
Dynamic Paywalls
WSJ Membership Group



A Brief History of the WSJ Paywall



.The Story Starts in 1996...
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.IOver 20 Years, A Lot Changed for Digital Products 
in 20 Years
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Not So Much in How We Sell Digital Subscriptions
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Where We Were in 2015



Content

Paywall

Reader

Starting from a Content-Led Point of View

6



The world’s foremost membership for the ambitious

CONNECTED PERSONAL EXCLUSIVE
WSJ members can expect 

access to world-class 
reporting, insight and 

experiences that 
non-members simply 

cannot get, unless invited 
by a WSJ member

WSJ connects like-minded 
members to one another, 
our influential journalists 

and the global business 
elite. Membership provides 
networking opportunities 

both online and real world.

World class content & 
experiences served up to 
members based on their 
interests, via platforms 
designed to meet their 
specific needs and high 

expectations.

Examining Paywall in Context of Membership Model
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Content

Paywall

Machine Learning Rules

Reader
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Data Enables Paywalls to Become More Reader-led



A Real-time Demand Model



.High.

.Low.

We Use a Neural Net to Forecast Weekly 
Conversion

10



Real-time Demand Model

Advertising
Demand+Input:

Output:

This is Used to Optimize Between Subscription, Ads
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Subscription 
Demand
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Ad Demand

Access to Content Dynamically Balances



Mapping Out the Reader Genome
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Start With Conversion as Function of Usage



Readers Sorted into Experiences by Propensity
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Unlocked Locked



Model Gets Smarter, Conversion Improves over 
Time
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Optimizing for the Future



Some Milestones for Dow Jones
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We Continue to Monitor Groups, Add to Logic

Time (Months)

19



Some Lessons on Paywalls
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● Fix the basics first. Start by revisiting your assumptions on 
what traffic is most valuable for subscriptions.

● Structure your business around listening. Building a 
“dynamic” paywall means creating something 
responsive—not necessarily complex.

● Treat it like a team sport. No single team can do it alone.



Thank you.


