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To Hope, my bride of sixty years,
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PREFACE:
How This Book Is Organized
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THE MAGAZINE BUSINESS is not like any other. Everything is dependent on developing a creative product that the public will want to read. The only equipment needed is some paper, a pencil, and a few computers. As one publisher put it, “My inventory goes down the elevator every night.” A magazine is entirely the result of the intellectual efforts of a handful of people.

Chances are that many of you will have little familiarity with the way things are done, the organizations in the field, where to get information, or the terminology used.

If you have worked in publishing, you probably know some parts of the business, but not every aspect. And, even if you have been involved in starting a magazine before, every magazine is different and every start-up is different. While some of your experience may be helpful, you will find other aspects to be quite different.

It is impossible to detail every step someone who is starting a particular magazine must consider. I have tried to explain how the business operates and the process that should be followed. That process is the same regardless of the nature and subject matter of the magazine.

The text is divided into four parts, plus appendices:

I. BASICS ABOUT MAGAZINES: Here we examine just what a magazine is, why magazines exist, why there is a constant need for new magazines, the size of the field, the current situation of the industry and its bright future, what makes for a successful magazine, the life cycle that all magazines go through, and who actually starts most successful new magazines.

II. WHAT IS INVOLVED IN STARTING A MAGAZINE: The logical sequence of the steps involved in starting magazines is explained, starting with the key to success—the editorial content that people want—and discussing how to test the concept for a new magazine, produce a pilot issue, develop a business plan, assemble a staff, raise money, and make it work.

III. THE VARIOUS OPERATIONS IN PUBLISHING A MAGAZINE: A discussion of how the magazine business is carried on, beginning with the organization of a magazine company and its various departments—editorial, advertising, circulation, and production—how things are done in each area and how the areas interact with each other, the methods of keeping track of what’s going on, and how to plan for the future.

IV. MAKING THE MOST OF THE STRONG BRAND ESTABLISHED BY A MAGAZINE: How the warmth, aura, and personality of a magazine can lead to the extension of its activities into other areas—database marketing, international, book publishing, the Internet, and custom publishing.

APPENDICES: FACTS ABOUT THE BUSINESS AND SOURCES OF INFORMATION: Including the recent history of consumer and business magazines, organizations and publications serving the industry, other sources of information, major suppliers and consultants, glossary of terms used, and postal classifications and rates.

This book is not intended to tell you all about magazine publishing and how to do it, but, hopefully, it will put you on the track to understanding how things are done—and help you avoid trying to reinvent the business—and, possibly, avoid a few missteps and heartaches.

* * *

While I am a firm believer in the equality of the sexes in business and other organizations, I deplore the results of this from a grammatical standpoint. I have reluctantly adopted the word “their” to indicate either the singular or plural, but cannot stand what the use of “he or she,” “him or her,” and “his or hers” does to the flow of text, so I hope the ladies will forgive me when I use only the male gender at times.

I have also broken other rules of grammar by capitalizing certain words in order to more surely identify what I refer to, such as “The System” when talking about the way single-copy sales are handled, “Business Plan” when referring to that for a new magazine, “Launch Scenario” when discussing the start-up, and probably some other such items.

You may find acronyms, abbreviations, and other simplifications often used. The principal ones are:



	MPA

	Magazine Publishers of America. The association of consumer magazines.




	ABM

	American Business Media. The association of business magazines.




	DMA

	Direct Marketing Association.




	SRDS

	Standard Rate & Data Service. A monthly in consumer and business volumes listing the major magazines striving for advertising. It gives considerable information about their circulation, advertising rates, and other data.




	ABC

	Audit Bureau of Circulation. One of the two principal organizations auditing circulation.




	BPA

	The other principal organization auditing circulation.




	PIB

	Publisher’s Information Bureau. A subsidiary of MPA that measures the advertising space and income of the major consumer magazines.




	BIN

	Business Information Network. A subsidiary of ABM that measures the advertising space and income of the major business magazines.




	TV

	Television, including cable.




	The Net or the Web

	The Internet.




	Postal Service

	The United States Postal Service that distributes the mail in this country.




	Ad Age

	The magazine Advertising Age




	PCH

	Publishers Clearing House. A major direct mail subscription agent.




	AFP

	American Family Plan. The other major direct mail subscription agent.




	Edit

	editorial




	Ad

	advertising




	Circ

	circulation




	Subs

	subscriptions




	Ad Rep

	An independent advertising representative




	P & L

	Profit-and-loss statement




	G & A

	General and administrative expenses




	T & E

	Travel and entertainment expenses





You may also find words in the text with which you do not identify. I have tried to keep these to a minimum, but there is an extensive glossary, which I believe explains them.



INTRODUCTION:
Some Immutable Laws of Magazine Publishing

[image: Images]

1. THERE IS NO MAGAZINE BUSINESS. Every magazine is in a different business. It has different readers and different advertisers. If you hadn’t noticed, Vogue is not very much like Playboy—and neither resembles Aviation Week or Billboard. Because of this, what works for one magazine rarely works for another. And advice from the publisher of one magazine may be counterproductive for another.

2. The first law of publishing—The less you give them, the more you charge. Consider the Los Angeles Times—it has oodles of very large pages and costs $.50 per issue. U.S. News, a weekly, costs $2.95. Fortune, a monthly, costs $4.95. But the weekly newsletter, MIN, which sends you just 8 to 10 pages, costs $13.90 per issue.

3. There are ways things are done in this business, as in every other, that may not be the best way—or even an intelligent way. But, when you are trying to start a magazine, you shouldn’t be the one to try a completely different system. You will just add difficulties to an already very hard process. Please stay with the known methods, good or bad though they may be.

4. The reader is King, no matter what else you think. He decides everything. I probably will say that in many different ways throughout this book.

5. A magazine doesn’t care how it is delivered to the reader—whether on the newsstand, through the mail, with the daily newspaper, by fax, on the Internet, or by thought transference.

6. The media loves the media. Just as magazines love to discuss what is going on in other media, so do newspapers, TV, cable, radio, the Internet, and all other media love to discuss magazines. This makes it relatively simple to develop public relations and other such programs for magazines. On the other hand, when the other media discuss a magazine’s problems, it also gives the public the idea that magazine publishing is a much riskier business than it really is.

7. Testing is a way of life in the magazine business. Since magazines appeal to the public—and since they are delivering copies on an ongoing basis—it is possible to test most everything before committing to permanent ways of doing things.



Part I:
Basics about Magazines
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CHAPTER 1

The Wonderful World of Magazines
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AT THIS MOMENT the magazine business in the United States—and throughout the world—is in close to the healthiest condition in its history. Until recently, there was just about the most of everything the industry has ever had:

• The most consumer magazines

• The most business magazines

• The most publishing companies

• The most advertising pages

• The most advertising dollars

• The most single-copy sales

• The most subscriptions

• The highest advertising rates

• The highest circulation prices

• The most revenue

• The most profits

This happy situation has been temporarily derailed by the Recession of 2000. History, however, has shown that the magazine industry has recovered from every previous recession to become even stronger than before.

At the time of this writing the dot.com disaster has taken place, we are in the Recession of 2000, and it is shortly after the terrorism of September 11. All this has resulted in a slow-down in the growth of the magazine field, but has not affected its basic strength. Some data which indicates this is shown in appendix A, “Recent History of Magazines.”

History has shown that the magazine industry experiences a sharp decline in advertising some 6 to 12 months after the start of a recession and starts to recover 6 to 18 months after the recession ends. This would indicate that the current one started in the third quarter of 2000 and that magazines began to feel the major effects during the first quarter of 2001. The drop in advertising in this case has been particularly severe in those fields where the dot.com business was important.

The lag in advertising happens very quickly because it it so easy to cut advertising versus other costs, even though good sense dictates that this should be the last item that should be reduced. And the lag in recovery exists because it takes time to reinstate a full program.

Because of the great number and variety of magazines, as well as the ease of entering the field, there are no really good statistics about the overall size of the industry or its growth. Some of the data available is discussed in greater detail in appendix A, “Recent History of Magazines.”

What is apparent from the information available, which primarily covers the largest, most meaningful, and presumably most successful magazines, is that there has been enormous and continuous growth in the industry since World War II. Here are some indications of this:

CONSUMER MAGAZINES
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Magazines listed in SRDS, including farm magazines
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Advertising measured by PIB—Includes only the major national magazines

Magazines included
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Pages (thousands)
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Dollars (millions)
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Circulation reported by ABC—Does not include those audited by other organizations or those whose circulation is not audited

Magazines included
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Circulation (millions)

[image: Images]

BUSINESS MAGAZINES
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Magazines listed in SRDS

[image: Images]

Advertising estimated by ABM Dollars (millions)
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Note that the above figures are incomplete, and in some cases may suffer a little from my interpretation. They only measure the most commercially viable properties. Not included are some major magazines and lots of smaller ones that do not take advertising, some that are published less frequently than quarterly, and others that companies and other organizations put out for their own use.

These figures leave us with a number of questions:

• If things are so great now, how did they get that way? Can they keep up in a future fraught with the unknown?

• Will the public decide that it just doesn’t want one more magazine—or to pay one more cent for the ones it reads?

• Will advertisers find that the Internet and cable channels are better advertising vehicles than magazines? Can they afford constantly increasing rates?

• Will the public find that reading from a printed page is passe versus getting its information and entertainment from the radio, a TV tube, the computer monitor, or some hand-held device?

• Will the cost of paper, printing, and distribution make the publishing of magazines on paper uneconomic?

• Will the Postal Service make it impossible to get magazines delivered in a timely fashion and at a reasonable cost?

My answer is: For the foreseeable future, we will continue to see major growth in the magazine industry—in number of publications, in circulation, and in advertising, but that the delivery methods may change. Ideas, information, and entertainment don’t care how they are delivered.

Print on Paper Will Be the Major Way People Access Their Magazines

Being able to hold material in your hand, to transport it wherever you go, to flip through for the information you want, to discard what does not interest you, to skip around through the pages, to save those parts you want to keep—the advantages of print on paper go on and on.

Habits have been established since the invention of the printing press. We have grown up learning to read from books, magazines, and newspapers. This will not change no matter what improvements the electronic media may develop.

Magazines Exist Because People Have Interests—and Want to Read about Them

As time goes on, several factors tend to expand the interests people have:

• More and better education. When you realize that some 88% of our population has completed high school and a great many go on to college, with over 28% graduating, you can see that they learn about a great many things they might never have heard about with lesser education.

• Greater affluence. With more disposable income, the average person is able to pursue his interests, no matter how diverse, to a much greater extent.

• Growth of travel. Anyone can—and does—go anywhere now. This is a very recent phenomenon. We all now see things that we may not have even heard about before—all over the world, and possibly in outer space.

• Continued technological changes. These, in addition to changes in the ways information is delivered, require explanation and understanding by the public in general.

• Most important: the continued expansion of all kinds of media.

It started with Gutenberg and movable type. This gave us the ability to read books, broadsides, newspapers, direct mail, and, of course, magazines.

Then came the radio—and, after that, magazines’ best friend—television—to broaden our horizons. You may have heard that television caused the demise of a number of major magazines and was the magazine field’s biggest enemy during its great growth period from 1945 to 1970. This is an erroneous concept based on the idea that TV took a great deal of advertising from magazines. Actually, the enormous prices paid for TV time expanded advertisers’ horizons about what they could spend for all kinds of advertising—and the magazine industry had one of its greatest growth periods during those same years. At the same time TV broadened peoples’ interests and helped increase both the number of magazines and the amount of readership.

Since then TV has been greatly expanded through the many—and seemingly unlimited—number of cable and satellite channels. It has become the source of even more interests for the viewers, and has brought with it the need for even more magazines.

And the Internet—with all those new interests just a touch away! While it is still too early to try to completely quantify its effect on magazines, it is already obvious that it will continue to greatly enhance the industry.

This history of continued growth, of course, does not mean that any one magazine will continue to be healthy. Each has its life cycle, which, once again, depends on peoples’ interests. For the industry as a whole, however, there will be a constant need for new magazines, no matter what delivery method is used.

Why the Magazine Industry Will Continue to Succeed

TECHNICAL CHANGES HAVE CONTINUOUSLY IMPROVED MAGAZINE OPERATIONS


The computer has enabled magazines to make gigantic leaps in fulfilling subscriptions, in pinpointing where circulation prospects may be, in selling subscriptions, in letting us design specific magazines for specific readers, in streamlining the single-copy sales operations—and in countless other ways.

Printing and allied operations have been revolutionized in recent years. New web presses turn out copies with superb full-color quality at speeds previously unheard of—and can now also be used for short-run magazines. Layouts, typesetting, and other editorial operations are now performed at the publishing house where they belong, instead of by outside suppliers. Means have been perfected whereby it is no longer even necessary to use film at any point in the process, let alone engravings, color separations, and other hard copy.

Paper manufacturers have been able to develop ever lighter-weight paper as well as recycled paper with fine qualities of color reproduction and opacity. Advances in binding techniques can literally enable a reader to design his own magazine. A publisher can now pick and choose the pages that are sent to each reader. Satellite printing plants have made it possible to print in several places simultaneously to get speedier delivery at less cost.

Distribution of copies has been improved as publishers have taken more and more of the cost of delivery from the Postal Service by delivering copies that are not only in ZIP code order, but actually by carrier route. (A caveat here—the very future of the Postal Service as we know it is in doubt with the growth of e-mail.)

The sale of single copies (so-called newsstand) has in recent years been taken over primarily by the retailers, where it logically belongs, in place of the very awkward and wasteful national distributor-wholesaler-retailer system that had existed for so long.


A MAGAZINE DOESN’T CARE HOW IT IS DISTRIBUTED


As of this writing, magazines are printed en masse and distributed to their readers either as single copies through newsstands or through the mail and other mass distribution channels.

Efforts to develop “magazines of the Air” through radio and TV have not achieved any real success, nor have efforts to develop magazines using the Internet.

Some other delivery systems, however, may be developed in the future, perhaps using the Internet, or facsimile, or e-book methodology.

READERS LOVE THEIR MAGAZINES


Publishers don’t realize how much. When magazines go out of business, a handful of readers ask for their subscription money back, but the publisher gets many more letters telling him how much readers liked the magazine and that they hope it will be back soon.

Consider that readers actually are able to find the magazines they want on our overcrowded newsstands. They obviously know what they want to read and are willing to search for it. Adding to their fun is seeing the great variety of publications available.

Subscribers stick to their magazines, in spite of the way they are sometimes treated in the fulfillment process—the first issue coming weeks after it has been ordered, with billing and renewal series that are cold, impersonal, and full of unreadable jargon (see chapter 44, “Fulfillment: My Good Customer J002684RO6JIBD23C.”)

Perhaps the best indication that readers are loyal fans is this: Magazine prices have been raised and raised in recent years with very little complaint. The public still wants its magazines.

ADVERTISERS LOVE THEIR MAGAZINES


Even though they may not often say it. Consider the constantly increasing flow of pages and dollars into magazines, but also how advertisers react when a magazine reduces its circulation.

I’ll never forget the time McCall’s was having trouble making profits, that was back in 1971 or so. It had circulation of some eight million then. There was no way this much circulation could be maintained without inordinate expense year after year. McCall’s announced that the circulation would be reduced to seven million—and then held their breath to see what the advertisers would think. Simple: they said “We need you and would rather have you with seven million than not at all.” Since then, of course, lots of magazines have reduced their circulations without adverse reactions from advertisers.

Advertisers also recognize that television and other video devices are far more expensive than magazine advertising. The chances are that they will remain that way, even with all those new channels. Remember, there is no “sandlot” television programming. You have to spend lots to develop the quality of programs the public is used to. The same is true of the Net.



CHAPTER 2

Just What Is a Magazine?
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I KNOW WHAT a magazine is when I see one—and what is not a magazine when I see one of those, too. But in the end, trying to develop a precise definition is about as useful as arguing about what a democracy is or how many angels can dance on the head of a pin. It is not worth the trouble.

Here are some of the criteria I use:

• It is printed on paper.

• It is issued periodically—at least four times a year.

• It contains news, entertainment, and/or information that is of interest to a general audience or to an audience of people with special interests.

• It is circulated to people who are interested in the subject matter it covers.

• Its circulation may be paid or not paid.

• It may—or may not—carry advertising.

• It can be published by individuals, commercial companies, newspapers, associations and other not-for-profit organizations, or governmental or other bodies.

• It can be delivered through the mail, through the sale of single copies, through newspaper and other alternate delivery methods, by fax, on the Internet, or through other means.

• It can be in the format of a newspaper, a book, or other type of publication.

• It is larger than a pamphlet.

• It may—or may not—have the making of a profit as a goal.

What it is not:

• A comic book, although it may contain comics.

• A puzzle book, although it may contain puzzles.

• A catalog, or a magalog, although it may contain catalog-type pages.

• An almanac, although it may carry material that could be carried in an almanac.

• A directory, although it may carry material that could be carried in a directory.

• A program, unless it is issued on a periodic basis.

• An advertisement or sponsored for one organization in magazine format.

• A newsletter, although a newsletter may have some of the characteristics of a magazine, including carrying advertising.

• An internal house organ.

Types of Magazines

There are several major types of magazines:

CONSUMER MAGAZINES—Those that are published for the general public, usually for information, news, entertainment, and other such interests. There are several major types of consumer magazines:

• General Interest—Those which might be of interest to anyone, such as the Reader’s Digest, Entertainment Weekly, National Geographic, and The New Yorker.

• Newsweeklies—Devoted to bringing the news to readers, such as Time, Newsweek, and U.S. News & World Report.

• Special Interest—The vast majority of consumer magazines, covering fields from boating to babies to sports, and almost everything else you can imagine.

• Regional Magazines—City magazines, alternative newsweeklies, and others devoted to activities in specific geographic areas.

BUSINESS MAGAZINES—Often called trade magazines, useful for those in business, the professions, government, or not-for-profit organizations. These are of several different types:

• General Business—Covering the whole economy, such as Business Week, Fortune, and Industry Week.

• Special Business Interests—The vast majority of business magazines, devoted to specific industries, professions, or other business sectors from automotive to legal to toys and hobbies. Within the larger special business interest fields there often are subcategories:

• Umbrella magazines covering an entire industry, such as Advertising Age.

• Splinter magazines covering parts of an industry, such as Catalog Age or Brand Marketing.

• New product tabloids confined to news and ads about new products, such as Industrial Equipment News.

• Professional journals, mostly covering areas of the medical field, but also in other disciplines such as engineering and chemistry.

FARM MAGAZINES—Historically farm magazines have been carried as a separate category because many of the largest magazines were devoted to serving farm families from both a business and a lifestyle standpoint. With the decline of the family farm, most farm magazines today would be considered in the business classification—see appendix A, “Recent History of Magazines.”

OVERLAPPING MAGAZINES—The categories above are not always as distinct as they may sound. For instance, some in the general business, computer and some other areas have readers who are in both the consumer and business categories.



CHAPTER 3

Is Communication Wanted?
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THIS IS OFTEN a basic problem. You have a consuming interest in a subject, but it really may not be anything that others want communication about, even if they have an interest in the same subject. If that’s the case, there is no reason to publish anything.

Consider the exercycle. Millions of them have been sold (although the number in use is in question), but I doubt if their owners are panting for a magazine about them. What would you write about? How to oil them? The best TV programs to watch while riding? Where to store them when you stop using them three months after you buy them?

Or commuting. Lots of us do it. But what good would it do to try to communicate the best way of accomplishing it? Or to tell you what to read while you are on the train or subway? (There is however, a way of folding a newspaper which only experienced commuters know, which I am willing to share with you.)

While these may be extreme examples, there are an awful lot of other subjects that some people thought needed magazines, only to find to their dismay that there were just not enough other people interested in the subject—or enough to write about—to provide the basis for a magazine.



CHAPTER 4

Why a Magazine—Why Not Something Else?
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FOR REASONS THAT I really do not understand, it seems that, when people have something they want to communicate about, they think in terms of starting a magazine. In many cases, other forms of communications may be infinitely better.

Consider my friend Arthur Lipper, the former publisher of Success magazine, who wanted to start a magazine addressed to the parents of gifted and talented children. Certainly a worthy thought. But a magazine didn’t seem to be the way to go about it. In the first place, there probably would never be much circulation because only a small percentage of the population has children who are really gifted or talented (although all parents believe their children fit that description). But, beyond this, there really are not many advertisers who would want to reach these parents—only book publishers, specialized schools, and the like.

The answer, of course, was to abandon the magazine idea and publish a newsletter. It has prospered and benefited the parents of these kids ever since.

By the same token, many subjects lend themselves better to books, where they can be treated at length and in depth.

And, while I don’t like to admit it, there are some things that really cannot be adequately handled on the printed page, but that require living, breathing, moving examples to make their point.

Here’s one example, which involved the Boy Scouts—and, in this case, did not concern a magazine.

As you probably know, the Scouts have what I consider a subversive group called the Cub Scouts. (I consider them subversive because they meet at the home of their Den Mother once a week for about four hours—and make her life miserable as they wrestle, scream, run, jump, and do just about everything else except tackle the project for the week.)

The Scouts, in their infinite wisdom, issue the Den Mother a booklet that describes the various projects (several hundred of them) that can be tackled—and gives detailed instructions of how to build kites one week, take a trip on the train the next, etc.

The one thing they never mention is how to keep order during the Den meeting.

How much better it would be to have a half-hour TV presentation once a week with suggestions about how to handle the kids while they are in your house for the afternoon. Perhaps then the boys themselves would be able to complete the projects rather than ending with the distraught Den Mother—and a reluctant Den Father who has had to finish off the project for the boys. And then maybe all the boys could become Webelos, whatever they are.



CHAPTER 5

What Is a Successful Magazine?
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THROUGHOUT THIS BOOK I will be discussing the question of whether a magazine has been successful or not—in many instances I will probably discuss whether it can “work” or not. In my lexicon a magazine works when it has been profitable from a financial standpoint.

I well recognize that many publishers and companies may also have other motives for publishing magazines, often to further their causes—religious, political, personal, do good, commercial—and that they may not be interested in having financially prosperous magazines if they believe they are accomplishing their other objectives.

I, however, have what may seem to many to be a peculiar approach. If a magazine cannot produce enough income through its circulation, advertising, and other commercial sources to be able to make a profit, the chances are that it is not a good enough field or a good enough product to be published—and probably is not accomplishing the other objectives its publishers have for it either.

Financial success signifies that the magazine has established an audience that finds it interesting and useful, and that the magazine format is an effective way of communicating its particular message. This is the premise of this book.



CHAPTER 6

Magazines Are Not Just Needed—They Must Be Wanted
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I HAVE THE impression that every man, woman, and child in the United States has an idea for the one magazine that is “needed” by the American public.

The word “needed” is usually used by those who want to start a magazine, because they think it is a much stronger word than “wanted.” This is backward. Just because you think a magazine is needed has no relation to whether anyone wants it. If no one wants it, there won’t be any magazine. It’s like trying to get kids to eat tapioca pudding because they need it: all that will happen is that they will pour it into a drawer when you aren’t looking, to be found many weeks later.

Who ever thought that there would be a need for magazines servicing such strange and diverse areas as these—yet they exist because people wanted them:

• Teddy Bear & Friends—For those who collect and make teddy bears and other stuffed animals

• Apple Seeds—Featuring information about health education and benefits

• Tattoo—Covering the world of tattooing

• Twins—Parenting information about multiples

• Freeze—For adventure skiers

• Ferrets—For those with these animals as pets

• Pulp—Covering Japanese media

Magazines do not exist in and of themselves. They exist only because people have interests and want communication about those interests. The number of magazines has been continuously increasing only because the number of those interests has been increasing, not because there is a need.

In the area of business magazines, the growth has come about because of new inventions, developments of whole new and large industries, increasing globalization of business, and new ways of doing old things. Consider that, not too many years ago, there were no such things as PCs, genetics, fiber optics, scanners in supermarkets, space exploration, the Web, and so much more.



CHAPTER 7


Magazine Publishing Is Not a Management-Intensive Business,

Including Lessons to Be Learned from the Curtis Publishing Company
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MAGAZINE PUBLISHING involves three functions:

1. Developing an editorial product that will appeal to whatever public you are after—a unique and highly creative task;

2. Marketing that product to the public (commonly called circulation), also a unique and highly creative task;

3. Marketing the product through highly sophisticated selling methods to a small number of advertisers who want to reach the public that reads each specific magazine.

These three tasks call for three different kinds of creative people—all highly skilled, well trained, and very motivated. To be good at any of these jobs does not require management skills of more than an elementary degree. In the process of publishing a single magazine, there is no requirement that stresses management. Nor is there any natural upward route or training program involving management skills, except in the very largest companies.

This is as it should be. Magazine publishing is not a management-intensive business. Not only that, but overmanagement or overorganization of people in any of these three key areas tends to stifle the creativity, the motivation, and the fun of the jobs they are trying to do.

The optimum size for a magazine’s staff will depend, of course, on the type of magazine. A typical monthly special-interest consumer magazine probably operates most smoothly with somewhere between 20 and 30 people. This gives a staff big enough for specialists in the various areas of publishing, but keeps it small enough so that an informal and collegial management style will be most effective.

The optimum size for other types of magazines will, of course, vary with their nature. If circulation is controlled rather than paid, the same type of circulation skills will not be needed. If it is a business magazine catering to a small, closely knit field, only a handful of highly knowledgeable people may be needed. If it is staff-written, more editorial people will be required. A news magazine, of course, will need a much larger staff.

A small, highly skilled group—all dedicated to the specific magazine itself—represents the optimum for a magazine publisher.

The Curtis Publishing Company

One of the most glorious chapters in the history of American publishing involved the Curtis Publishing Company with its stable of magazines—Saturday Evening Post, Ladies’ Home Journal, American Home, Holiday, and Jack & Jill.

On the other hand, the demise of the Post as it had been, and the breakup of Curtis, was one of the saddest chapters because it could have been avoided.

I am not talking about personalities, although there were plenty of those as Otto Friedrich discussed in his book, Decline and Fall, but rather am discussing the core of the problems—a basic strategic management error that should be avoided in running a magazine business, or any other business for that matter.

I had the opportunity over a number of years to work with several companies that thought seriously about buying Curtis. This gave me a chance to review its history, operations, and potential in depth.

VERTICAL INTEGRATION—THE MANAGEMENT CONCEPT


Without going into precise historial details about why, it seemed wise to the operators of the company over the years to adopt the concept of vertical integration—meaning controlling all stages of the business from raw materials to the consumer.

The classic reasons for this theory are:

1. To ensure adequate supplies,

2. To avoid paying profits to other manufacturers and/or middlemen,

3. To ensure quality.

The problems, all of which beset Curtis, are:

1. Flexibility is lost.

2. Large investments are needed.

3. The businesses are not similar and require different management talents.

4. Management becomes too preoccupied to run the basic business well.

THE CURTIS EMPIRE


In the early 1960s Curtis consisted of:

1. Five magazines,

2. A small book-publishing operation,

3. A very large printing operation near Philadelphia,

4. Two paper manufacturing plants in Pennsylvania,

5. Land with large timber reserves in Pennsylvania and Canada,

6. Computerized circulation fulfillment utilizing first-generation General Electric computers (which had been purchased rather than rented),

7. A large engraving plant,

8. A circulation company with several subsidiaries that sold Curtis magazines and those of other publishers in several ways:

a. As a national distributor for single copies and paperback books

b. Subscriptions through a school plan

c. Subscriptions through a door-to-door field force

d. Subscriptions through a catalog agency

e. Subscriptions to Curtis magazines by direct mail and other standard methods

As you can see, just about every step was covered from the growing of trees for paper to the sale of copies to the ultimate consumer. At the high point in 1960, sales amounted to $260 million (about $1.5 billion today), all but about $20 million from the magazines.

As adjuncts to all this, the company owned substantial amounts of land and had some handsome buildings in downtown Philadelphia, plus lots of equipment. It also had a fleet of picturesque electric trucks that could be seen hauling paper, magazines, and other things around Philadelphia.

Extensive support and management capabilities were necessary. In 1960 more than 400 of its 11,000 employees were in the accounting department.

A FEW POOR DECISIONS IN ADDITION


Timber Reserves

Curtis owned 262,000 acres of land in Canada and Pennsylvania that were covered with timber. Unfortuately, they did not realize that it was almost entirely hardwood, which is good for making furniture, but is not suited for paper making and could not be useful in the magazine operations. (As an investment, the Canadian land, surprisingly, turned out to be valuable because of mineral deposits that were later found.)

Paper-Making Plants

All the Curtis magazines, except Jack & Jill, had large page sizes. When the crisis came, one way substantial sums of money could have been saved was to reduce them to standard size (as so many other magazines have done). Unfortunately, however, this would have required extensive changes to the paper-making machines at a cost of many millions of dollars. The plants, too, were old and in need of modernizing, so their sale value was minimal.


Printing Plant


While the printing facilities were relatively modern, the presses, like the paper machines, were suited only for large-size magazines. Rebuilding them would have been very expensive. From a possible sale standpoint, the plant had little value because it was useless without the assurance of the continuation of the magazines.

Engraving Facilities

The engraving plant was out of date and its products were not up to the standards of the industry. Substantial investment would have been required to bring it up to snuff. But it, too, had little value without assurance of the continuation of the magazines.

Subscription Fulfillment

The first-generation General Electric computers had been purchased some years back (from GE instead of other companies because it was their largest advertiser) and were hardly a match for the third-generation machines that were in use at the time. GE by that time had gone out of the business.

They were programmed in a language that was not good for fulfillment. Costs were very high. It was difficult to make savings without extensive reprogramming and equipment updating.

Circulation Company

Curtis Circulation was a large and highly profitable company that did a good job both for Curtis and for other publishers. It had a substantial market value and ultimately was sold (although not, in my opinion, for as much as it was worth).

The problem with the Circulation Company was its success. It was operated as an independent entity. It was in charge of the acqusition of all circulation for the Curtis magazines, but there was very little contact or planning in conjunction with the publishing operations

Circulation was often obtained without regard to the effect on the bottom line. At times the circulation effort was zigging while a magazine was zagging. (The schizophrenic problem discussed in other places in this book.)

MANAGEMENT MYOPIA


Probably even more important in the breakdown of the company was the psychological effect on the key people of running an empire.

Of the thousands on the payroll, only some 600 were directly involved with publishing. All the others were in manufacturing, circulation, data processing or support. So the top management turned more and more of its attention over the years to these operations. In effect they forgot that the whole structure was dependent on the magazines. They thought they were in the manufacturing business.

I recall during the darkest days discussing the “double-ended presses” with the president and being unable to get him to focus on anything having to do with improving the operations of the magazines.

Further, the sheer size of the operation made management difficult when troubles arrived. You just cannot make major changes quickly in a company with thousands of people. Too many departments have become dukedoms (if not kingdoms). Too many positions are entrenched. Too many changes in basic thinking are required.

SEARCH FOR A BUYER


Even in the darkest days, some of us thought the company could have been preserved and could flourish again, but this time as a publishing company. Detailed plans were developed that, in addition to reorganizing, hiring some key people, and doing some other normal management steps, would have involved such things as:

• Changing the name of the company

• Moving to New York from Philadelphia

• Selling the paper, printing, and engraving plants—or giving them away

Several substantial companies whose names you would recognize investigated purchasing the company. The price, when you factored in the way the tax losses could have been used by some of them, was as low as $9 million.

In the end, however, all the potential buyers who could have restored it to its former glory bowed out. It was just too big and too complex to clean up and set right quickly. And it was too hard to find executives who were capable and also willing to tackle the challenge.



CHAPTER 8

The Life Cycle of a Magazine
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JUST AS WITH PEOPLE, each magazine has a life cycle. Magazines can do nothing more than reflect the interests of people. As times change, interests change. Because of this, new magazines will always be needed—and existing ones will be serving interests people no longer have.

Stages of the Life Cycle, Like the Stages of Human Growth

I have included below a few examples of where some of the better-known magazines might be said to be in their life cycles. Some of their publishers might differ with me—and this is not meant to predict the future of any of these publications.

The stages of a magazine’s life cycle parallel those of a person’s:

1. Infancy—When the child is first born—full of sound and fury—but also at its most vulnerable, requiring careful feeding and nurturing. (Examples: O, Rosie, Real Simple)

2. Childhood—Marked by very rapid growth, but subject to major troubles if not carefully guided and controlled. (Examples: Maxim, More, Teen People)

3. Adolescence—Mature in many respects, still growing, almost taking care of itself, but subject to periods of exuberance and doubts. (Examples: ESPN, Red Herring, Marie Claire, Business 2.0, Martha Stewart Living)

4. Adulthood—At the peak of its strength, but with the seeds of eventual destruction inherent in the very nature of the product. (Examples: Vanity Fair, Men’s Health, Forbes, Golf Digest)

5. Middle Age—The longest period—one of stability followed by gradual decline, a period which for some magazines seems to be almost forever, but for others is relatively short. (Examples: Reader’s Digest, Vogue, Playboy, Car & Driver, Time)

6. Old Age—When it is a struggle to retain enough vigor to stay alive and alert. (Examples: Family Circle, Good Housekeeping, Popular Mechanics, Esquire)

7. Living Death—Magazines that should be put out of their misery, but whose owners cannot face the inevitable. (Examples—TV Guide, Penthouse, Mad, New Choices, Sporting News)

It may seem strange to liken a magazine’s life to the same stages that people go through, but actually magazines take on many of the qualities of people. They are not sterile products such as boxes of soap flakes, but have a personality, a mystique, an existence, a warmth that transcends mere words and pictures on paper. This is why we all shed a tear or two when one does finally go through its death throes.

The length of the life cycle for most magazines is difficult to predict. A few are relatively obvious—a magazine devoted to the millenium had a built-in end. At the other extreme are some magazines that seem as if they should go on forever, such as Parents, Bride’s, Baby Talk.

How can you tell where a particular magazine is in its life cycle? During the growth periods it is pretty apparent, if it hasn’t stumbled in any one of a thousand possible ways. The difficult part is later—how to determine when the inevitable signs of decay have grown strong enough to indicate that the end is in sight.

TELLTALE SIGNS OF THE GOLDEN YEARS


You can tell that people are losing interest in your particular subject through a number of rather obvious signs. You should be able to feel this without resorting to these signs, but usually you don’t want to believe it is happening.

• The cost of obtaining new subscriptions is rising, for no apparent reason.

• Renewal rates start to decline.

• Newsstand vitality seems to be eroding.

• Readership scores, both editorial and advertising, start to go down.

• The number of advertisers shrinks.

• It becomes difficult to hire the people you want.

The signs are really the obvious ones you don’t want to accept. For a time you might convince yourself that there is nothing wrong with the magazine itself, but just that a few mistakes have been made, or the economy is bad, or some other external and unrelated factor.

Magazine A—Revenue and Earnings Through Its Life Cycle

Figure 8.1 is a graph showing the revenue, expenses and profits in brief form throughout a magazine’s forty-year life cycle. Figure 8.2 shows the specific dollar amounts of income, etc. for each year. Remember that every magazine is different. Each is in the various stages of its life cycle for different lengths of time; is of a different size (in circulation, advertising, and dollars); can change in form, frequency, and in other ways; and can be run well or badly.

Magazine A was devoted to a special interest consumer field. Its peak circulation was a little over 300,000, and it was quite prosperous for many years. The graph traces the life of Magazine A through its forty-year history. It can give an idea of what happened at various stages of that life, as well as the size of the profits that were attained.


Figure 8.1. Magazine A Revenue and Earnings During Its Life Cycle
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The data are, of course, hypothetical, but are not too far from the actual operations of such a magazine. Profits that can be earned from brand extensions have not been included. These can often account for as much profit as the magazine itself—note the Reader’s Digest and Time book operations.

INFANCY


Year 1 shows the costs involved in planning, developing a pilot issue, testing the concept, staffing, and then doing a major mailing to acquire subscriptions—the income from which will not show in the first year and is included in Year 2.

Year 2 is the typical opening phase of a magazine’s operations. A charter subscription price of $12 has been offered and every effort has been made to gain circulation early so that renewals will be available soon and advertisers will be impressed. A charter advertising rate has been used to obtain some space in the first issues, although only ten pages per issue were received.

CHILDHOOD


Year 3 continues the subscription efforts. The advertising rate has been increased to some $50 per thousand circulation and there is further advertising acceptance with 15 pages per issue.

Year 4 shows the first breakeven—and indicates that the magazine can be successful. Renewals are strong. Advertiser acceptance continues. Year 5 continues this pattern with the first profits shown.

ADOLESCENCE


Years 6, 7, and 8 indicate rapid growth of circulation and reader acceptance despite a subscription price advance to $14. Advertisers have recognized that the magazine is here to stay, unless it stumbles, and pages increase rapidly. Total revenue grows at a startling rate, and profits of $3 million are realized for the first time.

ADULTHOOD


Years 9 to 15 show Magazine A at its strongest. Circulation continues to grow despite the magazine’s high price, but the publisher is wise not to push this too fast. Probes at developing circulation higher than 300,000 are done carefully and apparently do not work out well. Complete advertising acceptance has been gained with the grand figure of 1,000 pages attained in Year 13, giving profits of $7 million. Profit margins are well above 30% of revenue.

Yet even during this period of great strength, the seeds of decline can be seen. Circulation over 300,0000 does not seem to be economically feasible. After reaching the 1,000-page mark, advertising declines because of a contraction in the number of advertisers in this special interest field, a phenomenon that seems to occur in every field as it matures. The decline in the profit margin in Years 13 to 15 indicates that the magazine’s operations have begun to harden and that it has accumulated some fat which is difficult to reduce.

MIDDLE AGE


Years 16 to 31 show a long period of good profits, although declining operations are evident in all aspects of the operation. Advertising pages continue to slowly decline as the number of advertisers dwindles. Circulation is still strong, but the cost of acquiring subscribers keeps increasing. The result of these two trends is a constant reduction of profits, but still a great many dollars were earned during these years.

OLD AGE


Years 32 to 37 show the inevitable. In an effort to increase profits, the publisher raises the subscription rate and allows circulation to drop even further. The advertising rate is reduced, but pages continue to decline. Finally, in Year 37, we are back to a breakeven.

LIVING DEATH


Years 38 to 40 show continued declines—and losses are suffered. The publisher carries the magazine along for three loss years based on the forlorn hope that things will turn around.


Figure 8.2. Magazine A Revenue and Earnings During Its Life Cycle
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During its lifetime Magazine A took in more than $190 million of circulation revenue and more than $305 million from advertisers, for a total of some $496 million. Profits over the period, even including the losses at the beginning and end of life, were about $131 million or 26.5% of revenue. It sold some 10 million years of copies, was read by uncounted millions of people, and carried more than 22,0000 advertising pages.

LESSONS TO BE LEARNED


1. Magazines all have life cycles. A magazine exists only because of the interests of people. Those interests change as time goes on, and inevitably a point is reached when the publication is no longer wanted. Before that happens, the number of advertisers in the field usually contracts as the major companies gobble up the smaller producers.

2. Magazines should aim for high profits. A creative product such as a magazine should have a chance to be highly profitable—or should not be started. By highly profitable, I mean 30% or more on sales over a long period, with a return on the capital invested of 10, 20, or many more times. (In this case, many times those figures.)

If you cannot foresee this type of operation and profits when you start, forget it. Compared with most businesses, magazine publishing should be golden—or the basic concept is flawed.

3. Careful early planning is essential. This is a long-term business. Taking more time—and spending carefully at the beginning—can make the difference between a great success and a so-so business. A handful of poor decisions at the start can reduce the chances for real success over the entire life of the magazine. I am referring to such decisions as:

• Insisting on an oversized page with all the additional costs that entails

• Insisting on paper and printing quality that is expensive, when readers may not recognize the difference.

• Using a very low circulation price in order to get readers quickly, only to find that the road to achieving prices that will bring good profits is very long and very expensive—or that they can never be reached.

• Rushing to acquire more circulation than the magazine can sustain at a reasonable cost.

• Instituting an advertising rate base that cannot be sustained naturally without great cost—a cost that is paid not just once, but that is incurred every year as nonrenewals must be replaced.

4. Magazines can be good earners for a long time. With careful planning, a magazine can be put on the road to profits for many years. Middle age is not bad, if it is recognized as being just that—and if efforts during those years are confined to maximizing profits rather than trying to become a young kid again. Our example indicated that over the history of Magazine A, an investment of $2.5 million resulted in profits over its life cycle of more than $130 million. And this was without considering the by-products that would have made the profits much higher.

5. Telltale signs of the cycle are easy to read, if you look for them. During the first few formative years, such things as reader and advertisers’ acceptance at adequate prices are relatively easy to test. If the big winner is not there, better quit before the investors’ funds have all been spent for what is going to be a loser—or just a borderline project.

As we reviewed Magazine A, we saw that circulation resistance, advertiser contraction, and hardening of the arteries within the company were easy to spot in its later years. Even the death throes were apparent if wishful thinking had not made us hold on too long.

Figure 8.3 is my estimate of where various magazines have been in their life cycles for some years beginning in 1972 and continuing through 2001. You will see how some of them proceed through all the stages from infancy until death. The asterisks indicate those that are no longer published. You will note that some of the infants never made it to childhood and that some did not survive after that.


Figure 8.3 Consumer Magazines—Place in Life Cycle
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Business Magazines and the Life Cycle

The same stages are followed by business magazines—except that both the ups and the downs usually happen in a shorter space of time—and with more abruptness. Consider the rise and fall of computer magazines some years ago—and the current situation for publications covering the Web.

When a business magazine is started, it is usually badly wanted (and perhaps even needed) in the field it serves. During the early years of a field’s development, a good business magazine can make an enormous difference in the speed of growth and prosperity of the companies in the field it covers.

As the field goes through its life cycle, so must the business magazines serving it. Most fields are marked by rapid growth, the entry of a great many suppliers, and the development of creative new techniques and inventions. These make the magazine most useful for readers and also bring about a great growth in advertising. It also usually results in the start-up of a number of magazines, some of which become highly profitable (and many that do not make it, either because they have tried for a niche in the market that does not exist, or because of tough competition).

From there, as the field matures, there is a slowdown in new ideas, new products, new applications, and new suppliers. Normally there is a contraction in the number of suppliers as mergers take place until, in most older fields, just a handful of companies dominate.

The decline in new ideas results in a lesser need for business magazines by the readers. The decline in the number of suppliers results in a smaller universe of potential advertisers. Many of the magazines serving the field go out of business or are absorbed by their competitors. A few usually survive and continue to be profitable, but at a substantially reduced scale.

I tracked a number of business magazines in three fields that are in different periods in their growth cycles. These show how things have worked out over the period from 1980 to 2001:

A FIELD THAT IS STILL GROWING: TRAVEL, BUSINESS CONVENTIONS, AND MEETINGS


This field appears to still be growing as more and more meetings and conventions are held in virtually all business fields. It is interesting that, despite the introduction of new communications devices such as the Internet and cell phones, face-to-face conventions and other affairs have flourished.

Number of magazines published:







	1980

	10




	1990

	23




	2001

	37





This, however, tells only part of the story. Consider these statistics:

Total number of different magazines published during the period: 69







	New magazines started

	59




	Still published

	32




	Now dead

	27





Only five of the original ten magazines are still being published.

A GROWTH FIELD THAT HAS SETTLED DOWN: RADIO, TV, AND VIDEO


Since 1980, changes in this field have included the expansion of cable as well as the introduction of satellite, mobile, digital, and wideband technology and other such improvements, but the peak of these changes seems to have been passed.

Number of magazines published:







	1980

	40




	1990

	68




	2001

	50





Total number of different magazines published during the period: 190







	New magazines started

	150




	Still published

	45




	Now dead

	105





Only nine of the original forty magazines are still being published
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A COMPARATIVELY STABLE FIELD: AIR CONDITIONING, HEATING, PLUMBING, REFRIGERATION, SHEET METAL, AND VENTILATING


Number of magazines published:







	1980

	23




	1990

	24




	2001

	24





Even though this was a stable field, we still see a good deal of churn as magazines have come and gone:

Total number of different magazines published during the period: 48







	New magazines started

	25




	Still published

	12




	Now dead

	13





Twelve of the original twenty-three magazines are still being published.

WHAT DO THESE EXAMPLES TELL US?

The conclusions from these three examples are about what you would expect:

1. A large number of new entries in the growth period, many of which died

2. The replacement of most of the original magazines with new ones in the growing fields

3. The death of a great many of the magazines started during the growth period

What you might not expect, however, is the churn that seems to take place in even the most stable fields.



CHAPTER 9

Curing the Sick Magazine
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IT MAY SEEM strange to spend time discussing sick magazines in a book devoted to starting a magazine. But the more you know about what makes for profits—and losses—in the business, the better your chances of launching a successful title—and of avoiding some of the pitfalls of the business.

Signs That a Magazine Is Sick

• Losses are incurred—or profits are declining.

• You chronically do not meet your budget.

• You skipped some issues.

• It looks and feels more like a pamphlet than a magazine.

• This is the fifth year in a row that you said “Wait till next year.”

• Subscribers are being carried in arrears.

• Your mother-in-law says the magazine is terrible.

• You are no longer asked to be on industry panels at conventions.

• Key employees have stopped asking if they can buy the magazine, are looking for jobs, or have become more interested in the pension plan than “a piece of the action.”

• Your fiercest competitor wants to know if he can take over your subscription liability.

Little telltale signs like these tell you that something is wrong. But citing one of these difficulties is like saying “I don’t feel good,” or “I have a stomach ache,” or “My leg hurts.”

Diseases That Can Afflict Magazines

The good news is that there are only a few diseases—about 13 have been identified so far—that can afflict a magazine. One is invariably incurable, a few others are possibly fatal if not quickly corrected, and most lend themselves to cures if properly treated.

INCURABLE


1. The field being served is declining or has disappeared. Magazines exist because people have interests. When those interests change, there is no longer a need for the magazine.

POSSIBLY FATAL


2. The editorial product ceases to interest the public. Editorial content, of course, is a very fragile thing—and difficult to measure. It is very easy to blame every illness on editorial. This is usually too simplistic. There are, however, times when it becomes clear that the editorial product no longer pleases the audience—sometimes because the editorial direction has changed although the field has not, and sometimes because the direction has not changed to keep up with the times.

3. Circulation has been pushed beyond its natural level. One of the more frequent mistakes made in the magazine business is to try to make a successful magazine more successful by increasing circulation, thereby being able to increase ad rates and, therefore, profits. What happens if you push too far? You find that you must keep on buying readership—not once, but every single year because those last subscribers renew just terribly. The cost of doing this can be unbelievably high.

4. The magazine is suffering from schizophrenia. Magazines can have mental disorders—after all, people are operating them. Schizophrenia is the most common one. This happens when the editor is putting out one product while the ad and/or circulation people are promoting another. Or circulation is acquiring readers with certain characteristics, while advertising is trying to sell a different readership. This is more common in magazines than you might think and, of course, can lead to disaster. Even worse, of course, is the magazine with an unidentified editorial thrust. Then no one can sell it to either readers or advertisers.

5. Strong competition has overwhelmed the magazine. In a few cases magazines have ignored their competitors to the point where these outsiders have almost completely dominated a field both in circulation and advertising. This can reach the point where a magazine is not able to respond without inordinate expense.

DISEASES THAT ARE CURABLE IF TREATED


6. Circulation efforts are weak. There may be nothing wrong with the field—or the product. It may simply be that the best methods of acquiring and holding readers are not being followed.

7. Advertising effort is weak. It is easy to say “All we need are 10 more ad pages per issue and everything will be fine.” But it usually isn’t that easy to get those added pages.

8. Lack of cost control is eating up profits. On the surface, magazines do not seem to be subject to runaway costs. After all, prices for paper, printing, postage, and most everything else are relatively fixed and well known. Don’t you believe it! I have seen cases where a new production director could save literally millions in the paper, printing, and distribution area. Some editors are able to pay twice as much for manuscripts and artwork as others. And some organizations simply have no idea of how to control any of their costs.

9. The reader is being given too little. This can be done in lots of ways—too few pages, too little good stuff, poor paper or printing, not enough color, rotten graphics, little substance, advertising clutter making it feel that there is no editorial, and on and on.

10. The reader is being given too much. It is also possible to give too much—so that the reader is turned off. The “too much” is usually the result of running pieces that are too long. Pages cost money—and lots of it. It is cheaper to edit better and reduce the length of articles than to pay for useless words that may turn readers off.

11. Pricing is too aggressive. Although magazines are less price sensitive than most products, there is always a point where people will not pay one penny more. This applies to both advertisers and readers. The only way to know is through testing.

12. Pricing is not aggressive enough. A more common ailment is not advancing prices fast enough. Most publishers are amazed at the amounts readers and advertisers will pay when they like a product. To price too low is committing hara-kiri. If you cannot charge enough to make good profits, you are better off admitting it and closing up, rather than suffering a long, painful, and expensive death.

13. Planning and research are poor or nonexistent. Characterizing all these diseases is a lack of thinking through what is being done and why. Unfortunately, few publishers are trained in planning techniques, and many are not even familiar with all the aspects of the business they are in—they may be good at advertising, or at editorial, or at circulation, but not know how the entire process works.

Symptoms of a Magazine’s Failing Health

There are a number of major symptoms that can lead you to a diagnosis of just what the trouble is:

• Circulation Symptoms

Declining renewal rate

Declining results of new subscription promotion efforts

Declining single-copy sales Deteriorating reader demographics

• Advertising Symptoms

Advertising pages declining

Quality of advertising declining

Net received per page declining

Cost of obtaining advertising pages increasing

• Competitive Symptoms

Competitors gaining in circulation

Competitors gaining in advertising

• Profit Symptoms

Profits are declining or are nonexistent

Note that there are no direct symptoms of problems with the editorial content. These come out in the symptoms of weakness in circulation and advertising.

Figure 9.1 tells you how the symptoms indicate which diseases a magazine may have. The symptoms are listed across the top, and the diseases that cause them run down the side. As you can see, every disease shows a decline in profits—and the disease of Lack of Planning can affect any aspect of a magazine’s operations.

Resources Needed for Diagnosing the Symptoms

Making the diagnosis is not very difficult because, even though every magazine is different, there are many common resources available for making a diagnosis. Here are the major ones:

FINANCIAL STATEMENTS


I always find that the first clues—and sometimes the only clues—to what is going on come from a review of the financial statements. If nothing else, this review will tell you the best places to do more digging.

We are talking, of course, about not just the raw financial figures but also budgets, statistics, and future projections discussed in detail in chapter 52, “Keeping Track of What’s Going On.”

DATA AND TRENDS ABOUT THE FIELD COVERED


Most fields are well researched, by the government, by industry associations, by business magazines, and in other ways. Your own magazine—and your competitors’—probably has already done studies for advertisers that will indicate the trends.

THE MAGAZINE ITSELF


Even if you are in love with your magazine and have difficulty seeing that anything is wrong, you can easily determine such things as:

• The number of editorial pages

• Amount of editorial color

• Number of different articles

• Balance of articles in each issue

• Marketability of the editorial treatment

• Length of articles

• Number of advertisements and pages by category

• Quality of advertisers


Figure 9.1. Symptoms of a Magazine’s Disease
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READERSHIP RESEARCH


Magazines may be the most researched objects in the country. Techniques of all kinds have been developed, not only for the benefit of obtaining advertising, but also for editorial purposes. Research either has been, or can be, developed to determine:

• Who are the readers?

• What are their characteristics—demographic and psychographic?

• What do they read in the magazine?

• How often do they read it?

• Do they save it? Why?

• How many other people read it?

• What other magazines do they read?

• What would they like to see more of?

If you haven’t already done this type of research, the techniques are well known. They include mailed questionnaires, focus groups, telephone interviews, and personal interviews.

ADVERTISING RECORDS


The past records of advertising in dollars and pages—and versus competition—probably already include breakdowns by

• Advertiser

• Agency

• Product

• Size of ads

• Frequency

• Salesman

• Color, bleed, and position

Other things to look at include:

• Rate cards—and changes made in them over the years

• Promotion

• Sales techniques and aids

• Cost and profit by salesperson

• Lost advertising—and why

• Share of market in space and dollars

All this can be supplemented by further research—either your own or by an informed outsider—into advertiser and agency attitudes toward you, the magazine, the competition, the field, the promotion, and the individual salespeople.

CIRCULATION RECORDS


Circulation sometimes seems to have more information than one can handle—and often the data are put together in ways that don’t tell you much. It is worth spending time to develop meaningful reports so that you can quickly determine trends in both subscriptions and single-copy sales over a period of years.

For subscriptions you will want information by source (and don’t forget that each list in the mail is a separate source), by effort, and by time of year about the following:

• Price and offer

• Return percent

• Pay-up percent

• Conversion percent

• Renewal percent

• Revenue versus cost

For single copies you should have data on the draw, returns, and net sale by:

• Issue

• Section of the country

• Wholesaler

• City

• Chain

• Individual outlet

• Price

You will also want to have such helpful information as promotional support, the weather, and other outside events that may have affected sales.

COST DATA


Financial statements are fine as far as they go, but often you must look at the underlying material from which they were developed. This would include:

• The costs of the major items—paper, printing, and distribution

• Payments to all sorts of other suppliers—there are lots

• Travel and entertainment

• Number of employees per department

• Fringe benefits

• Everything else


INDUSTRY DATA


The associations in the field (ABM and MPA) develop cost and other data periodically that you can compare with your own data. Folio does salary surveys annually for various departments. And other studies are sometimes made.

COMPETITIVE INFORMATION


Information on just about everything done by your competitors is available to you. You can count advertising and editorial pages; read their circulation reports; get copies of their advertising and circulation material, which usually include results of research they have done; inspect their rate cards; and read their magazines.

If they are on the newsstand, you can usually get their sale and return percentages as fast as they can through your single-copy national distributor.

If you are smart, you will regularly develop operating statements for your competitors so that you will have some idea of how they are doing financially. This is not as hard as it may seem. After all, they face the same cost figures you do.

Check Dun & Bradstreet and other public information about them.

And, if there isn’t enough public information, chances are that you, or one of your people, have friends over there. But don’t forget—they know just as much about you.

Steps in Diagnosing a Magazine’s Symptoms and Diseases

Figure 9.2 gives a step-by-step procedure for examining the various symptoms that can afflict a magazine—and the corrective steps you can take. As you can see, it starts, as everything else does in the magazine business, by examining the readers’ reactions to the magazine.

This chart is in the form of a tree. By working from left to right you can examine each symptom in a logical order of importance and arrive at the diagnosis of what disease is afflicting your magazine—and the steps that are needed. As you can see, these steps can range from stopping publication altogether to simply imposing cost controls or increasing prices.


Figure 9.2. Diagnosing a Magazine’s Diseases
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CHAPTER 10

Resurrection of a Dying—or Dead—Magazine

[image: Images]

IN RESEARCHING THIS chapter I ran into an article by Herbert Swartz from Folio, February 1986, headed “Why Some Magazines Never Die.” Its first paragraph rightfully belongs in the chapter on mythology.

“The concept of a phoenix-like rise in magazine publishing remains a constant. Magazines may die, but not all remain buried. Think of The Saturday Review, Life and Look, The Saturday Evening Post, Inside Sports, and Media People.”

I did just that—I thought about each of those magazines. Here is what has happened to each:

• The Saturday Review did rise phoenixlike fifteen times, but it has been dead for a number of years, never, I believe, to rise again. Three or four of its incarnations were masterminded by Norman Cousins, who just would not give up.

• Life was out of business for over ten years before Time, Inc. started it once again as what was really a new magazine. Don’t forget that the original Life when I was a kid was a humor magazine with no pictures in it at all. Once again, however, it recently has been buried.

• Look died and a failed attempt was made to resurrect it in about 1980.

• The Saturday Evening Post still lives, not at all as the wonderful magazine it was at its best, but as a health magazine published just six times a year with only some 385,000 circulation. Its death as a major magazine was the subject of the best-selling book Decline and Fall by Otto Friedrich.

• Inside Sports was started by Newsweek and restarted a couple of times later by others, but it never made it.

• Media People—died in infancy.

I also thought about Colliers, which was of the same stature as these others, whose death was the subject of Teddy White’s best-seller, The View from the 40th Floor.

This dismal history does not mean that magazines cannot be resurrected when they show signs of ending their lives. To get a feel for the situation, I looked into the history of the longer-lived magazines listed in the September 2000 issue of the Consumer SRDS. Some 41 of the 2,041 consumer magazines listed were started prior to 1900, or over a hundred years ago. One hundred seventy-seven more were started prior to the end of World War II in 1945, and 410 between then and 1975. A total of 628, or 31% of all those listed, were over 25 years old.

It is probable that just about all these magazines have had several face-lifts during those many years—and undoubtedly had to change their editorial thrust more than once.

Of these older magazines, 134 are published by not-for-profit organizations that may not have had to meet the stringent requirements for being profitable in their own right. These would include National Geographic, Audubon, Smithsonian, American Rifleman, and many others. And of the 494 magazines over 25 years old, 125 are regional.

About 300 have circulation of less than 100,000, mostly in narrow fields where changes may be easier to keep up with—such as art and antiques, boating, crafts and hobbies, hunting and fishing, horses, and the like.

The others are in larger fields where greater changes have been taking place. Many have been able to recast themselves from time to time to keep up with current thinking:

• Business—Business Week, Forbes, Fortune

• General interest—Atlantic, Harper’s, Ebony, National Enquirer

• Home—House Beautiful, Architectural Digest, Better Homes and Gardens, Home Mechanix, Early American Homes, Unique Homes

• Newsweeklies—Time, Newsweek, U.S. News & World Report

• Science—Popular Science, Science News, Scientific American, Popular Mechanics, American Scientist, Sciences

• Travel—Gourmet

• Women’s—Good Housekeeping, Ladies’ Home Journal, Family Circle, Glamour, Parents, Seventeen, True Story, Woman’s Day, Mademoiselle, Harper’s Bazaar

Major reconstructions that seem notable:

• Reader’s Digest, which for many years did not take advertising, then accepted all but liquor and tobacco, later agreed to run tobacco, and finally broke down and accepted liquor.

• McCalls, which actually increased its page size and went in for greatly increased artwork and color for a time, later reduced its page size, and recently changed not only its nature but also its name when it became Rosie.

• Town & Country

• New Yorker

• House & Garden (actually stopped publishing for a time and changed its name temporarily to just HG)

• New York Times Magazine

• Sporting News

• Travel Holiday (actually a merger of two older titles)

• Playboy, which in the 1970s decided to be establishment and not follow Penthouse, Hustler, and their ilk, but which has now reverted back

Some launched a new magazine using an old name

• Redbook—which had for many years been a fiction magazine.

• Cosmopolitan—Helen Gurley Brown made it what it is today.

• Vanity Fair—Relaunched many years after the original had passed away.

More recent rejuvenations have included Health, Prevention, Boys’ Life, Harvard Business Review, Art & Antiques, Family Handyman.

The real point is that, despite the inevitable life cycle of magazines, it is sometimes possible to resurrect a title.

That same article in Folio notes 12 factors that may make it easier to give new life to an old title. There may be some truth to the first two:

1. “A magazine’s title is valuable.” This certainly has proven true for Life, Vanity Fair, and a number of other magazines.

2. “Evolution is not death.” This seems to have been true for many magazines listed above, as well as others.

All the other reasons cited seem to be based only on wishful thinking:

3. “Failed expectations are misleading.” The history of The Saturday Review, Inside Sports, and Families certainly does not bear this out. If you have a concept no one wants, trying to revive it doesn’t help.

4. “A business with emotions.” That part is certainly true. That’s why you see pictures of editors crying on the front page of newspapers when a magazine passes away. But that doesn’t mean it is smart to try to restart a dying magazine.

5. “Easier than a start-up.” It may have been true that it was easier for the Meredith Corporation to buy Ladies’ Home Journal when it was in trouble a number of years ago than to start a completely new women’s magazine. But remember that they knew the field well and had all the resources to salvage the magazine. Not many others do.

6. “Ego and pride.” The “I can do it better” syndrome. Very rarely successful.

7. “The call of the institution.” Which means that some magazines have become institutions—and therefore someone should step in to save them. The Saturday Evening Post was one of those. Not a very good reason, in my opinion.

8. “Profits are possible.” Maybe.

9. “Editorial excellence.” No doubt that is needed in a resurrection—but so is it in the everyday life of every magazine.

10. “The right cocktail parties.” There is no question that more than one magazine has been purchased so that the new owner could put it on his cocktail table and tell people that he owns it. But is that a good reason to try to resurrect a magazine?

11. “Faith in the new editor.” Same as “I can do it better” syndrome.

12. “White knight to the rescue.” Same.

Almost all the magazines that have had a long and healthy life have done it under the aegis of the company that started them, which made changes periodically as needed. Very rarely has a new owner stepped in to save a magazine, although it has happened at times as evidenced by some of the larger ones:

• U.S. News & World Report

• Popular Mechanics

• Esquire

• Atlantic

And the smaller ones, including:

• Southwestern Art

• Cruising World

• Vogue Patterns

• World Press Review

• Practical Horseman



CHAPTER 11

Why Some Magazines Succeed and Others Fail
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BEFORE THINKING ABOUT trying to start a magazine, it is important to understand why some magazines succeed and others fail. By succeeding, I mean that they become nicely profitable—I am not talking about artistic successes that are not profitable—or those that are supported financially for other reasons.

The Key Factor: The Field the Magazine Covers

Far and away the major reason for a magazine’s success is the field it covers. If the people who participate in the field feel that communication through a magazine is desirable, you can put out a perfectly awful magazine and still have it succeed. If you remember the early 1980s, when microcomputers were just getting started, there were a great many magazines devoted to them—most of which were almost unreadable. But they all sold lots of copies and carried lots of advertising. As the manufacturers dropped out of that field, so did the magazines. Today there are just a handful, but most of these are quite healthy.

In the last few years we have seen a rash of new magazines devoted to the Web that were thick with advertising and with lots of circulation. It was hard to fail for a while, but we are now watching the same magazines suffer as the field matures. The dropouts have started, and more are on the way.

Magazine Fads

What are the next fields that will develop? I don’t have any idea. The public decides that—and I don’t know anyone who can predict it.

One of the reasons that there are lots of failures is that like most things, magazines are subject to fads. A few years ago we had a fad of science magazines (Science 89, Science Digest, and Discover). It took several years for publishers to understand that the world is not crazy about science magazines. Now only Discover remains, and it doesn’t look too healthy.

A few years later there was a spate of magazines devoted to the hip people in New York City. But those people didn’t seem to be interested because Spy, Egg, 7 Days, and Details all passed away about the same time. (Actually, Details did not pass away. It is the first magazine that has had not one, but two sex changes. At first it was for men, then changed to be addressed to women, and now it is again edited for men.)

We have also seen a number of efforts to start magazines for older people. Mature Outlook, Prime Time, Lear’s, Golden Years, McCall’s Silver, Vintage, and some others tried and failed. They failed because old people don’t want magazines for old people. They want to read regular magazines. The publications that do work in this field are devoted to local rather than national interest. (Still existing are Modern Maturity, My Generation, and the AARP Bulletin, all of which are published by AARP and distributed to its members—not exactly freestanding magazines. And the Reader’s Digest Association continues to struggle with New Choices.)

Other fields that are receiving lots of attention these days include:

• Adventure travel

• Affluent people

• African Americans

• Brides

• The Internet

• Computer games

• Gardening

• Gay readers

• Health

• Country and log homes

• Lifestyles

• Parenthood

• Teens

• City and other regional

• Older women

• Golf

SOME FIELDS HAVE NEVER BEEN GOOD CANDIDATES FOR NEW MAGAZINES


Sports

This huge field has, until recently, had just two large magazines serving it—Sports Illustrated (which, incidently, lists itself as a news magazine) and Sporting News. Sport was around for years but was never profitable and finally passed away. Several different publishers tried Inside Sports before it expired. ESPN has joined the fray in an oversize format with lots of promotion on the cable networks and so far seems to be succeeding.

You will note, however, that there are no meaningful magazines for baseball, football, basketball, hockey, or other spectator sports despite the enormous coverage on TV.

Golf magazines seem to be the ones that really flourish. Why? I guess it’s because you are personally involved and do not have to be terribly proficient. The sport also leads to lots of advertising because you need a lot of equipment and destinations can be important.

Children’s Magazines

Children are apparently hard to find. The magazines that have attained respectable circulations are confined to those that have easy ways of attracting readers. Sesame Street through the TV program, Disney through its many activities, Sports Illustrated for Kids through its parent magazine, and Boys’ Life through the Boy Scouts.

Advertising, however, is hard to come by in these magazines because of the varying ages of the kids and their different interests. On the other hand, magazines for how to be parents are flourishing.

Serious Magazines

Those devoted to politics, world affairs, and the like often have difficulties. New Republic, National Review, The Nation, Mother Jones and The World and I all have to be subsidized. Even the likes of Harpers and Atlantic have rarely had profitable in recent years. The newest entry, George, came in with a great deal of sound and fury, but passed on after the tragic death of JFK Jr. Its prospects were questionable before that.


WARNING

If you have an idea for a magazine that doesn’t involve some brand-new human endeavor or interest, and no magazine is successfully covering it, be very careful. Magazines have probably been tried before in your field and failed. Or, if not, there may be some other very good reason why they cannot work.




WARNING

Some fields are not as good as they look. Probably the most obvious are regional magazines. Some of these, of course, are highly profitable, such as New York and Los Angeles. But unless the region you are covering has a large population plus an unusual hold on its citizens, it is very difficult to make profits. The reason is obvious—the universe of available readers is small. This makes it expensive to get and keep readers. With low circulation, ad rates must remain low. As a result, it is very hard to make good profits. For reasons that I do not understand, some larger cities just don’t seem to be able to support profitable city magazines—Des Moines, Houston, Denver, and St. Louis are examples. State magazines are pretty well confined to Texas Monthly, but that may be because Texas is a state of mind in addition to being a geographic area




Fields That Don’t Want a Magazine

Since the field is the most important ingredient in the success of a magazine, would-be publishers must be very careful not to let wishful thinking lead them to see a field where none exists. Some examples:

• On the Sound—This was a magazine started by experienced magazine people to cover all the people who live on or near Long Island Sound. This includes parts of The Bronx, Connecticut, Rhode Island, Massachusetts, and all of Long Island. The only problem was that these people really have nothing in common except the weather and traffic. Most live in relatively self-contained communities and rarely stray even into the next town. In any case, no one wanted the magazine.

• Women’s Sports—Started in 1971, this magazine was never able to attract an audience, despite the obvious increase in women’s participation in sports in recent years. Perhaps this was simply because of the lack of interest in sports magazines in general, as discussed above. Conde Nast purchased the magazine and changed its name and contents to Women’s Sports and Fitness, but this didn’t work either.
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