Convert Subscribers to EZ Pay

By Jeremy Weber | Associate Editor, The Inlander
When Cracker Barrel opened its first restaurant in Wichita Falls, residents of the north Texas town took notice. So did the local Times Record News, spotting another golden opportunity to convert more of its subscribers to EZ Pay (credit card continuous renewal). 

"For a place like (Cracker Barrel) to come to our little market is a pretty big deal for us," said Jackie Riley, marketing director for the 32,500-circulation daily. "We didn't think we'd ever see a Cracker Barrel." 

Before the new store even opened, Riley was already on site, offering the owner the next slot in a "Bill Free" program that has allowed the Times Record News to double its EZ Pay subscribers in the past two years. 

When popular steakhouse chain Texas Roadhouse came into the Wichita Falls market in May 2005, Riley seized the opportunity. She convinced the restaurant chain to partner with the paper on a new Bill Free program. She purchased $10 restaurant gift cards for $8, and offered them along with a 10 percent discount on a yearly subscription to subscribers who converted to Bill Free accounts. 

Riley agreed to purchase a minimum of 100 gift cards. Texas Roadhouse agreed to run point-of-purchase marketing materials in their restaurant, and received the rest of the value of the gift card discount through in-paper promotions. 

The steakhouse promotion converted over 840 subscribers to the Bill Free program. Today almost 20 percent of the daily's subscribers are on Bill Free, about 4,800 subscribers. 

Riley runs the Bill Free promotion quarterly, seeking 13-week partnerships with local restaurants and retailers. Food promotions such as the Texas Roadhouse one have worked the best.

Riley visits restaurants before they open in order to reach an agreement and launch the Bill Free ad the Sunday before a business opens in order to capitalize on the hype. 

(Contact: Jackie Riley, rileyj@timesrecordnews.com)

Subscribers Get Christmas Songs

The Lima News in Ohio (33,287 circ.) gave a CD with Christmas songs performed by the local symphony to subscribers who extended their subscriptions or converted to EZ Pay. (EZ Pay is the method of renewing automatically using a credit card — no billing, reduces circulation churn).

The News’ circulation manager found out that the symphony recorded all of its concerts but had never done anything with the recordings. It compiled its best songs onto a holiday CD. The newspaper created a simple cover for the CD jewel case and paid to have 500 CDs made. Cost was $3.75 each. The paper gave 200 of the CDs to the symphony to sell, the rest were given to renewing subscribers and those who converted to EZ Pay.

—NAA’s Big Ideas
(This could be done with any number of local events, not just music concerts. It also could involve DVDs instead of CDs. Think parades, school productions, big games, festivals — how about CDs of the pictures of local people that have appeared in your newspaper in the past year, five years, 10 years?)

