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Circulation Loss vs. Cash Flow Gain –  
 

Let’s Make a Deal 

Many media executives feel there is no solid analytical data to help them determine the costs and benefits of 

adding and eliminating new products and services.  But one large publishing company found a way to 

measure a variety of relevant data to confidently change its business strategy. 

 
 

ould you be willing to forego 8.8% of your circulation, if it guaranteed your newspaper an 
annual improvement of nearly $650,000 in annual cash flow?  While some newspapers 
might jump at this opportunity, others might be more cautious and turn down this chance.  

But what if the offer improved to better savings of $900,000 annually, but with a much more 
favorable circulation loss of only 3.5%?  Many newspapers who hedged on the first offer might jump 
at the second offer, and those who accepted the first offer might kick themselves for having 
squandered the chance for even greater savings.  But what if the stakes were raised even higher, such 
as 12.7% circulation loss but for annual savings in excess 
of $1.6 million?   Perhaps that feels too risky, but 
perhaps your newspaper needs more savings upside 
than the first two options offer, which might make the 
circulation risk worthwhile. 

When it comes to optimizing a newspaper’s subscriber 
acquisition activities, the goal is to find the one scenario 
that optimizes the tradeoff between “top line” (i.e., 
circulation loss) and “bottom line” (cash flow gain.1)  In other words, the newspaper should strive to 
maximize cash flow while minimizing circulation loss.  Optimal targeting of starts limits the 
circulation impact yet improves “bottom line” metrics – not only from reduced acquisition expense 
but also from reduced net margin losses and higher productivity through avoidance of the worst 
performing starts.   

Many newspaper executives feel they have no choice but to estimate these types of elements, using 
collective experience, guesstimates and intuition.  As a result, a lack of empirical confidence causes 
some executives to do nothing and simply maintain the status quo.  However, for one top 50 
newspaper client, which was spending $2.5 million annually in subscriber acquisition, the three 
options outlined above were among the actual options available to them, as a result of a detailed 
analysis to determine exactly which options would boost bottom line cash flow derived from 
acquisition, but to do it in a way that minimized the loss in circulation.  By explicitly quantifying 
these options, this newspaper had the ability to pinpoint exactly which single option represented the 
best tradeoff between cash flow gain versus circulation loss. 

 
                                                            
1 Cash flow = [(weekly circulation revenue + weekly preprint revenue – weekly delivery expense – weekly 
newsprint & ink expense) x number of weeks retained] – acquisition expense 

W

The goal is to find the one 
scenario that optimizes the 
tradeoff between “top line” 
(i.e., circulation loss) and 

“bottom line” (cash flow gain.)   
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Author/Contact: Jim Fleigner is Managing Partner of Impact Consultancy LLC, a management consulting firm based 

in Santa Monica, California, USA, and creator of the proprietary ICAPTR™ (Impact Consultancy Acquisition Performance 

Tracking Report) system.  He can be reached at Jim@impactconsultingonline.com. 
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