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Introduction 

Over the last decade, subscription services have exploded in popularity and growth. 

They’ve made our lives easier, they’ve given us convenience and flexibility on a global 

scale, and they’ve lowered costs across industries. Subscribers are not the only winners, 

behemoths like Amazon, Netflix and Spotify owe their financial success largely to the 

subscription model and its inherent benefits.  

But how can companies that are smaller than Netflix navigate the complexities of 

subscriptions without a huge development team behind them? The alluring economics of 

recurring revenues can only be achieved by mastering the difficulties of operating and 

growing a subscription business. Every step of the customer journey from noticing your 

value proposition, to subscribing, to enjoying the product is either a chance for extra 

revenue or a pitfall.  

A few years ago, Daniel (my co-founder) and I identified a gap market in the subscription 

industry. If you look at traditional eCommerce, anyone can now go on Shopify and launch 

a shop quickly and be up and running in days with absolutely no-code. Enterprises can 

run Shopify Plus or Salesforce Commerce Cloud. Yet, the world of subscriptions is 

teeming with custom-built subscription commerce solutions, precariously built on top of 

back-end subscription billing systems. That didn’t make sense to us. Subscription 

commerce is far from simple, so why put that burden on your development team and 

disempower marketers, the very people in charge of delighting your customers?  

We’ve now been building and experimenting with Limio’s Subscription Commerce 

platform for three years to create a fully customisable, no-code, self-service platform to 

create amazing conversion and retention experiences. Along the way, we’ve gathered a 
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whole wealth of experience surrounding the entire lifecycle of a subscription business. 

We’ve helped businesses launch, execute and manage campaigns, and plan for the 

future. The main thing we’ve learnt? That even with our no-code solution, there is some 

art to the subscription industry that can’t be solved with Limio’s science. 

How do you create a product that is actually relevant to a subscription business model? 

How do you create recurring value for the consumer? How do you continuously test your 

offers and pricing? How do you measure and forecast your success? All of these questions 

aren’t unique to any one company and it’s this precise reason we decided to make this 

ebook, to give more data points for subscription companies’ founders and operators.  

We have had some outstanding contributions from incredible individuals at small and 

large subscription businesses, which we have collated into eight chapters that address 

subscription challenges at different stages of a business’ life cycle. You’ll be privy to inside 

knowledge from their work on subscriptions at leading media, retail, gaming, automobile, 

finance companies and more.  

To work with the contributors has been invaluable and we thank them deeply for their 

contribution to this ebook. We hope that you enjoy this book half as much as we enjoyed 

making it for you!  
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Launching a Subscription Box 
The quest for recurring revenues 

Off The Still was always something on the back of our minds at 31DOVER. We realised 

consumers mostly bought the same spirits and even brands they always have. Many 

consumers don’t realise that seemingly different drinks can fit the same palate, for 

example a smokey Tequila is likely to go down well with a Whiskey drinker. Also, as the 

world of spirits is huge and ever-changing with new products and flavours constantly 

being produced, we didn’t want consumers to miss out on this incredible array of drinks - 

and from that came Off the Still.  

Mapping out the landscape: 

Customers 

It saves you time, money and effort to do your research before prototyping. At 31DOVER 

we used order data and deployed surveys to better understand customer preferences. In 

surveys open questions are key, for example changing “Do you like this new product we 

just made?” to “What kind of spirits do you drink at home?” or “What do you think of 

your current drink subscription?” will guarantee more success for you and a better 

experience for your customers  

We learned that most people, when drinking at home, prefer a simple yet premium drink, 

like a classic Gin & Tonic, over neat spirits, cocktails or drinks with cheap mixers. We also 
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found that ‘exploring new spirits’ is the top choice for 50% of respondents when asked 

what they’d most like to get out of a subscription box. This was followed by ‘growing my 

home bar’ and ‘the thrill and surprise of seeing what’s inside the box’. If done right, a 

survey is also a good way to understand customers willingness to pay - for example we 

asked 3 questions about the price level which helped us pin down the optimal price: At 

what price would you think this is great value, at what price would you think this is too 

cheap to be good quality, and at what price would you think this is too expensive?  

Finally, we also asked what customers found most important apart from the spirit itself 

and found that suitable mixers, related accessories (e.g. barware) and snacks were top of 

the list. 

  

With this information, and drawing from our internal experience, we created the initial 

concept for Off The Still; making sure it was different from anything else on offer in the 

market. 31DOVER already has an established gin community (The Gin Club) so Off The 

Still was positioned more as a discovery club for artisan spirits.  

Competitors 

Once the idea has materialised into a product, it’s critical to understand your positioning 

within the landscape, which involves a comparison with competitors. You’ll need to 

conduct detailed research into various aspects such as price points, brand target 

customers, what’s included in their boxes, and any box options (frequency, size etc.). This 

will help you fine-tune your offering and make sure you stand out in the market. 

Given the variety and multitude of subscriptions available to consumers, it’s important  
not to forget that customers will already have a set level of expectations based on 

previous experiences with subscriptions e.g. unboxing, box content, price / value for 

money, delivery.  
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Financials 

Cash is the lifeline of a business, so keeping an eye on financials is key - as with any other 

business. For Off the Still we had a good view of what customers were willing to pay, and 

we then identified all other relevant costs such as box content (spirit, mixers, extras), 

packaging, printed inserts, warehousing pick & pack and fulfilment. Once you understand 

the box economics you need to forecast the wider Profit & Loss from your subscription 

business to ensure you recover any direct and marketing costs - the P&L can be as easy or 

complicated as you want it to be. One issue I often see with primarily smaller subscription 

companies is that they guesstimate that the box economics will be positive, but they 

don’t take into account the full picture, from marketing costs, to welcome offer discounts 

and churn. Finding the balance is difficult, especially if you have limited cash or 

investment.  

At the start, many assumptions will be made to forecast the financials. It’s difficult to do, 

but not impossible - do your research, reach out to non-competing subscription 

businesses, and use your own judgement. One critical point to remember is that unlike a 

P&L model based on one-off sales which typically is tracked month-by-month, 

subscriptions are best measured by Return on Investment (ROI) by cohort. A cohort refers 

to a group of users that have subscribed at a similar time, for example all in the same 

month. The ROI is simply the total profit made from a cohort divided by the investment 

i.e. direct marketing cost to acquire that group of customers. Most subscriptions aim for 

an ROI of x4. 
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Choosing your gear: 

Sourcing & Partnerships 

Sourcing can be one of the most enjoyable aspects of running a subscription business, 

but it can also be a real pain. On the one hand, there’s a real sense of enjoyment from 

selecting the products to be featured in your boxes and speaking to suppliers. It’s a 

fantastic opportunity for partnering with some very engaging brands. For Off The Still, we 

offered the ability for lesser known spirit brands to enter households at a considerably 

cheaper cost to traditional marketing channels. 

To achieve successful partnerships, it all starts with making yourself known; attending as 

many exhibitions as you can handle and networking away. As you begin to create some 

noise and gather momentum, you’ll notice leads starting to come directly to you instead. 

Also don’t forget there are dedicated sampling agencies which could be a great way to 

source quality products for your box at low prices (these usually have a handful of 

companies already in their catalogue that can allow you to become creative with  
your offerings).  

Planning boxes need to be done months in advance as there can be lengthy lead times - I 

would advise to always have a rolling 3-month content plan at a minimum. Never assume 

anything, always check that the suppliers, warehousing team and delivery partner you 

have are going to do their end of the job. The last thing you or your customer want is a 

delay in shipping their box. I’ve experienced this first hand and it’s stressful and 

sometimes a costly experience, both for the brand but also financially.  

Planning the route: 

Operations 

There’s also quite a lot of thinking that goes into getting the right timelines and balance 

in communications. You want to set a payment date for recurring orders, but also allow 

customers enough time to change shipping details, skip boxes or even cancel their 

subscription before sending them a box incorrectly. This of course will depend on the 

policies you set and how you communicate to customers. For Off the Still we’ve been 
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quite lenient with refunds and cancellations at the start to focus on brand building and 

gathering positive customer reviews.  

Psychologically, the middle of the month is the best window for taking a payment. The 

payment isn’t bundled together with the rest of the bills that get paid at the start of the 

month, and isn’t hitting during the frugal end of the month.  

If it applies, look into the specifics as to when the ideal time would be to receive your 

product. With our alcoholic beverages, it wouldn’t be a great customer strategy to alert 

them of it being shipped on a Friday afternoon while they’re at work for it to then arrive 

on a groggy Tuesday. We envisioned our customers receiving it at the end of the week so 

it can really be enjoyed and appreciated over the weekend. There's no one size fits all 

and that’s just our approach. It's about taking a look at your product and working with all 

the aspects of logistics. On a side note, try and avoid Excel to keep track of subscription 

logistics, it’s prone to a lot of manual errors especially when the orders begin to 

accumulate. That being said, as a start-up you can get away with it because of the scale, 

but as a word of warning, try and find or transfer to a suitable subscription commerce 

management system like Limio.  

Tech Stack 

Be aware that once you have begun to generate orders and have customers on board, 

keeping them satisfied is a priority. One of the biggest problems you can create for 

yourself is to not have a fully functional system to support you before the launch. As a 

minimum, a tech stack should include the following:  

Firstly, a commerce platform made for subscriptions is essential. We use Limio, as it 

requires no-coding on our behalf, it's fully functional and their team is always very 

6

It’s incredible how much you pick up just by 
changing perspective. That being said you’ll 
always be a little biased and lenient with the 
service, the customers will not. 



responsive. Alternative systems include integrating Shopify with Bold or using 

Woocommerce but these require more technical setup and clunky add-ons. All these 

systems help a subscription company with payment, customer management and other 

back-end processes.  

Next, you’ll also need to integrate a payment gateway that allows recurring transactions. 

Again, Limio has taken care of that for us by integrating with Stripe.  

Lastly, having marketing capabilities are essential in tracking customer activity and 

collecting data. Tools such as Google analytics, Facebook pixel and a strong Email Service 

Provider are critical. The last of those (ESP) is particularly important, as it will be the 

method by which you communicate to your customers; sending out automatic email 

confirmations and promotional campaigns. 

Setting sail 

Closer to the launch, you’ll want to be focusing on marketing and brand awareness 

campaigns. In my experience, this means getting the right balance between creating 

noise and actually converting sales. If the product is intriguing, then a lot of noise grows 

organically, but converting that interest into customers is partly down to the welcome 

offer and discounts. This is an opportunity to get customers hooked onto the service and 

begin advocating your product through word-of-mouth. Sometimes, the reality is you 

might be making a loss with the launch campaigns, but as with most businesses this is a 

sacrifice worth making at the beginning of your journey.  

Let’s say that your campaigns have successfully attracted a potential customer. You now 

need to put yourself in that person’s shoes.Test, test and test. I can’t stress the importance 

of testing your landing pages and also the purchasing flow customer. Try it yourself and 

open up a package delivered to you; How was the payment flow? How was the delivery 
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time? Did the contents of the box look appealing? It’s incredible how much you pick up 

just by changing perspective. That being said you’ll always be a little biased and lenient 

with the service, the customers will not.  

In situations where complaints do begin to crop up, it’s important that customer service is 

dealt with timely and consistently, otherwise the backlash for unequal treatment can be 

rather unpleasant. And remember, most of the time any reply is better than no reply. 

Having clear guidelines on how to handle certain situations that are common to 

subscriptions as a whole is important, but be prepared for problems that have no 

straightforward answer. Overall, you’re looking for transparent communication amongst 

team members and for customers, quick response times, and honesty. The primary goal is 

surprisingly not to sort out the issue immediately, but to retain the customer and then in 

doing so, dealing with the underlying problem. 

The very first comment posted on our Facebook page was regarding a damaged box. We 

had the option to take it down, but we made the decision to keep it up. We made sure to 

provide a swift resolution to the issue and showcase to others how we went about dealing 

with complaints.  

Social media has many potential drawbacks like this, but it’s an extremely effective tool to 

reach out to audiences if you put in the effort. This is especially true if you use paid social 

media like Facebook and Instagram. If you do it correctly and with enough attention 

everyday, then posts can grow organically if you keep up the momentum on your side.  

On the Quest 

Let’s say that you’ve successfully launched and built a trove of recurring subscribers, what 

now? It comes down to closely measuring and monitoring all the metrics mentioned 

before to determine profitability. On the customer side, keep seeking feedback for each 

offering/box to adapt to any changing taste. A common reason for cancelling is 

subscribers becoming bored with the offering. In the early days, The Gin Club sent a 

bottle of gin and two tonics in a box and based on the feedback we received we changed 

it to include two different mixers (not only tonics), and an extra surprise. Constantly 

getting feedback helps iterate the boxes and maximises the value for your customers, 

keeping them engaged and signed up for more.  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Launching a Car Subscription 
Subscribing in the fast lane 

The spark plug 

As with many startups, the idea for Condor came from a personal experience. While I was 

on secondment at The Boston Consulting Group, I spent eight months in Australia to 

work on a local project. When I arrived there, I naturally wanted a car to be able to get 

around. The only option available on the market was to rent a car on a daily or weekly 

rate, which rapidly became incredibly costly. I could opt for a monthly rental, but that 

included a commitment period which exceeded my stay which ruled it out.  

From there, I recognised that there was a gap between short-term rentals and longer-term 

leasing or ownership in the market. It had all the trapping of a great business. There is 

ample demand from customers who need a short term or flexible term vehicle. Those 

customers generally exhibit a high willingness to pay. And the automotive retail industry is 

worth $2 trillion, so even capturing a fraction of a percent of that market with a new value 

proposition of flexible-term vehicle arrangements, would present tremendous upside. 

I decided to approach the problem by first clearly defining the use cases. Personally, I 

needed a car for a flexible term, so I imagined others might also want flexibility. For 

example, the ability to drive an SUV in winter and a convertible in summer. Or someone 

on an internship may need a short-term vehicle. The use cases appeared near limitless. I 

realised that this was a product in its own right which could cater to a subsection of the 

market if it had the right positioning.  

Due to the recurring nature of the service I envisioned, subscriptions were the logical way 

to monetise. There’s sometimes a negative perception associated with subscriptions 
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because consumers might feel trapped by the commitment element. However, in our 

case, the subscription model was core to our competitive positioning. Ownership is too 

daunting, and rentals are too expensive for continued use. A subscription model was 

something that fit in the middle and provided the customer with the flexibility they 

needed, and with it, Condor was born. 

Hitting the road 

Once we had figured out our direction, we began breaking down the unit economics by 

looking at our competitors. Rental companies need to keep their utilisation rates high to 

make money because cars are a highly depreciative asset and they face high fixed costs. 

Rental car companies also generally source new vehicles and are operating from airports, 

which comes with high real-estate costs. Since rental companies can only spread the cost 

over a short amount of time, they have to charge high rental fees.  

The high cost of rental companies gave us a chance to stand out on price. First, if we 

could leverage used cars that were at a better point on the depreciation curve, we could 

offer a cheaper service. Second, since the customer would have the car for a longer 

period of time, we could maintain a high overall utilisation rate and we would only need 

to recondition once every couple of months. Third, we could deter people from swapping 

cars. By removing the bells and whistles, we could price our service more competitively. 

This turned out to align very well with our prospective customers’ needs. 

The economics could only work if the customer was happy with the value proposition. The 

most useful thing we then did was to put together a survey to understand our prospective 

customers. The survey sought to understand how people viewed the traditional 

ownership model vs. this new “flexible” model and what their general feelings and 
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willingness to pay for subscription were. We didn't pay for market research, instead we 

used our own networks. There was an inherent bias from these responses, but we 

received around 600 responses that ended up providing very useful data. The best insight 

we gleaned was that price was indeed the ultimate driver of consumer behaviour in this 

segment. Once we learnt this, it confirmed that we needed to achieve the lowest price 

point we could for the service. This finding was arguably the biggest differentiator to our 

competitors. At the beginning, our fleet of cars consisted of 40-50% budget, entry level 

sedans (Chevy Cruzes and Ford Focuses) which moved like hot cakes.  

After launch, we carried out customer interviews to better understand our first customers. 

From the feedback, the thing that I’m most proud of was that we had a meaningful impact 

on those who used our service. Our customers loved being first adopters and sharing 

their story. The feedback was that the service was life-changing for many and that 

customers wanted to help any way they could, even wear Condor-branded clothing, 

which felt amazing. We made sure to invest in the customer experience to the highest 

degree, our staff were very friendly and the delivery team was extremely approachable 

and helpful. This aspect also helped massively in differentiating ourselves.  

From zero to 100 

Our first customer was a friend of mine who lived down the street. I had launched the 

survey but our service wasn’t on the market yet. The survey had given the people in my 

network an indication as to what we were working on. My friend approached me and said: 

 “Hey Tarun. That thing you're working on, is it available? My car is on its last leg 

and I’m getting a new Chevy Bolt but it’ll take two or three months to actually get it 

because of lead times. I need a bridge solution. Could you help, is that what you do?”  

That conversation in itself reinforced the breadth of use cases for a subscription offering.  

12

Offering a pilot product was a really great way  
of receiving validation of the business model  
and gave me confidence that we were doing the 
right thing.



I replied: 

 “Yeah, that’s exactly what we do. We haven’t launched yet, and we don’t currently 

have the tech in place, so we can’t help you at the moment” 

That evening at home, I thought about it overnight and realised that we did in fact have 

all the tools. We had the legal and paperwork ready. We had the dealer contacts. We had 

built a relationship with the customer. I had the insurance in place. I just needed to print 

and manually file the correct paperwork. I messaged him in the morning with my offer and 

explained that if he could put up with a clunky customer experience, then we could 

provide the service. The insurance itself was also higher than I wanted, and this had to be 

incorporated into the price. Ultimately, it was still saving him money so he was happy to 

do it. After that first customer, I realised that we don’t need the tech to be fully 

developed, and we could run a low-tech pilot. I set up a landing page that directed 

customers to send enquiries if they were interested in the pilot.  

Now, I needed to make some noise and I had a bit of marketing money to spend. The 

North American International Auto Show in Detroit provided the perfect opportunity for 

us to grow. Before that event, there were multiple consultants from abroad that reached 

out to Condor to use the service while they were in the US. At the event, I signed up two 

of them onto the service and obtained a handful of business cards from individuals 

interested in the offering. 

This is the point where I realised we were onto something big. With all of this interest, we 

needed to expedite the tech. We were also getting feedback from the first round of 

customers to iterate on the model. Offering a pilot product was a really great way of 

receiving validation of the business model and gave me confidence that we were doing 

the right thing. It also gave me the confidence to know that it doesn’t have to be perfect 

to work. 

Go manual or automatic? 

Throughout the pilot, one of the growing pains we experienced was the fact that the 

process wasn't automated. We knew it had to be, but initially, we didn't invest in it 

because the return on investment didn’t make sense. 

  

For example, we hadn’t automated the point of handover, which is when you give the car 

keys to the customer. There is a lot of paperwork and documentation that takes place at 
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that stage. The customer will walk around the vehicle and check for visible signs of 

damage, take mileage, ask any questions etc... In an ideal world, you would have software 

that guides the customer service representative or the customer through the process and 

captures all the necessary information. Building this sort of technology would have been a 

big upfront cost with limited automation potential, so we took pictures with our phone 

and had the representative fill out a paper form. It wasn’t seamless but it was quicker for 

us to work through the documentation with the customer rather than them scrolling 

through their phone or iPad. We found that as long as you are smiling and helpful while 

the customer fills out the forms, they don’t mind having to deal with a non-digital process. 

Just being friendly goes a long way to compensate for a low-tech solution. 

Another tech problem that we came across was with our payment integration. We had 

Stripe integrated into our system to manage the recurring pricing, but we found them to 

be rigid with our subscription structure. We would charge a security deposit plus a 

subscription, but if the customer modified their subscription in the middle of the month, 

the charges needed to be updated to reflect this change. We weren’t able to automate 

this with Stripe and so we eventually decided to instead make those changes manually. 

Although this wasn't scalable, it was manageable because we didn’t have thousands of 

customers making changes. It would happen maybe five or six times a month and 

ultimately, it took less than a minute per operation. We simplified everything so that the 

tech essentially just created trigger alerts for billing-related changes, instead of risking the 

software doing it incorrectly and frustrating the customer. The takeaway was that as long 

as it seems automated from a customer perspective, it’s fine to do it manually in the 

background. Your tech doesn’t need to be perfect. 

Navigate your own way with pricing 

As we grew, we also gave a lot of thoughts to our pricing and how it could shape our 

positioning. In the automotive industry, there is a lot of jargon: ownership, rentals, leasing, 

subscriptions… All are thrown around a lot and can mean different things to different 

people, not to mention the stigma around subscriptions as a new concept. Then there is 

the fact that for a high-value item such as a car, you need to factor in overhead costs, like 
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car registration and insurance. Again, there are different ways to position yourself. Some 

will hide that cost upfront and upsell insurance to customers. Other players, such as 

Condor, include insurance into the pricing structure from the get-go, so that the one price 

a customer sees upfront is what they will end up paying at checkout.  

Pricing for our service had some additional complexities. Automotive retail traditionally 

necessitates working with dealers, who hold the inventory. You need to factor them into 

your business models and again, there are different ways of doing this. One model is the 

dealer sets the price. You can provide the dealer with tools, resources and proprietary 

data to help them determine the best price, but ultimately, it will be their decision. 

Another model is the subscription provider sets the price and functions as the owner of 

the inventory. An example of this is a fintech company called Fair. They have a $1bn debt 

line of credit and buy vehicles from the dealer, setting their own pricing and running the 

subscription. They still call the dealers their partners, but the dealer functions as a 

wholesaler. In this case, the dealer is opting-in to be a part of the process, rather than 

owning the price setting and rules.  

Regardless, any pricing methodology requires you to breakdown the entire cost of the 

subscription and build in margin accordingly. How much is going to depreciation? How 

much for insurance? What’s the cost of registration? Then, calculate how much goes to 

the dealer versus the subscription service provider. Yet, we live in the real world and you 

have incomplete information, fragmented parties and proprietary data sets, so pricing is 

always going to be a mix of art and science. 

The road ahead 

Years after I cofounded Condor, the automotive industry is still at a crossroad. For 

decades, subscription was a non-existent business model in the automotive retail industry. 

Then, it became the hottest topic. And now, it seems to be vanishing as fast as it came in.  

When the tech world got involved, they began exploiting the subscription model seeking 

growth at all costs instead of using subscriptions as a tool to address a market gap 

between rental and ownership. One popular attempt is the ‘glorified luxury garage’ for 

the rich. The luxury model has positioned subscriptions as an elitist product with a 

matching price point, some being sold as high as $3000 per month. It is bound to stay 

niche. Another model targets Uber drivers to access a car via subscriptions. It’s a house of 

cards waiting to crash, since the ride-sharing companies themselves are not profitable, 
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the depreciation is enormous, and those drivers often pose a credit risk. None of those 

models are sustainable. 

If redemption won’t come from startups, it will not come from car manufacturers either. 

They are mostly interested in selling new cars, and when it comes to subscriptions, they 

look at this new business model with this old mindset. Take Canvas, a start-up that was 

doing well and was subsequently acquired by Ford. Ford supplied inventory through off 

lease vehicles from Ford Motor Credit. It received lacklustre demand and Ford eventually 

sold Canvas to Fair. The only car manufacturer effort that seems to be working is Care by 

Volvo. And just as we had learned at Condor, it’s because they are giving a very attractive 

price to the subscriber. But with a minimum commitment of 24 months, it is not really 

addressing the same flexible use market. 

It’s unfortunate that subscription has gone down this route, because that's not what we at 

Condor envisioned car subscriptions to be all about. Our customers valued flexible term 

access to a vehicle. If someone is willing to run vehicle subscriptions with profitable unit 

economics as opposed to growth at all costs, I see a viable path forward. There is plenty 

of money to be made with sustainable growth capturing a small percentage of the $2 

trillion automotive retail market.  

Whichever way you look at it, subscription in transportation is inevitable. People have less 

need to own cars as autonomous technology improves. At that point, individuals are very 

likely to subscribe to a transportation service like you would a subway pass in New York. 

The question for me is, up until we get to that point of autonomy, are we going to have 

subscription as a viable product or will we be plowing funding into structurally flawed 

models? Only time will tell.  
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Value Proposition  
for Subscriptions 

Recipe for subscription success  

At the heart of a subscription, you’re taking the pain of repeat purchasing away from the 

customer, saving them time and giving them a value/cost-benefit for their commitment. A 

customer is committing to a product or sometimes to an industry’s products through one 

company. The opportunity here for the business is the chance to build a stronger 

relationship with their customers over a sustained period of time. This dynamic means it’s 

key for businesses to spend time and focus on defining the value proposition of their 

product/s within a subscription. In order to arrive at a good subscription offering, it 

requires clear, upfront research on two key areas: 

First, it’s important to remember that the product or service is an ongoing commitment. 

The customer is signed up to use your subscription for a fixed period of time (and 

potentially indefinitely if you get it right!). The product or service must, therefore, reflect 

this recurring nature. While it is possible to try and sell a product with a one-time use on a 

subscription model, that’s just a financing scheme and increasingly smart customers will 
18

Juan Christen 
Product Director, Abcam 

ex-Product Director at Just Eat, News UK, 

O2 and Immediate Media

The opportunity here for the business is the 
chance to build a stronger relationship with their 
customers over a sustained period of time.



see through this. Unsurprisingly, this happens with companies keen to get on the 

subscription bandwagon - but what is the ongoing value to the purchaser beyond  
spreading payment? 

Second, create as much inherent value for the customer as possible, whether real or 

perceived. From a company’s perspective, this has to be in line with the price of the 

product, but more importantly, the customer has to perceive the value as being greater 

than the price they will pay. Take Netflix for example, Netflix is built around sourcing 

content and having an enormous library for its users. To the customer, the perceived value 

of their choice of films far outweighs the amount they pay per month. The value that you 

assign to your product or service will also dictate how much technology you’ll need in 

place to realise that value. 

Creating value so great it's forgettable  

Ultimately, the goal of a subscription business model is to be a seamless and valuable 

experience for the customer. The customer needs to believe that they are getting so 

much value from it that they mentally justify forgetting about the cost. Amazon Prime is 

probably the greatest example of this in action. I’m a Prime member, but I don’t actively 

remember how much I pay per year. Its core product is its fast and free delivery service, 

but all the additional benefits it throws your way such as Prime Video and Music makes 

the purchase a no-brainer.  

Amazon has used this to encourage stickiness to their core product (selling everything 

and anything to you and me), and it has also permeated into repeat purchases on their 

range of products all aimed at creating simplicity and value for the customer 

However, what worked for Amazon may not translate to others. Which is why there are 

cases where you find you have a great product and you might decide to implement a 

subscription model on top but are unable to identify the value you’re adding to the 

product by selling it as a subscription. The focus needs to be on what represents value in 

the customer's eyes.  

At Abcam, a life science organisation that manufactures antibodies and proteins used to 

research cures for diseases, they discussed the potential of integrating a subscription offer 

to compliment the sale of their products. In their discovery process, they brainstormed 

ideas such as having early access to valuable research content, enhancing delivery 
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through preferred delivery slots or even having free delivery, all with the aim of enhancing 

customer value and stickiness of that customer.  

Implementing these would have had economic and financial costs but equally, it would 

enable Abcam to get closer to their customers and get a better understanding of their 

needs along with encouraging repeat purchasing. However, they were still unclear about 

the actual value to the customer of these enhancements, therefore real research into the 

perceived value of the potential subscription is required. 

Lack of clarity and understanding of what good looks like for the customer and clarity of 

what the customer is prepared to pay for that value is paramount, if you aren’t clear on 

that then your subscription product will very likely fail. If you want the value of greater 

customer engagement your subscription needs to provide lasting value to the customer.  

Communicate and sustain that value 

Once you’ve established the value proposition and the benefits attached to your product 

or service, you have to define a method of communicating this value clearly to your 

customers. From a digital perspective, you have to ask how you’re going to attract the 

customer, concisely inform them of that product, and demonstrate the benefits.   

One of the main advantages of the subscription model in the customer’s eyes is that the 

product continually grows and changes, they have bought into a product’s roadmap, not 

where it is at a point in time.  

To sustain this as the product evolves there is a need to continually ensure the product  
is something the customers want and that it still has repetitive value. This can sometimes 

be answered by including current complementary product offerings rather than creating 

new ones.  
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If we take a look at the magazine and newspaper industry - it’s a legacy subscription 

business. People used to subscribe to physical papers because it worked out as being 

cheaper than purchasing it as a one-off. The gradual move to digital has made people 

question the inherent benefit of subscribing to a paper when there is an abundance of 

media available digitally.  

An example of a flawed program used to attract and convert customers to a subscription 

is the practice of including a gift. Offering a one-off high-value item with a subscription, 

whilst seemingly attractive to the purchaser, shifts the actual benefit and value of the 

subscription away from your product to that of the gift. All this does is simply creates a 

high churn point in the future and at the same time suggesting to the customer the value 

of your product is limited, i.e.. you don’t believe in the value of your own product so you 

need to give them something else to encourage them to subscribe. 

A better approach would be to enhance the perceived value of the subscription through 

valuable additions to the base product. This might be detailed access to archived content 

in the case of newspapers and magazines or access to streaming video and audio 

content, or discounted complimentary services.  Creativity is key - perceived value to the 

customer is the feeling that the benefits they receive are greater than the sum of its parts 

or in the amount they pay.  

Maintain and be flexible 

To start or continue a prosperous relationship with your customer you must evolve and 

grow with them. The technology you use to do this must also enable you to easily evolve 

over time, whether it's at a point of renewal, combating churn or converting existing to 

new. Subscription tools that give the flexibility to build, bundle and change components 

of a subscription swiftly as the market changes and your customers demand will allow you 

to easily surface the true value of your subscription and it’s that value proposition that will 

ensure sustained growth from your customers. 
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Customer Service  
for Subscriptions 
Delighting your customers 

From the moment that a customer is acquired, my sole objective becomes to maximise 

value. That is, both the customer’s value to the business and the business’ value to the 

customer. For The Guardian, or any business, the value to the business is essentially the 

revenue generation. In order to maximise revenue and value, there are three key criteria 

that I use to ensure that I’m aligned in my approach: 

First, longevity, how can we keep the customer on board for as long as possible? Second, 

value, is the customer on the right package, could they be encouraged to take out a 

higher tier or contribute a little more? And third, advocacy, what do you have to do to 

unlock the potential of a strong advocate for your business?  

At The Guardian, one of the questions we are grappling with right now is how do we 

normalise the process of giving money to The Guardian. That may sound strange, but 

since we operate on a charitable basis, which didn’t exist three years ago, we have to find 

ways to make readers actually want to pay. We currently have one million supporters. 

While this number is great and one that we are incredibly proud of, it’s still our objective 

to question how we can convert more readers into contributors and normalise paying.  

There are solutions to incentivise people, for example we do operate a referral scheme 

where customers can recommend friends and do other forms of gifting, but you shouldn't 

have to incentivise customers to recommend a product, it should be something that is 

worth doing for them.  
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In order to maximise value, you’ll need to retain the customer, so longevity is also a big 

focus. There is however a need to maximise the value they’re receiving in order to have a 

knock on effect for both advocacy and longevity 

Educating and reassuring the customer 

On the other side of the spectrum, the value to a customer is the value created by the 

business. Once the customer is acquired, a process known as activation begins.  

From there, the first most responsibility you have is educating the customer. The process 

itself can usually be fairly automated. It provides reassurance for the customer and allows 

them to explore how they can maximise the value of the product.  

We teach the customer what they can do with the core product, what are the benefits, 

what other features they can use etc.. We educate the customers to navigate around our 

various products, while showcasing the quality of the app at the same time. . 

  

Educating the customer doesn’t always have to be the first step in the on-boarding 

process. A lot of companies still implement a process of boilerplate, one-size-fits-all 

messages being sent out on particular days. For example, on day one you receive this, on 

day three it's this etc... Although this approach is good for automation and standardising 

the process, it lacks the personal element we are trying to achieve at The Guardian. 

We’ve gotten to the point where we now have great technology in place and a large 

amount of data that enables us to do what is known as triggered journeys (it can 

sometimes be defined as ‘decision tree journeys’). It follows a logical process where we 

send you everything on day one, then on day three depending on what you chose from 

the previous email and your interaction with the service, you will receive specific email 

content. Our assumption is that on the third day, we send you content about extending 

the use of a product that you have already been enjoying since day one. This creates 
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personalisation at scale. Even if the decision tree journey is simple, it’s powerful, it’s to the 

point and it’s a more relevant way of engaging the customer. To deliver this in practice, 

you’ll need a good data lake, and to plug it in a  marketing tool, such as Braze. These can 

be big investments, both in terms of effort and capital, in order for the team to actually 

make good use of the capabilities of the systems. This is an ongoing process only 

inhibited by lack of data points and imagination, and regulatory impositions- such as 

customers’ GDPR opt-out.  

Location, location, location 

We have an interesting problem where two thirds of our base has opted out of email, and 

so we have had to pivot to using direct mail. We have to keep an eye on all these various 

strategies, because by looking at the data, we can better understand the customers' 

habits and decide how to make their lives easier. Traditionally, we have been operating a 

home call system where we call in and learn more about the individuals using our 

product. Interestingly, we found that customers that pick up physical copies of the paper 

from their local retail store have a churn rate of close to zero. Part of our on-boarding 

now, is to ask our new customers about their local retailers and include an option to 

retrieve their paper from available local stores.  

 

Dealing, recovering and preventing churn 

Dealing with churn is the next important stage in our plan. We've come to recognise that 

there are telltale signs that a customer has a higher propensity to churn like less frequent 

app visits. At this point, you may be able to send out an intervention in the form of an 

email, usually asking if everything is going well and trying to collect data to avoid similar 

issues. Contact centres are good for stopping people choosing to leave in the moment, 

but also a rich source for information on the reasons why customers are choosing to leave 

us in the first place.  

Forms are OK when it comes to collecting customer information; but when there is a 

human being on the other end of the line, that can manage to have a conversation, that 
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can make all the difference. Having an amicable and cordial conversation about our 

failures can help to resolve differences and get the customer back onto the service. 

Sometimes, they’ve adamantly made up their mind, yet there is still crucial information we 

can gather that helps us reiterate on current subscription packages to avoid similar 

pitfalls. Bear in mind, this isn't a remedy for customer service failures, it won’t solve the 

failures reported in the service. Customer service is about going the extra step to control 

the damage done to customers, identifying the failure and quickly resolving the issue to 

prevent any similar issues. 

These aren’t solutions only available to larger enterprises. In fact, it’s way more accessible 

to smaller businesses. They're no longer restricted, technology and connectivity mean 

that they can now be more agile and compete for subscribers. The other advantage  
with being smaller is being more decisive in their subscriber strategy. As a result of  
the shift towards subscriptions, companies like Limio and Braze are filling all their 

technological needs. 

In order to prevent churn, getting better at dealing with the root cause and recovering 

customers suffering from it are ultimately the answers. You need to back decisions by 

data, so you can focus particular resources on areas where we numerically have more 

complaints. Sometimes, and more often than not, the ‘solution’ is not far away. We have 

had situations where we think the solution is ‘what more can we give the customer to 

keep them onboard?’. In reality, it's about staying true to what you've already promised 

and never falling short of that. 

Retention is crucial to the subscription model. The majority of your revenue comes from 

the customers you had at the start of the year. This is why it’s vital to have a responsive 

and reputable customer service in place at all times. 

Moving forward with customer service and retention 
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Customer service has been bundled into a big commoditised product that firms just see 

as a cost cutting option. At the Guardian, we’ve had monumental change to actually 

bringing the process in-house and caring about the information we can gather. I have no 

doubt that A.I., Chatbots and other technologies in this area will be hugely beneficial for 

companies, but listening and responding to customers is arguably as profitable as 

anything you can do. When you enter the subscription hemisphere, you become a 

retention business and if you're not aware of that then you will fail. Retention plays a huge 

role in your ability to acquire new customers as well. There are cases where even if a 

customer is enjoying the product, in this case reading good journalism, they would feel 

embarrassed to recommend the product to a peer, because there’s been disappointment 

or a failure in the service. 

How self-service can help 

The Guardian has released a self-service process in a beta stage, we don’t actively 

promote it as it's still in a testing phase, but what is interesting is that the majority of 

customers are going out of their way to find and use it because they expect it to be there.  

Similarly, when we introduced the ability to change card details, customers had a certain 

level of expectation, and meeting these self service goals reduces friction and increases 

the streamline of problem solving.  

An automated subscriber self-service component is a great tool to implement to be able 

to resolve any issues customers have on the spot. Although it’s the fastest way to deal 

with issues, approaching it with the mindset that it will solve all problems will lead to 

failure. That said, the self service element prevents problems snowballing into something 

much larger and provides a frictionless experience to the customer.  

The code of Babylon 

The limitation I notice is that the technology is there, and it can let us achieve so much 

when it comes to subscriptions, but people don't invest in it and so it's never fully 

optimised. 

We no longer live in an age where one company takes care of all the different aspects of 

the customer experience. There are companies such as Salesforce, Zuora or Limio that can 

help achieve a lot but they're not a one-size-fits-all solution. 
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You need to have partners working together on the varying aspects of the experience, 

and collaboration is a real issue. There's scepticism when it comes to getting multiple 

third-party teams to work together, but the reality is there is no choice. They need to work 

well together; they need to use similar languages and they need to bring more 

transparency. 

Changing the attitude away from a company just supplying you software, to a relationship 

where you are partnering with them would be incredibly healthy for firms and business as 

a whole. 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Subscription Analytics 
Taming data 

Analytics is no longer a luxury, but a must in today’s companies. There’s no reason that 

you wouldn’t want to track data on your website. Without this data, there’s very little way 

to understand if something is working, or if it's not. You’ll also fail to identify opportunities 

and relationships that drive growth; some channels will work better to drive revenue, 

while others are better to boost conversion rates. As a company, you’ll also have made 

investments into marketing campaigns, and analytics are essential in understanding if your 

money is returning anything.  

Familiarising yourself 

Analytics is accessible to everyone. Google Analytics (GA) is free which makes it a no-

brainer to adopt it. You don’t need fancy software tools like Looker or Tableau to begin 

collecting and analysing data. I’ve used the free version of GA for eight years and have 

never felt the need to extend over into the paid arm, Analytics 360. It’s worth noting 

though, that GA is just a product and will be of no use to you without configuration. GA is 

an unpolished product and requires a fair amount of effort to set up, but once it’s tailored 

to your business’ needs then it becomes invaluable. The process of setting it up is not 

difficult, just time-consuming. I always begin by looking at the channel groupings such as 

email or social and prefer not to use GA out-of-the-box setup because it’s not granular 

enough. Even for those who haven’t used GA before, I highly recommend taking the time 

to learn to manage it. The default groupings do not provide anywhere near enough 

insights compared to taking the time to group all the relevant channels yourself. How you 

set up your channels will have a knock-on effect on how you will be using your UTM tags. 

30

Olivia Delebarre 
Senior Ecommerce & Performance Marketing Manager, DMD Ventures 

Analytics for Off The Still, the Gin Club and 31DOVER



These are parameters that allow Google to track where data and traffic is coming from on 

your website.  

Try your hardest to keep things tidy on GA. Having endless filters and channels can make 

the platform unmanageable and messy. Keep tags simple; the source should always be 

the name of the source, traffic from Google should labelled under Google etc. This 

doesn’t mean that you can’t change the names of UTMs as you progress, but be aware to 

first notify team members. Second, realise that the data you’ll receive after you’ve 

implemented changes can not be as easily compared to previous data because of the 

changes you made. For example, if I decided to divide the social media channels into 

specific channels (Facebook, Instagram, Twitter etc.), then it would be difficult to compare 

the new data to the previous months where it was all grouped under social.  

Establishing a routine 

Once I’ve set up my channels and UTMs, I would begin to set up my funnels, goals and 

ecommerce parameters. These are subsections of the GA platform and permit a huge 

amount of functionality. Funnels show you a range of information about the customer’s 

journey; from where they were directed from to how long it took them to complete a 

purchase. Goals allow you to measure the conversions and other completed activity  
on your site. The ecommerce function allows you to analyse purchase activity and  
product data, as a starting point I would recommend tracking: ‘orders’, ‘add to cart’, and 

‘lead-generation’. 

Setting up a funnel varies from business to business, but in my experience it’s best to have 

every stage of the page mapped out. For subscription companies, it's slightly different 

because you have less pages for visitors to browse compared to e-commerce. The funnels 

themselves must be linked to goals. Goals are set up by entering all the different steps of 

the customer journey, I split it into two journeys, pre-checkout and checkout, as this helps 

to capture the diversity of our traffic. The funnels are then put in place so that it's possible 
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to see customer journeys, both completed and uncompleted. By having the goals set out 

before, I can identify where exactly people have decided to leave the checkout page. 

One common trend we see at 31DOVER, a customer will reach the checkout with a bottle 

of vodka or gin and will then decide to browse through our mixers before completing  
the purchase.   

The limitation to GA are its reports on the demographics of traffic. The data it does 

provide is only 33% accurate and therefore not that useful when we analyse it. The reason 

being is because it can only cross reference demographical data with visitors who have 

Gmail accounts. The demographic data provided to 31Dover indicated that our 

customers are between 18-25 years old, when in reality, our customers are mostly 45+. 

This is only because 18-25 years old are much more likely to use Gmail. 

Supervising and avoiding setbacks  

For subscriptions in particular, GA can also allow the user to track recurring payments.  

The first thing you want to do is get a developer who can set this process up as it’s 

technically challenging.  

Subscription payments are based on a recurring model, and so apart from the first 

payment, they aren’t triggered by a customer’s actions, so they need to be tracked 

elsewhere. Simplified, the process begins when a customer makes an order, at this point 

they are automatically assigned a unique user ID and when the payment recurs then we 

are able to track it. This is all programmed under audience and user explorer in GA. At 

this point you will need to involve your developers as it gets fairly technical. One giant 

red flag here, is that the user ID associated with a customer must not under any 

conditions have any personal attributes that can link the ID to the person i.e. name, email, 

IP address. This is a GDPR issue, and if your system is found with personal data, then GA 

terminate your account immediately with no recovery process. 

There is also the issue of tracking leads that have come from offline sources. Here, I do 

either one of two things; either attach a voucher code with an offer, or my favourite, direct 

the visitor through a specific URL. The reason I favour this approach is that it also allows 

you to A/B test with different product offers. The page itself is exactly the same with no 

different content, but instead of it being www.31dover.com, its www.31dover.com/vodka, 

for example. 
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Insights  

There are also certain challenges that go along with working with subscriptions. First, the 

lack of pages on a site means that there is limited content for the visitor to browse and 

less goals to track. To get around this, you can create content around the products within 

your subscription. Another option is to try to foster a community around the product, for 

example by creating a forum.  

There’s a lot to take on when you’re trying to wrap your head around working with 

subscription and analytics and it can sometimes be technically daunting. Analytics are 

invaluable, but they’re only as valuable as the time you put in them. Patience, 

commitment and consistency pay off once you begin collecting relevant data which allow 

you to formulate hypothesis about your business performance. 
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Personalising Subscriptions 
Knowledge is power 

Before I begin discussing segmentation and how it can help in your subscription business, 

it's vital to note that segmentation cannot be performed in isolation. You need to start by 

asking what your goals are, and once you have a clear and succinct overview of them, you 

can begin to align segments with goals. A lot of people will make the mistake of 

segmenting their customers, such as most profitable customers or most likely to churn, 

before knowing the direction they want to be going in. 

Once you have your goals defined, you can begin to understand what you define as 

valuable, for example whether it is the length of a subscribing customer or the value 

gained through a subscription- do you value the customer who pays £1 for 12 months or 

the customer who receives three months free before paying the full amount? Some 

companies will also rely on advertising, and will therefore value the actual amount of 

subscribers as an audience they can advertise to. 

As well as identifying what is most valuable, it's important at the same time not to forget 

what is least valuable. I've had colleagues write up fantastic plans to target certain 

marketing channels, but they've focussed on channels that contribute minimally to  
the overall business and in most cases this will be a waste of effort and resources for a 

small return.  
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Once the goals have been established, you can begin to look at the data to inform your 

decisions. The tools that you will need depend on the data you want to use. You can track 

hundreds of attributes on subscribers to aid you in discovering habits and preferences. 

Ask yourself how old it is to begin with, because even data from half a year ago is old and 

considered useless. Using CRM data, you have the most reliable data on the customer: 

date of birth, age, address. Additionally, you have web analytics packages where you can 

collect on-site information. This has the added benefit of also including visitor’s data: 

demographics, browser behaviour and geography.  

Typically some data that you might try to obtain is what area that customer lives in and 

the various attributes associated to that area i.e. young or old, rich or poor. This is 

possible by cross referencing the customer data (address) with public databases such as 

house prices.  

With a magazine that I used to work with, we recognised that it began selling extremely 

well at airports, we used this data to strategise including subscription offers in our 

magazines at travel hotspots.  

The more data you can gather and the more you can learn about your customer, the 

better off your company will be. Once the data is collected, the consequence is you will 

create a lot of hypotheses. You can then test those hypotheses to discover how to target 

your customers more directly. If you're carrying out surveys and tests, make sure that your 

control groups are within similar segments to your customers as this will ultimately mean 

more accuracy in your results.  

One caveat of segmentation is that it can lead to too narrow sample size. Your sample 

size needs to be big enough so that your segmentation stays relevant. Applying a very 

focussed strategy to a segment of five customers will only give you five new customers. A  
broader strategy that’s focussed on a larger segment will have a bigger impact on your 

bottom line. 

36

The more data you can gather and the more you 
can learn about your customer, the better off your 
company will be. 



The benefits of segmentation for subscriptions 

For a subscription service, segmentation does three things:  

First, it allows you to better understand the customer perspective and provide a better 

outcome. Failing to segment correctly can lead to negative results: for example, asking 

why is your customer subscribing to this magazine? If the answer is because they  
enjoy the content, and you decide to change the content then the customer will not  
be happy and most likely unsubscribe. From a business perspective, segmentation is 

essential in retaining customers.  

Second, it provides visibility. It gives you information on which segments are most 

important. This visibility informs you about areas that you can grow in and acquire new 

customers; identifying which new segments are opportunities can increase your 

profitability. You might believe that your magazine is targeted at individuals aged 40+ but 

then data might show you an increase in sales among those aged 25+.  

Signals leads to opportunities. A good example of this was when one of the agencies I 

worked for was previously asked to help an airline drive business from the UK to the US. 

In this case, we allowed our insights from the data to lead us, rather than selecting a 

segment to target. After a weekend away, we reviewed the traffic that came into the 

website and noticed that a lot of the inbounds had been directed from leisure and yoga 

websites. Initially, the data was confusing and we suspected there was a technical error, 

but the data scientists assured us that everything was in working order. After further 

investigation, we discovered that there was a yoga conference being held in the US 
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during that period. This was a good example of allowing data to show you where your 

growth areas are. Once you have this data, you can begin targeting them more and more.  

Third, segmentation also has a use in preventing churn. Profitability is highly dependent 

on your churn rate, and using segmentation can identify if a particular section of 

customers are leaving you. This involves, first working out how many customers out of a 

hundred leave within the first month, then researching deeper and finding out how, 

perhaps, the offers are affecting certain customers.  

The problem is in all three cases, (retaining, acquiring and preventing churn) once you 

implement changes based on our results, it takes a while before you can see whether or 

not they have any effect, but that's just the nature of the subscription business. 

Experimenting to optimise  

When undergoing A/B testing, for the digital side it’s easy with softwares such as Hotjar.  

This tests hot maps and user activity to allow you to make informed decisions and focus 

on elements. For the physical products, it’s a lot harder. For this, we also use a partner 

who helps us identify which covers are more attractive, what the best balance between 

words and graphics is, and what will catch the attention of the visitors. 

  

The best place to start when considering A/B testing is your intention. Are you trying to 

drive clicks and traffic or increase sales? Once you have that down, there are a variety of 

softwares available to use: Optimizely, Google 360, Maximizer, Adobe Target, Crazy Egg - 

all of which are pretty similar. Your decision will depend on the capabilities of your team, 

but the easiest of them to use is Optimizely.  

One example of an A/B test, would be to carry out a multi-variant test on a landing page. 

You’d begin by slicing the landing page into four sections, and placing within the sections 

different options. These could be ‘Subscribe Now’ buttons, or information on branding/

packages. Once that’s set out, you can use an optimisation tool to display variations of 

the landing page quadrant to users on a random basis. After accumulating enough data, 

it can tell you which variation of the quadrant received the best engagement from 

customers/visitors. 

Probably the most recognisable use of this test, are the landing pages of betting 

companies. There are so many interaction buttons on a betting platform, that the 

company who figured out the optimal layout were mimicked by others shortly after. If a 
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competitor recognises that your site is generating a lot more traffic then the chances are 

they’ll copy you; in the end it’s all about being ahead of the game.  
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Subscription Forecasting 
Predicting the predictable 

Over the last decade, the popularity of subscriptions as a go-to commercial business 

model has sky-rocketed. The normalisation of mobile-commerce and the subscription 

support provided by the major mobile platforms has made this particularly popular with 

mobile apps. Now that there are many success stories with subscriptions, more and more 

businesses want in and want to know-how. 

It’s first important to identify if your products or services match, or if they can be evolved 

to match, the consumer expectations set by being a subscription. The key here is to 

recognise that the recurring nature of a subscription means that customers expect an on-

going delivery of value, be it physical goods (Loot Crate), content (Netflix) or other 

services (Amazon Prime). It’s essential that the proposition can fulfil this commitment 

otherwise potential customers will not see the value in signing up in the first place or 

renew in the future. 

The Microsoft Office suite was once simply recognised as a software product, a one-off 

fee to use the products within the bundle. However, recognising that they continuously 

provided updates to the software, in addition to bundling features like cloud storage, 

switching it to a subscription model (Office 365) made absolute sense. Customers would 

love the fact that their software is frequently updated with new features and don’t have a 

huge upfront cost to buy it. Similarly, Microsoft would enjoy the on-going value they get 

from the subscriptions whilst being able to create greater value to retain customers. 
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Clearing the fog 

Forecasts can be used for a number of reasons, such as bonus-target setting, corporate & 

operational planning and cash flow management. These may take on slightly different 

approaches (assumptions and levels of risk) but all reflect responsible business practices, 

most of the time.  

It creates a visual path to success, breaks down intimidating and large annual targets into 

monthly, weekly or even daily, granular objectives. Forecasting provides signals of when 

your business is doing well and not so well. The viewpoint here is one of a business 

planning professional; providing a balanced view of what's achievable, making sure that 

assumptions are robust and complemented with a wider understanding of the business. 

The nature of a subscription model means that most of the forecast’s heavy lifting revolves 

around non-financial KPIs and usually a rate card can simply be applied to the end result 

to give you the essential financial KPIs. The accounting perspective is essential for 

forecasting subscriptions, due to the financial recognition of subscription revenues 

whereby, simply put, the amounts received are amortised over the life of a subscription 

and not just when the transaction takes place. 

Where subscription models really begin to differ from traditional sales models is in regard 

to the recurring element of this transactional relationship, taking the focus away from 

selling products to having paid customers. The concept of renewals makes a large part of 

future sales more systematic and makes it much more straightforward to estimate the Life-

Time Value (LTV) of a customer. In turn, this enables businesses to have a better handle on 

profitability by controlling customer acquisition costs (CAC) and having a robust early 

view of return on investment (ROI). 

Understanding the weather: 

A simple subscription model is made up of three key parts: 

Acquisitions - new customers 

Renewals - customers re-subscribing 

Winback - reclaiming customers who had not renewed 
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More advanced models may include features such as upgrades, downgrades & cross 

grades if alternative subscription options are available. However, having a solid 

understanding of the three core pillars will set up for good and reliable forecasting. 

Acquisitions 

Methods of attracting new customers can differ largely and so the way to model these 

acquisitions will do too. It could be largely marketing-driven so metrics like the cost of 

acquisition are key assumptions, or as in lead-based cases where sales agent performance 

metrics assumptions are essential, the list goes on.  

Nonetheless, those who make it through the sales funnel all become a paying subscriber 

and begin their journey through the subscription machine.   

It is important to monitor how customers are acquired as later on you will want to 

understand how certain acquisition characteristics impact assumptions throughout their 

life cycle and ultimately their LTV. 

In the mobile app market, day-1 churn is relentless so gaining the interest of prospective 

customers quickly is essential. Once someone has downloaded the app, you can use free 

trials or a freemium model to extend the window in acquiring potential customers.  
Ideally, in addition to this, you’d also create a great onboarding experience, finding  
the right balance between educating the user about your product whilst not overly 

restricting the early use of the app to a series of ‘how-tos’. Make sure to identify and 

record the actions that help drive conversion and optimise the onboarding experience to 

maximise acquisitions. 

43

The use of advanced analytics combined with 
CRM can massively help influence renewal 
performance by looking at customers on an 
individual level.



Renewals 

When a customer is acquired, you will also know when their subscription is up for renewal 

(UFR) and therefore you know when the next purchase is due. Obviously, not all customers 

will renew and this is where the renewal rate assumption comes into play. For example, if 

100 people joined on this day last year and you had a 50% renewal rate, then 50 people 

will renew whilst 50 will no longer be a subscriber and lapse. Now, that’s not to say that 

those latter 50 are gone forever, however, they will now fall into the winback part of the 

model. 

Renewals become a really interesting part of the model when you begin to supplement it 

with analytics because by the time the subscriber reaches their UFR date, you would know 

a lot more about them through data collection, or at least you should do. A business 

model that resides in a spreadsheet will probably just have subscribers in a handful of 

buckets (countries, acquisition channel, etc.) and apply the same renewal rate among 

them. However, the use of advanced analytics combined with CRM can massively help 

influence renewal performance by looking at customers on an individual level. Using 

propensity models, segmentations and cohorts along with personalised CRM tools, you 

can begin to message subscribers and influence their decision to renew. This could even 

include sending offers preemptively to those who you think are not likely to renew. 

Given that many subscription platforms work on a basis that payment details have already 

been provided and stored for future payments, one of the key features of understanding, 

if someone is likely to renew, is their auto-renewal status. This pretty much trumps any 

behavioural analysis when used alongside a payment validity e.g. is it still in date? Those 

who have opted out of renewal are the ones you can focus on and prevent them from 

churning, avoiding the inevitable winback campaign that follows. 

Winbacks 

Those that don’t renew fall into a ‘lapsed pool’ - a group of previously paying customers 

who are no longer subscribers. A simple model for forecasting winback would be to use a 

winback rate on a cumulative count of lapsed subscribers, representing the number of 

customers from the lapsed pool that you hope to winback in a month. This rate 

percentage is highly dependent on the contact details and data you have on them as well 

as the levers you have to pull to try to win them back. 
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I’d recommend that the lapsed pool is capped to people who have left within a particular 

time period as those who’ve left longer than (for example) 12 months ago are unlikely to 

return, but this period is also dependant on the industry or product/service. 

Winback campaigns can be as simple as an email reminding the lapsed subscriber of the 

product benefits. They can also be a multi-channel series of personalised messages, 

optimised to gain the most amount of winbacks with the least amount of discounting. 

Planning for a rainy day: 

When building a forecast model from scratch, as with any forecast, it’s important to have a 

general consensus on the level of granularity, for example, when deciding whether the 

forecast should be daily, weekly or monthly. You will need to carefully consider: resources, 

the speed of the company's ability to influence performance, the data available and, 

specifically to subscriptions, the subscription durations e.g. a weekly subscription should 

probably have a weekly forecast at the very least. Nonetheless, things are likely to 

change, so if you can foresee any key changes that may occur in the short-to-mid term, 

such as introducing different subscription tiers or operating in more countries, try and 

create a flexible model that can incorporate these changes with little effort in the future. 

The major TV & Telecom companies have spent years building up operational models that 

attract new customers and retain existing ones with the use of promotions that can be 

sent to the front lines (call centres and retail units) almost instantly. Consequently, if 

numbers are down against a forecast on a particular day, this could be turned around 

within 24 hours. That level of responsiveness warrants a daily forecast, albeit this is heavily 

influenced by the sheer scale the likes of Sky, BT, Vodafone etc operate at.  

It’s also key to identify early on where a forecast (and perhaps the business) is most 

vulnerable. Looking at the console gaming industry as an example, the leading platforms 

will have their own marketing and promotions budgets to sell their hardware, however, 

their success is also influenced by the performance of third-party games released on their 
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platform and of course their competitors. As such, even though these things are largely 

out of the company’s control, it’s essential to have visibility on how these things are 

influencing the businesses performance versus what assumptions were in a forecast. In 

this case, tracking and understanding game sales may help explain why more or fewer 

consoles have been sold.  

Everyone under the same umbrella 

Good forecasting is all about having a clear, robust plan that drives action to help a 

business succeed. In order to do this, a company needs to put effort into the forecast 

setting and the performance reviewing thereafter. 

The key ingredient for forecast setting is buy-in from the relevant stakeholders,  
including participation. All assumptions should be based on robust research and  
analysis that all parties get behind, but is challenged appropriately, looking at both risks 

and opportunities.  

Although many businesses set the task of forecasting to a commercial finance team (or 

similar) to take an independent view, it’s key that the stakeholders are involved to create a 

balanced approach to help alleviate any unrealistic, unsubstantiated targets as well as any 

‘under-baking’ if an independent team wasn’t involved.  

Stakeholder participation ensures that all the parties remain motivated to achieve the 

targets set from this process, and the business as a whole has a good outlook of what 

they can expect to achieve from relevant departments. 

Once in place, the forecast needs to be reviewed regularly by the right people, ideally by 

those who agreed to it in the first place. If the forecast setting is done right, then 

explaining and understanding why performance is better or worse than expected should 

be easy.  

Second, if necessary, the appropriate adjustments to the forecast should be agreed with 

the same people and rigour as before. Any shortcomings shouldn’t just be simply met 
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with rephasing if this is not feasible without additional changes (e.g. extra funding). 

Similarly, if things are going well, it needs to be identified if its a one-off, at the expense 

of later periods, or a permanent change that should be considered going forward. 

Nonetheless, anything agreed should be documented and shared with any other teams 

affected by this. 

Rain gear but no idea 

That all said, you can’t report against the forecast and update with actual performance if 

you don’t have the data. It’s really important to have accurate, timely and detailed data at 

your disposal so you can properly analyse and apply it.  

Therefore, make sure you have good subscription data architecture, reporting on all of the 

elements of the subscription lifecycle. Even though, when looking at mobile app 

subscriptions, Apple and Google provide some level of subscription data, it’s not perfect 

so creating your own view of your subscribers allows for a greater level of consistency and 

detail. Furthermore, linking that information to user behaviour data (e.g. app analytics) 

unlocks even greater power as mentioned in the renewals section. 

Into the storm 

My top advice for anyone currently starting or thinking of starting any subscription 

business is first and foremost be flexible and be nimble. Everything from the price to the 

proposition is on the table. Try and view everything from the customer’s perspective  

and then A/B test the hell out of everything. It’s funny what changing the colour of a 

button, increasing or decreasing the price or adding a new subscription length can do for 

your business. 

From a forecasting perspective, make sure you have robust logic and complete buy-in for 

the assumptions in the forecast. You can be sitting on a renewal rate assumption for an 

entire year before the actual results begin to come through so it’s important that, 

whatever is assumed is founded on quality research of your own market or, better still, 

your own users. 

Finally, from an analytics perspective, don’t be fooled by an average. When you look at 

averages, it’s easy to begin to paint a picture of that user experience. For example, you 

might see an average user listening to 30 songs a month, so the initial assumption/

explanation is that the average user listens to one song per day. However, with more 
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investigation, various user behaviours and cohorts may emerge. Some will listen to  
1000s of songs, some will play five songs a month, while others will just play one song 

and never come back. The average of all these behaviours will create an imaginary  
person with a blend of all of these characteristics. Subscriptions are extremely vulnerable 

to these conclusions because many, if not all, customers will pay the same monthly or 

annual fee so will have the same payment profile. Different subscription tiers, countries, 

acquisition channels etc. make good alternative ways of segmenting the user base  
too, however, there is still much value in understanding how behaviours impact KPIs  
in the absence of insights on spending habits available to e-commerce, mobile gaming 

etc. businesses. Once these cohorts have been identified, you can then build different 

strategies around them. 
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The Future of Subscriptions 
The hunger for interaction 

The following chapter was adapted from an interview with Eric Peckham by  
Amaury de Closset.  

A lot of people within media define ‘media’ in a way that is centric to their field, especially 

in the news publishing world. A more accurate definition of media is the whole space of 

content creation and distribution. This involves all the ways humans are organising their 

ideas and expressing themselves in a transferrable format to share with others. Whether 

it’s through written articles, podcasts, different types of videos, songs or games, it's a vast 

scope of creative expression and entertainment.  

Regardless of definition, the future of media lies in our ability to interact with it. We have 

a proliferation of devices like smartphones, smart speakers and AR headsets that are 

fundamentally about interaction rather than, say, TV, which is passive consumption. Two 

generations have grown up with smartphones, social apps and an increasingly interactive 

experience with media content from their phone. There will always be times when people 

will just want to sit and consume media passively, whether it's reading or watching a 

movie, but the future is about greater interaction. 
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Press play 

Interactive media is of course most prevalent today in gaming. The sophistication of 

simulations and the ability to educate through games is going to increase dramatically, 

and we will see a lot of industries incorporate gaming technologies. The most interesting 

layer is game engines, the two biggest ones being Unity and Unreal. Architecture firms 

and online car configurators are using the same engines that create virtual worlds, to  
run their own simulations and experiments. It sets the notion that so much of our future 

will incorporate augmented reality as the dominant paradigm of technology. A lot of  
that will be built off these game engines and as a consequence the content will be far 

more interactive. 

There are many startups in newer areas of interactive media, although it's still early to say 

what type of formats are going to excel. Lisbon-based Doppio is releasing titles that you 

play on an Alexa device with your voice. Drivetime, based in San Francisco, creates 

interactive voice entertainment for drivers who need to be handsfree and focused on  
the road. 

The challenge is figuring out how to tell stories that are truly native to an interactive 

environment. I'm currently advising a London based startup called Unrd in this space. 

Their philosophy is that our real-life dramas unfold through calls, messages, Instagram 

Stories, etc. on our phones so fictional stories should unfold that way too. With Unrd, you 

experience the story through the interface of someone else’s phone. This develops in real 

time and over the space of several days. Text messages are sent to help progress the 

story, and develop characters. As a player, you’re listening to phone calls and watching 

social media feeds, all the while putting the pieces of the story together. It’s this kind of 

experimentation that makes interactive media fascinating.  

Please insert a coin 

Generally speaking, you can only monetise non-interactive content like an article or a 

movie through two methods: putting advertising around it or requiring payment to access 

it (either individually or as part of a subscription). Interactive content offers much more 

flexibility. Look at mobile-gaming, which is an enormous industry centred on free-to-play 

games with in-game purchases. Interactive content isn’t all-or-nothing - you can  
pull people into a media experience to get them emotionally invested in the story  
and then offer micro-purchases for them to go deeper into an aspect of the plot or get 

special benefits. 
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One of the challenges in monetising media on mobile is having to work through 

centralised platforms like the iPhone. There is growing interest among media companies 

right now to find a way to cut out the App Store because Apple and Google take a 30% 

cut of their revenue. Disney+ and Netflix both don’t take subscriptions through the app 

store, but they’re big enough to do this. There has been growing scrutiny towards Apple’s 

App Store as possibly monopolistic behaviour. There is political momentum to regulate 

the giant tech companies in general right now, so perhaps we’ll see action taken. 

Marketplaces like the Apple App Store will always exist, the question is whether a 

platform like iOS can prohibit competition from other marketplaces that compete.  
People need a marketplace that organises all the applications and experiences out  
there. As new formats and hardware devices surface, their owners will naturally develop 

their own ecosystem similar to that of the Apple app store. You see this with Amazon 

having an app store for Alexa apps where they force everyone through their ecosystem 

and will take a cut. In gaming, there are multiple stores where gaming companies can  
sell their games and those stores have some level of interoperability. Epic Games recently 

cut the commission on their store from 30% to 12% as a competitive move that is good 

for consumers.  

Game over for traditional media? 

Podcasting is one of the fastest growing sectors in media, albeit from a small market size 

of a few hundred million dollars per year in the US. It has been steadily growing as an 

ecosystem and podcasters are experimenting with freemium and subscription models. 

Podcasting started as a creative space that didn’t really monetise to begin with and gave 

little incentive for professional creatives to invest in it. Whereas now people have 

discovered its potential and began to build audiences that are attractive to advertisers. 

Aside from advertising, there are two freemium monetisation strategies being 

experimented with in podcasting right now: one where you pay for an ad-free experience 

and one where the shows you can listen to are limited if you don’t subscribe. 

Interestingly, the technology to do podcasts has existed for more than 15 years, but 

consumer interest has been very gradual. One reason could be access. The market 

penetration of music streaming services like Spotify, Apple Music and Amazon Music has 

helped accelerate the availability of podcasts to new audiences. The choice available 

through a streaming app is so much wider than on radio. You’re no longer limited to what 
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is playing on a few radio stations. We all prefer to be in control of what is being played 

and that control is now the norm in music. That isn’t to say people don’t listen to radio 

anymore. iHeartMedia reaches a quarter of a billion listeners every month. There’s still a 

market, but it's gradually shifting over from talk radio to podcasts.   

While podcasts are thriving, that is not the case for other broadcast, non-interactive 

media such as television. TV networks are struggling to compete with streaming services 

over scripted entertainment. The only lifeline for traditional TV broadcasters is 

programmes that are inherently live, such as sport and major news events. Even then, live 

streaming platforms such as Amazon are bidding on the streaming rights to sports 

leagues and encroaching on pay-TV’s golden goose. It's only a matter of time before they 

are all available live on streaming platforms, making broadcasters redundant. Their only 

hope has been to disrupt themselves by introducing their own streaming services but 

most haven’t been successful in that because they haven’t been willing to do anything 

that would cannibalise their broadcast TV audience. 

Over the last ten years, we’ve seen a lot of growth in the book publishing industry despite 

many predictions that e-books would be “the end of book publishing”. What actually 

happened is that the print book sector has continued to grow and ebooks have 

developed as a separate space. The ebook market, rather than replacing the print book 

publishing market, is a whole different category of self-publishing authors appealing to 

different audiences. Audio books have probably done more damage for print books, but 

have generally augmented the market rather than killed it off. 

There is no end game 

There will always be lots of different use cases for content, whether it’s for education or 

for amusement, or for both. As interactive media becomes the dominant computing 

interface, especially with augmented reality, so much of the world we will engage with will 

be media. The virtual world of social media already allows us to craft a persona that 
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doesn’t exist in real-life, which is an interesting merging of the physical and virtual worlds. 

Both worlds are intrinsically linked, everything that happens within them is still a real 

interaction and a human expression. It’s not Ready Player One, which depicted a 

dystopian world where people escaped the physical world and lived only in a distinct 

virtual world. That is not realistic of the future. The really interesting developments in 

media will be around the fusion of both worlds, offering new spaces to interact and  
share ideas.  

There will be challenges, some that we are actually already facing. As a society, we are 

wrestling with the challenges of social media such as misinformation, polarisation and 

deep-fakes. These problems will continue to exist in the new world of interactive media, 

which will require to create a whole new category of tools that will help to filter and verify 

the veracity of content.
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