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Introduction

This book is written for those of you who have a brilliant idea for a new magazine – whether it’s a business venture, charity initiative, student project or an idea that evolved (as many do) at your kitchen table. Whatever your reason, this book has the inside knowledge and necessary tools to help you turn your idea into a reality, while guiding you through the highs and the lows. Publishing is a complex business with many facets to grasp along the way. Unfortunately, until now, finding a UK publication that covered the whole process, including magazine business plans, was virtually impossible.

As a former managing editor and now a magazine consultant I have been involved in the launch of four magazines – two have succeeded, one failed and the other didn’t get past the development stage. However, all four provided valuable lessons. You can never do enough research and don’t ignore feedback.

As a magazine tutor at Southampton Solent University I have also seen numerous ideas from students – some good, some bad and even a few ugly ones. Many are of course reflections of the current market such as the standard football and lifestyle titles. Many lack imagination and sustainability.

Occasionally students come up with rare innovative concepts, which have caught the attention of high profile industry figures. Such gems have been submitted to the annual Magazine Academy Awards organized by the Periodical Training Council – a training body that accredits magazine journalism courses at universities and colleges nationwide.

Good ideas are not restricted to students. There are many people who come up with brilliant products, but then fail because they do not have sufficient knowledge of their market or the necessary business acumen. Unless you have an understanding of the publishing business, know the pitfalls and costs involved at the start, it is likely your magazine will not be in print to mark its first birthday.

You will also have a considerable advantage if you are a specialist in one of the key areas: editorial, production, advertising sales or circulation. An aptitude for marketing and financial management, which is not difficult to acquire, is essential.

Who is this book for?

It is for anyone. Whether you are a student developing a title for an assessment brief, an editor with a brilliant idea or if you have tried to start a magazine and failed, but want to start again – this book will help put you on the road to success.

With actual case studies – together with advice from top industry professionals, How To Launch a Magazine in this Digital Age seeks to guide you through the pitfalls of publishing. It will also give you the tools and inside knowledge to increase your chances of success.

Do you have what it takes?

Some successful titles have been started from small beginnings and made their owners fortunes. Entrepreneur, publisher and poet, Felix Dennis, who was imprisoned in 1971 as co-editor of OZ magazine for conspiring to corrupt public morals (Greenstreet, 2010), went on to start his own magazine publishing company in 1973. Titles in the Felix Dennis Publishing portfolio now include The Week, Auto Express, Maxim, Viz, Computer Shopper, Monkey and Evo. The annual Sunday Times Rich List estimates that Felix Dennis is the 88th richest individual in the UK.

Why was he so successful? He knew what his audience wanted and built his titles around that focus. Of course he had business acumen too. Today there are so many resources for starting your own business. You must have a basic understanding of how to budget and know the difference between profit and loss.

A new title’s potential to succeed is mostly dependent on the publisher’s ability to identify a gap in the market. That means meticulous research of the target audience, then successfully applying that data to form a strong business plan. Also a sound business plan is vital as it provides a map for where you want to go and how to get there. Your publication won’t survive without one. Sufficient start-up funds should not be under estimated whether partly self-funded, from private investors or bank loans, or, as in most cases, a combination of all three.

What makes a magazine successful?

There are several factors. But initially it is a great idea that taps into a niche market. An idea for another lifestyle magazine is unlikely to work because the market is already saturated with such titles owned by large corporations with huge resources.

First work out how original your idea is before investing time and energy to take it forward. If there are no similar titles, check why – perhaps some have failed because it is an unsustainable market. Alternatively, if only one or two rivals are in circulation this can often indicate potential – can your magazine offer a unique selling point (USP) that the others can’t? Whatever the case, research is essential. Not only must you know everything about your audience, but your rivals too. Neglect the latter at your peril!

How to use this text

Use this book as a resource. It is set out in sequence to take you from the initial concept to launching your first issue. Resources include case studies and advice from industry experts to help you along the way. At the end of each chapter you will find an action plan designed to help you put into practice what you have learned. Tempting as it might be, do not skip these exercises because without them you may not get the full benefit.

At the end of the book there is a ‘useful contacts’ section to get you started.

Online tools

Although the book contains everything you need to know about magazine publishing www.magazineexpert.org has been set up as an online learning interactive tool. You will be able to post questions, as well as have access to a variety of resources. There are also useful links to distributors, printers and other essential industry contacts.

The site also contains blogs from a variety of contributors looking at current magazine trends, the future of publishing and other related issues. But do remember the website is designed to work in conjunction with this book not in place of it.


1

A gap in the market

You have a great idea for a new magazine. Excited, you are eager to draft out the design. But before getting carried away on the fun part – content and design – it is crucial to do extensive research on competitors, the market and the sustainability of your idea, before developing an initial overview of your title. First, check out the direct and indirect competition; this will tell you if your concept is feasible. Are there are any publications in this genre? If so, how many?

If there are more than three, it is likely the market could become saturated with the introduction of another title. Fewer than three indicates there is room for an additional magazine. However, if no titles exist there is probably a good reason – the idea could prove unsustainable, in which case you need to proceed with caution. You must consider two aspects:


•   What is your maximum and minimum market share for readers?

•   How much is the total advertising press spend in terms of potential revenue gain, or do you have to create the demand?


According to the Professional Publisher’s Association (PPA), the number of new titles launched hit a low spot in the first half of 2010. Just 24 new magazines emerged on the news-stands – a sharp contrast to 2008 when 143 publications were launched. Despite the downturn in trading, new title launches have slowly increased with the latest figures showing 69 new magazines in the second half of 2011 (PPA, 2013). Yet market growth is slow as these statistics demonstrate, therefore it is crucial to undertake substantial research before developing any media product. Audiences, distribution, potential revenue streams and long-term sustainability are crucial factors. Remember ideas need substance.

This chapter will take you through the stages to ascertain if your idea is achievable and sustainable, before moving on to the business of publishing. In-depth research is essential in the early stages as it can prevent a costly mistake. Producing a pilot issue – only to be told by the distributors that your magazine won’t work so they won’t be taking it on – is a waste of time and money.

Getting to the end of that first year with poor sales figures and the bank about to foreclose is also a scenario that can be avoided with diligent financial planning. Having an idea is one thing, but in business this must be backed up by sufficient data to prove your magazine will be financially viable. This is vital if you want to convince a bank, finance director or a business angel to back you.

What’s your idea?

Magazines are about information and entertainment. This formula has always been – and continues to be – the key to successful publishing. Early magazines such as The Ladies Mercury published in 1693 by John Dunton and The Gentleman’s Magazine published by Edward Cave in 1731 captured their readers by focusing on content that mattered. Today, market leaders include celebrity gossip magazines and specialized publications. Thus two of the golden rules of publishing are: know your reader and be topical.

Why should a reader spend money and time on your magazine? The answer should be because he or she needs part or all of its content. Tap into a consumer need and it is likely the magazine will succeed.




CASE STUDY

A group of third year degree students at Southampton Solent University, taking a unit on magazine publishing, came up with an idea for a swimming title. Their magazine, aptly named Deep End, was aimed at those who swam competitively or were working towards competing in the sport. It hit the right note. It was right on trend following the Olympics and a TV series about freshwater swimming. Moreover, their initial research revealed a gap in the UK market.

The group worked on a plan to develop Deep End as a specialist monthly title. Their unique selling point (USP) was to provide a detailed insight into what is fast becoming a popular worldwide sport. Deep End’s editorial pillars would focus on how to improve swimming ability with advice on nutrition and fitness, expert opinions and interviews with professional athletes. News from the swimming world would also feature to ensure that Deep End readers were always in the know. The aim was to make Deep End essential reading for swimmers.

Once developed, the group’s concept package – which consisted of a business plan, pilot issue and media kit – was entered into the 2012 Periodical Training Council’s Magazine Academy Awards, in the best new magazine concept category. There are only two placements – the winner and highly commended. Deep End was highly commended, a considerable achievement considering the competition.

Jack Johnson, the group’s project manager reveals how he, Greg Lott and Adam Flinn came up with the concept.


After extensive market research into various types of magazines, ranging from sport to business, we decided to use our strengths and focus on an area where we knew we could use our own knowledge to the best effect. This was in the area of exercise and sport, and having scanned the shelves of various newsagents, and searched publishing and magazine outlet websites, we discovered the lack of an off-the-shelf swimming magazine. Therefore, we decided to look into how we could make this magazine the most effective and how we could attract what is such a wide audience.

My colleague, Greg Lott, used to be an athlete and reads> Runner’s World, whereas I play tennis at club level and read Tennishead. Both these titles provide advice on how to improve as a runner or a tennis player. After lengthy discussions, we decided that this was what we wanted Deep End to be – a magazine to provide swimmers with a range of topics that educate and entertain.

We undertook both rival analysis and reader surveys for our product research. While there was a lack of off-the-shelf swimming magazines in the UK, we researched online and subscription-based competitors. Therefore, we downloaded and bought Swimming Times, Aqua Zone and H2Open, carefully analysing each magazine to see what they offered and what we could do differently. The only off-the-shelf magazine out of these three was H2Open, but this was solely based around open water swimming, whereas we wanted to aim our publication at a wider audience – both open and pool.

Our audience research consisted of a reader survey. We asked 40 people, via social media and face-to-face, various questions, including: how much swimming experience they have, whether the proposed magazine concept would be something that interested them and whether they had ever bought a swimming magazine.

What made our magazine viable?

I believe it is viable for two reasons. First, The Daily Telegraph revealed in 2010 that 3.6 million people were regularly swimming, while The Leisure Database Company reported that 84 per cent of the UK’s population lives within two miles of a swimming pool. This proves that swimming is popular, accessible and an enjoyable sport.

Secondly, I believe that our magazine is current. The London 2012 Olympic Games proved how popular swimming is in this country and the event was one of the first to sell out. Rebecca Adlington, Ellie Simmonds, Keri-Anne Payne and Liam Tancock have become household names who are now inspiring a nation to be active.

When people become active they strive to improve and our magazine helps people to do exactly that.



Defining the sector

An idea must be defined in terms of where it might fit in the news-stands. The first step is to think about the genre – sport, lifestyle, specialists, travel and food for example, then consider where it will fit. What about positioning on the news-stands?

There are numerous categories with many crossovers. As the number of magazines increases, the market has segmented into sectors with mass circulation and numerous specialist or niche titles. It is crucial to identify a magazine’s genre as well as the sector. The five core categories are:


•   Consumer: Covers mainstream lifestyle magazines. This category can be confusing as it encompasses many titles, which can also be classed as specialist titles, such as health and fitness, interior home and food magazines. At present this sector is vast and oversubscribed. There is much competition, with many of the big publishing houses – Bauer Media and IPC, which have tremendous resources – competing against each other for readers.

     Development potential: Proceed with caution. It is difficult to create an original product when there are so few gaps.

•   B2B (business to business): Specialist knowledge, specific to a business sector. This is a rapidly growing market. Business owners, professionals and graduates want – and will pay for – specialist knowledge to get ahead of their game, no matter what their profession – from tradesman, retailers and publicans to lawyers, architects and bankers.

     Development potential: A growing market, this category has considerable potential for development.

•   Specialist: This section relates to hobbies, crafts, sports and any subject that requires specialist knowledge such as bee-keeping or family history. Again it has the potential for growth, but the danger for any niche title is the ability to attract a sufficient volume of readers to make it sustainable.

     Development potential: Could soon be saturated. If your idea falls into this category you must ensure you can obtain a sufficient market share.

•   Customer publishing: This is an opportunity for businesses to reach out to customers by producing a magazine specifically for them. Also known as B2C (business to consumer) this sector has seen a rapid growth as major businesses and charities such as Virgin Media, M&S, BMW, The RSPB, The Writers’ Guild, Tesco and ASOS.com have developed strong titles. Key examples here are Healthy from Boots, Dare at Superdrug, The National Trust Magazine and Money Sense from NatWest.

     Development potential: A growth area, with supermarket magazines currently achieving the highest circulation figures with Asda topping the chart at nearly two million per issue. Why opt for customer publishing? It has been proven to build brand loyalty and is another way for businesses to develop their client base. It also poses little financial risk to the publisher.

•   Localized: These magazines are area specific – whether it is state, county or city/town. During the past few years, the UK publishing group, Archant, have taken on numerous county magazines as more readers want news that relates directly to them and where they live. Achieving a high volume of sales is difficult as there are so many free local titles.

     Development potential: With the emphasis on local communities this is another area of growth. A controlled, high volume of distribution to desirable selected postcodes are likely to attract a high volume of advertising sales.


Getting the genre right is essential. Defining the sector can be more difficult as some titles can fall between two areas. B2B often includes specialist titles. Ensure your concept has a clear identity, one that can be easily categorized enabling potential readers to find the title easily. However, there is inevitably some crossover and many subcategories. Your magazine must fit into one of the main sectors and its genre needs to be clearly defined.

Testing sustainability

Crashing after a few weeks following research is much better than being rejected by a potential distributor, or worse – not selling once on the news-stands. This is why, before investing serious money into developing a magazine, it is essential to first prove the title will be sustainable in the long term. A good test used by some publishers is to answer three questions:


1   Why this – looks at the gap in the market. How wide is it? Are there already too many titles or is there room for expansion? This helps a publisher identify a target audience; then ask: what is different about this title?

2   Why us – is used to consider what experience a publisher can bring to the new title, such as specialist knowledge of the subject. Also whether there is a synergy with other titles in the publisher’s stable. A publisher keeping to a particular sector can strengthen their business, as they become experts in their particular field. For example, William Reed Business Media concentrates on the B2B market, while Future PLC specializes in five categories – technology, entertainment and video games, sport and auto, music and creative titles.

     One of the reasons for its success is that Future keeps to its core business strategy, even if this means culling titles. In November 2012, Future closed three titles Xbox World, PSM3 and PlayStation. Future’s head of entertainment, Clair Porteous, justified the closures, citing the company’s digital strategy, stating: ‘This decision has been taken as Future continues to focus on its strategy of accelerating digital growth across its international digitally-focussed brand business’ (Press Gazette, 14 Nov 2012).

3   Why now – this aspect considers trends, timing of the launch and potential rivals. The first consideration is does the magazine fit with current or new trends? And if so, will it be sustainable? A new magazine on self-publishing might have more impact if launched during the literary festival season around October. Launching at this time, the publisher may be able to achieve extra publicity by collaborating with one of the festivals. Rival publications must also be taken into account. It is always prudent to anticipate a rival publisher’s reaction to a new title.


Set out your three priorities carefully. This task requires research to pinpoint these accurately before further steps can be taken. Don’t rush this process. Accuracy now will help with the title’s development. Mistakes could be costly.

Once these have been determined, think about long-term viability. Consider how the publishing market has evolved in the past ten
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