps, there are plenty of opportunities to 
use push notifications and continuously engage your reader. Some tools even 
allow you to set up push notification sequences triggered by a specific behaviour 
on the app. 
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Take a look at some instances where you can use push notifications:

As you can see, there are lots of opportunities for you to use push notifications. 
However, you should also be sure not to annoy your readers as too many push 
notifications can be disruptive. You can give the control to your reader making 
them specify the frequency of push notifications they can receive per day.

When a new issue comes out

Whenever new live content is 

published or is streaming

Relevant ads (you can add push 

notifications as part of your ad 

package for your advertisers)

Event announcements

Notifying them of popular articles

Reminders for subscription renewal

Notification for special offers

Limited time offers

Exclusive deals (for your readership)

Quote of the week taken from some 

of the latest reports

When articles within their topics of 

interest are published

To engage with the reader during 

their known idle time

Notifications for unread articles

When they’re in the vicinity of a place 

of interest

Recommended reading (from partner 

publications or even any publication 

online that can give more context to 

your reports)
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Email and Newsletter

Considering that email is a very personal channel and allows a direct one-on-one 
line of communication between you and your audience, it’s clear that any trust-
building activity will eventually have to involve this.
 
From an engagement perspective, emails are primarily used for two things: one 
is to communicate and engage current subscribers and the second, something 
which is usually neglected by most publishers, is to nurture the interest 
and trust of our potential subscribers so that they will later become paying 
subscribers.
 As mentioned in the tools chapter of this ebook, to effectively carry out email 
marketing, particularly nurturing your leads or prospective subscribers, you 
need to have a marketing automation software. These allow you to program 
email workflows or a carefully crafted sequence of emails to be sent at intervals 
(that you can set) to specific lists of people (think of your segmented lists in 
your CRM, plus a second classification layer or filter of whether they are existing 
subscribers, former subscribers or potential subscribers).
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 To understand the kinds of email sequences you may want to send, take a look 
at these subscriber types below:
 

Potential subscribers: subject-specific articles, other free access articles, 
trial offers, subscription price discount offers.

Former subscribers: free articles, returning subscriber discounts and offers.

Existing subscribers: newsletters of both free and premium articles, exclusive 
offers, sneak peek on other sister publications.
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Social Media

Majority of organisations use social media as a “one-to-many” mode of 
communication. However, to be able to gain the most from engaging audiences 
in social media, messages need to be as tailored as possible.
 
For publications, one of the best ways to tailor your promotion is through 
targeted ads promoting a high-quality article or piece of content to your 
target audience that you know are interested in similar topics.
 
The New York Times is an example of a large publication with a strong focus on 
its digital strategy. As it has an international appeal, its social ads appear on social 
media timelines featuring one of its timely articles and pushed to audiences with 
an interest in foreign affairs and politics to audiences even outside the United 
States.
 
You can even go further than just promoting text-heavy articles. Before 
promoting your chosen piece of content, why not beef it up a bit and incorporate 
gamification, thus making it more interactive?
 
Say for example the article is about internet speeds across the world. In the intro, 
you can add a data visualisation or animation where readers can indicate the 
city that they are from and it calculates how their internet speed compares with 
other cities mentioned in your article. This essentially puts the reader “inside” 
the story itself, and you engaged with them even more than just letting them 
read your article.
 
Other ways to do this are through mini quizzes, calculators and mini-games.
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Website

If you consider that a website should be an organisation’s flagship storefront, 
then it’s easy to see the need for ensuring that you are engaging with your 
visitors the most there.
 
At the moment, the most common method of engagement that publishers 
have with their audience on the website revolves around content online. 
Sometimes people can comment on articles, and a few publications even 
have functionalities that allow readers to indicate their reaction to a story 
and to aggregate the current general reaction so far.

For advanced publishers, they should consider going further in engaging 
with readers online:
 
Live chat: This functionality allows your visitors to get in touch with you 
without waiting for them to go to your contact us page. These chat boxes can 
be programmed to pop-up on specific parts of a page which can be handy 
in strategic pages such as the subscription pricing page or just before they 
will bounce from your subscription form. Ideally, your live chat functionality 
should integrate live support from social media or your app as well.

Pop-ups: Similar to the popup chat box, but instead of a live chat function 
you can put specific messages or program some targeted content to be 
shown to every visitor. One example of its application could be that if the 
website detects the reader has finished the article, a pop-up box can appear 
to recommend an article on a similar topic.



15

Smart content: This is a functionality of some advanced CMS platforms 
where a page changes its content (text, images, layout, etc.) depending on 
the recognised visitor’s past behaviour. This usually requires the CRM and 
CMS to be integrated and to work together to identify returning visitors and 
their most favourite topics. One way to adopt this is to returning visitors 
that have visited the pricing page multiple times and frequently visit your 
site to view free content. You can apply smart content on your home page 
and pricing page where the next time they return, they will be shown a 
special offer on the subscription price which reflects on the home page and 
the pricing page. Other visitors that do not meet the criteria will not see the 
same offer.
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Conclusion

To stay on the top, you need to keep on moving forward. Resting on one’s laurels 
is not a winning strategy. In the publishing industry, what can help differentiate 
your offering is implementing new technologies and tactics that help you get 
closer to your audience.
 
Today, it’s live streaming and chatbots. Tomorrow it can be virtual reality. 
Innovation should be a core company value that’s welcomed by every member 
of your team. Your meetings should be a safe space to bounce off ideas and 
discuss experimentation.
 
Another factor that will contribute to this is your existing tools and platforms. 
Is your publishing platform or tool agile and flexible enough to be open to 
integrations? If not, then it can be a big drawback if you are limited by your 
current infrastructure.
 
There’s no doubt that controlling a large publishing house, and most likely 
managing multiple titles, is a challenge in itself. However, keeping in touch with 
your audience, understanding them and what they expect from you, and 
actually delivering in the end during every issue, every social media post, email 
and every push notification, will help you keep on top.
 
At the end of the day, whether you are a small or big publisher, making your 
readers happy is what you have to accomplish. Being a large publisher means 
doing this at scale. That’s why you need the right mindset, some forward-thinking 
marketing, an in-depth understanding of your audience, innovative features, 
and personalisation.
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