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A Member Is Worth a Thousand Visitors

“In recent decades, publishing has undergone a seismic 
shift. The explosion of free online content, the growth 
of online advertising megaliths, and the Great Reces-
sion eroded traditional revenue streams and left many 
publishers feeling rudderless.

In this book, Rob helps niche media companies 
‘get their groove back’ by outlining five well-supported 
methods to stabilized revenue and move away from 
legacy online advertising and print publishing. If you’re 
considering the move to a subscription or membership 
model (and you should be!), this book will serve as a 
strategic compass.”

—Elizabeth Peterson, President of H3.Group and Board Member 
of the Specialized Information Publishers Association 

“You don’t need a technical background to use Rob’s 
easy-to-employ money-making approaches. This book 
will drive radically higher rates of revenue for you by 
providing strategies to engage key customers and attract 
new ones.”

—Chuck Croft, CEO of DRG and Annie’s Publishing

“While everyone else is taking the same stale approach-
es, Rob Ristagno has written the essential state-of-the-
art playbook for selling content online.”

—Brian Cuthbert, Group Vice President of Diversified 
Communications



“I’ve been in publishing for decades and I don’t think 
there has ever been a concept that excites me more 
than paid membership communities. Most publishers 
have spent years and invested countless resources into 
building their brand, developing a community or tribe 
around a common interest or passion, and it’s time to 
double-down on the concept. Thanks, Rob!

—Wes Buck, Founder and Editor, Drag Illustrated
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MANY PUBLISHERS ARE trapped in a vicious circle of cutting 
costs and losing revenue. They’re stuck wondering, 
“How can I cut another penny from my production 
cost so I can meet payroll?” instead of, “What big, new 
change can I make to grow my business?”

It puts them in a stressful situation, operating day 
to day—it feels like the industry is crumbling around 
them, and they have to struggle to keep their doors 
open. Print is declining, which makes many publishers 
feel they don’t have options to grow. Meanwhile, the 
Internet gobbles up their readership and social media 
conglomerates siphon off their ad revenue.

The Internet and the digital world can be 
overwhelming for many publishers. They don’t have 
time to collect and process data. They don’t feel like 
their teams can move fast enough to keep up with 
technology.

Their leaders feel trapped putting out fires all 
day long, instead of feeling empowered to direct the 
strategy of the business. It’s understandable. It can be 
hard to adapt to an ever-changing landscape, especially 
as popular culture declares over and over that print 
is dead.

But you can break the cycle and thrive in this new 
environment. You can leave behind all those concerns 
about squeezing an extra penny out of every issue, and 
move on to a prosperous future. Content creators and 

| ix |
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publishers can achieve double-digit growth, year after 
year, while confidently creating great content.

Wouldn’t it be great to make a lot more money and 
be more focused on growth?

In this book, I will help you quickly and effectively 
refocus on the five essential forces you can use to steer 
out of the weeds, grow your business, and once again act 
with confidence. I will make the Internet accessible for 
people who’ve been accustomed to another medium and 
don’t know how to adapt.

Here’s the thing: If you’re a content creator, you’re 
sitting on a gold mine. You have two huge assets in the 
digital world: great content and a thriving community. 
Nearly everyone is trying to generate those two things. 
If you have one or both already, you’re way ahead of the 
game. All you need to do is monetize them.

That’s where I come in. I have dedicated my career 
to applying the industry-leading business principles I 
learned at Harvard Business School and McKinsey & 
Company to helping small and medium-sized content 
creators and publishers grow.

My goal in writing this book is to help great content 
creators harness the power of digital strategies to earn 
double-digit returns. Just as important, I will help you 
focus on the right elements of your business so you can 
gain control of your destiny.

By following the lessons in this book, you can 
transform your company, and go from cutting expenses 
and hoping to keep your doors open to growing revenue 
by leaps and bounds. You can transform the Internet 
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from a threat into a powerful tool for making money 
online.

Who can benefit from this? I’m writing this 
book primarily for owners and senior executives of firms 
that produce high-quality, specialized content. While I 
focus primarily on publishers, these lessons apply to any 
small or medium-sized business that produces written 
content, podcasts, videos, or print. That could include 
niche publishers, consultants, motivational speakers, 
personal trainers, authors, entertainment companies, 
data aggregators, or content marketers.

Many people get involved in content creation 
because they’re passionate about what they’re creating. 
If you implement the right business strategy and 
technology—which I will show you how to do in this 
book—you will make more money, and you’ll have more 
time to focus on what you love doing: creating great 
content that engages your community. You will replace 
the vicious circle of shaving expenses and pumping out 
high-quantity, low-quality content with a virtuous circle 
of creating more amazing content and connecting with 
your fans in a way that allows you to thrive no matter 
how technology changes.

I invite you to come along with me for this journey.





C H A P T E R  O N E

FORGET THE BARNACLES
—FOLLOW THE WHALES!

| 1 |

CONSUMERS ALL WANT quality content, yet very few companies 
that produce good content monetize it effectively. Too 
many companies focus on broadening their audience 
to garner ad revenue, when they should be doing the 
opposite. If your audience is a niche market, trying to 
compete with massive companies for eyeballs and ad 
revenue will not work.

The truth for small to mid-sized publishers is 
this: You have to stop relying on advertising. 
Advertising can be a piece of your revenue puzzle, but 
it cannot sustain your business alone.

Why not?
Well, marketers are redeploying their ad spends 

away from traditional media, especially print. Why are 
they doing that? They want to keep their jobs.

They know they won’t get fired for investing in 
digital—but they might get fired for investing in print, 
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which many marketers regard as a dinosaur. Self-
preservation is a powerful motivator, and it drives 
marketers to purchase digital ads.

Now, you might think that all you have to do is 
migrate your content online, and you’ll be able to keep 
the same advertising clients. Unfortunately for content 
creators, most advertisers are not giving their money 
to digital publishers, either. They’re giving it to Google 
and Facebook, which now account for 60 percent of all 
Internet advertising, while no other company in the US 
market has more than a 5 percent market share.1

The conglomerates’ share of the pie is only growing. 
As giants like Google and Facebook improve their 
advertising platforms and draw more eyeballs to their 
sites using others’ content (including yours!), they 
continue to gain a larger share of the total advertising pie.

The top thirty companies that earn ad revenue 
(including TV, digital, and print ads) now control 44 
percent of all ad revenue—up from 33 percent in 2012.2 
This consolidation of revenue by the top companies will 
continue to grow, because they get more sophisticated 
by the day at targeting the right audience. In doing 
so, the behemoths draw more ad dollars away from 
publishers and into their coffers.
1 “Why Google and Facebook Prove the Digital Ad Market Is a 
Duopoly,” Fortune, July 28, 2017 (via Reuters), http://fortune.
com/2017/07/28/google-facebook-digital-advertising/.
2 Rani Molla, “Google and Facebook Are Driving Nearly 
All Growth in the Global Ad Market,” recode, May 2, 
2017, https://www.recode.net/2017/5/2/15516674/
global-ad-spending-charts.



FORGET THE BARNACLES—FOLLOW THE WHALES! | 3

Simply put, Google and Facebook can provide 
advertisers better analytics, and marketers are getting 
savvier, demanding more data from advertising 
platforms than simply number of visitors.

The old adage “I know that 50 percent of my 
marketing works; I just don’t which 50,” is no longer 
true. Google and Facebook can tell them exactly how 
much ROI they receive for each dollar spent.

Meanwhile, there’s no way to prove that banner 
ads on your website really “build a brand” for your 
advertisers. That makes it hard for you to compete 
with companies that can show them their advertising 
ROI (which they can use to show their bosses how 
well they’re doing—so they get promoted rather than 
fired).

Do you really want to compete with Google and 
Facebook in creating marketing ROI analytics?

Advertising is simply not enough to sustain a 
content business anymore.

How the World Has Changed
Not only has the world moved away from print while ad 
dollars have moved to Google and Facebook, but there’s 
just a lot more content online.

A lot of people try to fight the glut of content out 
there by being annoying—sending out way too many 
e-mails, pumping out tons of low-quality content, 
and jamming their websites with irritating pop-ups, 
banners, and auto-playing video ads. These things ruin 
the user experience.
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Most of the industry is trapped in this vicious circle, 
creating content of lower and lower quality that drives 
consumers and advertisers away.

However, there is another way, which I will show you 
in this book. In fact, you can use your competitors’ 
degrading user experience as an opportunity.

People are sick of annoying banner and pop-up 
ads. They’re sick of low-quality content and listicles 
like “The top five ways that WHO CARES.” You can 
take advantage of that. You can be a safe haven for your 
users—a place where they can get exactly the content 
they want without having their experience disrupted by 
obnoxious promotions. People will pay you to escape 
the deluge of low-quality content they find online.

You Can Grow Even as Advertising Revenue Declines
You do not have to downsize as advertising revenue 
drops—you can still experience double-digit rev-
enue growth consistently, year after year, as my 
clients have done, even while their industries at large 
have suffered.

The shift to digital is an opportunity for the 
publishing world—not a threat. This book will give 
you the strategies you need to take advantage of that 
opportunity.

I’ve applied the techniques in this book to help niche 
publishers unleash their profound (but hidden) market 
strengths and rich content archives, enabling them to 
lock in growth of 50 percent or more, year after year.

Through my experience helping publishers grow, 
I’ve developed a proven system that employs five forces 
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you can control to refocus your business and marketing 
to systematically boost sales and profits. Publishers who 
embark on this journey find it liberating, because for 
the first time in years they feel truly focused—they know 
what they need to do to succeed, and how to do it.

What can happen for niche publishers that apply 
these principles? Established publishers can see 
revenue boosts of 50 to 600 percent, and new 
publishers can generate six-figure revenue in their first 
year.

A Paywall Is Essential—But Not Enough
The first thing you have to accept is that you MUST put 
up a paywall and create a membership model around 
your content (we’ll get into the difference between a 
paywall and a membership model in chapter 2). Putting 
up a paywall is essential, but it isn’t enough, especial-
ly if it’s done suddenly and without a comprehensive 
business strategy.

You have to do it the right way. I will teach you the 
five principles you need to follow to execute a successful 
paywall strategy. Only once you are ready to implement 
all five forces should you embark on creating a paywall. 
All five of these forces are based on a single, foundational 
principle: you must find your best customers—or as I 
call them, your “whales”—and focus relentlessly on their 
wants and needs.

(A quick clarification on my use of the words 
customer and consumer. Because the teachings in this 
book apply to both B2B and B2C business, for simplicity, 
I’ll use the term customer to mean someone who gives 
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you money: either an individual or business buyer. 
When I say “consumer,” I mean anyone who utilizes 
your content; again, this could be either an individual 
or a business. Thus, you can read the terms customer 
and consumer somewhat interchangeably.)

Why Is It So Important to Identify and Cater to Your 
Whales?
Whales are the key to unlocking explosive growth in 
the digital world. Simply put, your whales in aggregate 
account for the vast majority of your revenue. This is 
true in any business. Across industries, the top 10 per-
cent of customers drive 30 to 70 percent of sales.

Whales provide the following value to your business:

•	 They are less price-sensitive, which makes 
them more profitable.

•	 They buy more often.
•	 They want to help you innovate.
•	 They provide word-of-mouth marketing—

inspiring other customers to come to you.
•	 They behave more predictably.

Dollar Shave Club rode their whales all the way to 
a billion dollars within five years. They targeted eigh-
teen- to thirty-year-old men and focused on a few of 
their pain points: Many young men cannot afford Gil-
lette razors. They like shopping online, and they hate 
going out to buy razors—or even worse, forgetting to 
do so.
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Dollar Shave Club created a good-enough product 
to meet the needs and price point of their customers, 
and started a subscription razor blade program (which 
was convenient for customers and helped DSC achieve 
predictable, consistent revenue), and reached their 
whales with great marketing. Dollar Shave Club ex-
ploded onto the scene in 2012, and sold to Unilever in 
2016 for a billion dollars.3

They achieved that enormous success by focus-
ing exclusively on their whales and offering a specific 
product that their whales were willing to pay for.

Casinos build their success on the backs of their 
whales—indeed, whale as a business term was coined 
as a reference to the high rollers on whom the casino 
industry’s business model is focused. Wynn Resorts, 
for example, keeps a list of their 50,000 highest roll-
ers, and they do everything they can to make those 
people happy. Client managers are paid as much as $5 
million a year just to manage these high rollers—the 
biggest and most important whales.

Why do they focus on this niche, rather than at-
tracting as many people as they can to the casino? Af-
ter all, tens of millions of gamblers come to Las Ve-
gas—these 50,000 high rollers are far less than one 
percent of all potential customers.

3 Jaclyn Trop, “How Dollar Shave Club’s Founder Built a $1 
Billion Company That Changed the Industry,” Entrepreneur, 
March 28, 2017, https://www.entrepreneur.com/
article/290539#.
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They do it because the whales drive massive growth 
for them. By catering specifically to them, a casino can 
give them everything they’d ever want to spend gobs 
of money on. They go there because they know they’ll 
get exactly what they want. And not only do they bring 
their large checkbooks with them, they also bring the 
“fish”— the wannabe whales who strive to be like the 
high rollers.

By expertly serving this very small percentage of 
the total market, Wynn Resorts and other casinos 
created a very successful business. And yet, many 
publishers and content creators take the opposite ap-
proach. They don’t look for their high rollers; they’re 
just trying to attract as large a crowd as possible. They 
don’t care who is in that crowd—they just want eye-
balls. They want traffic. They are willing to give their 
content away for free to attract more people, because 
their entire focus is on advertisers.

That doesn’t work.
Content creators need to identify their whales and 

serve their needs as best they can. Rather than trying 
to get more eyeballs, you should look for ways to carve 
off a small percentage of the total potential audience 
and laser-focus on providing a service that they are 
willing to pay for.

The Three Types of Customers
Your customers can be broken down into three types.

Whales: Your most engaged and enthusiastic 
customers. Whales make up about 20 percent of 
the audience and typically provide 80 percent of the 
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revenue. Not only that, whales also influence fish to 
come into your boat, some of whom may become whales 
over time.

Fish: Fish represent a large portion of your 
customer base, but each fish does not provide a ton of 
revenue. Fish may make up roughly 40 percent of your 
readership/viewership and around 20 percent of your 
revenue. The hope with fish is that the cachet you earn 
from serving the whales, plus favorable word of mouth 
from the whales themselves, may lead to some of your 
fish becoming whales over time.

Barnacles: Barnacles are a large segment of your 
readership/viewership—and they cling to your boat 
without ever spending a cent. Barnacles may be up to 
40 percent of your audience, but you should not focus 
on attracting them, because they generate zero direct 
revenue for your business.

They may be a key piece of your advertising strategy 
for now, but as advertisers get savvier, they’ll realize 
that these people aren’t worth anything to them either 
and will stop paying to reach them.

For example, one publisher I talked to made a point 
to keep their e-mail list numbers high because the size of 
the list was a selling point for ads. But when we looked 
at the list, we found that 40 percent of the names were 
not actual people; they were addresses like info@
companyname.com, or salesteam@companyname.com 
(there were even some R-rated e-mail addresses that 
would make you blush!).

So, while advertisers paid based on the size of their 
list, eventually they were bound to realize that the real 



10 | A MEMBER IS WORTH A THOUSAND VISITORS

economic value of those leads was zero. I explained to 
them that it was only a matter of time before advertisers 
wised up and decided to only pay for opens, or clicks—
effectively ending the value of the barnacles to this 
company.

Focusing on Your Whales Is Vital for Content Creators
Focusing on your whales is key in any industry, but for 
content creators, it’s arguably even more crucial. That’s 
because approximately 40 out of every 100 people 
will never pay a penny for content. No matter how 
good your content is, that’s just the reality. As a result, 
whales are responsible for an enormous percentage of 
revenue in content businesses.

In the mobile gaming industry (a content industry), 
37 percent of users never spend any money (the 
barnacles). They download the free version of the 
game and never purchase anything. However, that’s 
okay for game producers, because the top 1 percent of 
users generate 20 percent of the revenue, and the top 
20 percent of users generate a whopping 88 percent 
of the revenue. In short, the whales support the entire 
industry. (page 23)

As a content creator, you have to stop thinking about 
how you can get one million more people to look at 
your page so that you can charge an advertiser more 
money. No matter how many people are coming to your 
site, advertisers will still primarily spend on Facebook 
and Google, because they have more eyeballs than you 
do, and they can target specific audience segments 
extremely well.
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However, you can be super focused on your 
best customers—the small percentage of your base 
that actually drives revenue—and provide a better 
experience for them in your niche than they can get 
anywhere else. They will pay for your service, and you 
will earn more money and have happier customers.

Furthermore, if you do a good job with your 
whales, you’ll see more of your “fish” become whales, 
because the fish look up to the whales and want to 
follow in their footsteps.

If you can do that, you can lock in double-digit 
revenue growth even as your competitors drop off 
around you. I’ve helped my clients thrive in “declining 
markets,” and seen large companies do the same.

The New York Times pulled itself from the brink 
of bankruptcy by switching its strategy from relying 
on advertising to increasing subscription revenue.
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Twenty years ago, advertising accounted for 
63 percent of the New York Times’ revenue, while 
subscriptions contributed 27 percent. However, after 
advertising revenue cratered for the paper—as it did 
for much of the industry in the mid 2000s—the Times 
changed its approach. The paper put up a paywall and 
focused on digital subscriptions. Today, its revenue 
ratio has flipped: Subscriptions are now responsible 
for 61 percent of revenue, while ad revenue makes up 
33 percent.4 Subscription revenues have in fact just 
exceeded $1 billion for the Gray Lady.5

The New York Times survived because it 
understood what makes its core readers tick and how 
they wanted to consume content, and the paper gave 
it to them for a price.

 What the Times did can be applied to small 
publishers too. In fact, there is a start-up business right 
now that is rapidly growing into a powerhouse directly 
at the expense of larger companies. That publisher 
is The Athletic, and it has achieved this success by 
creating great content, focusing on its whales, and 
charging for access.

The Athletic launched in January 2016, and in less 
than two years it has become one of the largest sports 
media companies in the United States. The company’s 
4 https://www.recode.net/2017/5/4/15550052/
new-york-times-subscription-advertising-revenue-chart.
5  “Rethinking News: Inside The New York Times Digital 
Subscriptions Explosion,” Sterling Woods Blog, February 
20, 2018, https://sterlingwoodsgroup.com/blog/
nyt-digital-subscriptions/.
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approach was simple: target local newspapers’ whales—
sports fans.

The founders of The Athletic told the New York 
Times that they “believe that sports is an undervalued 
part of that bundle (newspapers), and that there are 
tens of thousands of sports fans in each city who don’t 
care about the other sections, and would rather jettison 
their subscription and pay for The Athletic instead.”6

While local newspapers were laying off sportswriters 
to save money, The Athletic saw an opportunity—scoop 
up sports journalism talent and cater exclusively to 
sports fans by providing excellent local stories, which 
they know their customers are willing to pay for. 
The Athletic focuses exclusively on delivering a great 
experience for their whales, and it’s working. They 
charge sports fans sixty dollars a year for access to 
great content and a safe haven from the ad-destroyed 
reading experience offered by many major sports sites 
today.

Compare the reader’s experience for these two 
screenshots: one has a clean interface, similar to 
subscription sites like The Athletic, and the other has 
pop-ups, banner ads, auto-playing videos, and more 
disruptions, like many mass-media sports sites. (page 26)

In the second screenshot (page 27), a visitor hoping 
to read an article sees multiple ads, with distracting 

6 Kevin Draper, “Why The Athletic Wants to Pillage 
Newspapers,” New York Times, October 23, 2017, https://www.
nytimes.com/2017/10/23/sports/the-athletic-newspapers.
html?smid=tw-nytsports&smtyp=cur.
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videos playing (with sound that readers have to turn off), 
and other information that obscures nearly the entire 
screen—making it very difficult to actually consume the 
content they came for.

Meanwhile, the first screenshot is clean, uninterrupted 
by ads, videos, or other content the reader didn’t ask 
for. Your whales will pay for the better experience they 
receive on a page like that.

The Athletic’s meteoric rise proves that. Even 
though its subscription revenue gives them plenty of 
cash on hand, the company raised almost $8 million 
in venture capital funding to scoop up accomplished 
journalists who had been laid off by ad-dependent local 
newspapers, and to attract talent from national giants 
ESPN, Fox Sports, and Sports Illustrated.

Those companies are paying the price for their 
declining user experience and reliance on ad revenue, 
and The Athletic is reaping the benefits by exclusively 
targeting whales, creating a great user experience for 
them, and charging them for it. This is why a start-up 
like The Athletic is growing rapidly while giants in their 
market are suffering.

As I said, these strategies apply to niche publishers 
too. Even if your market isn’t as big as “sports fans,” you 
can maximize income online by treating your whales 
right! My mission is to help you do so.

Applying Big-Business Principles to Niche Publishers
My two dream jobs growing up were college professor 
and game show host. So as an adult, I started my own 
company, Sterling Woods Group, which allows me to 
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apply elements of both of those careers to helping niche 
publishers master the digital world.

I get to be like a college professor, researching and 
teaching, taking complex subject matter and boiling it 
down to understandable bits that people can act on. 
I get to help people learn new skills and teach them 
things that I’ve researched in depth and discovered 
from hands-on experience helping hundreds of com-
panies.

On the other hand, I get to apply my love of games 
(which made me want to become a game show host) 
to the vital art of A/B testing. Doing A/B testing with 
strategies is sort of like the show Let’s Make a Deal. 
What’s behind curtain one? How about curtain two? 
You have to actually try both to find out whether you 
will get zonked or get the car.

My company gives me a chance to merge my two 
ideal jobs with my business background to help orga-
nizations I care about grow. A lot of people with my 
background are not focused on small or medium-sized 
businesses.

I went to Harvard Business School and worked 
for five years at McKinsey & Company. Then I real-
ized in my heart that I wanted to have an impact with 
smaller companies, so I made a career out of applying 
the approaches used by some of the greatest business 
leaders in the world to small and medium-sized busi-
nesses. That’s my passion.

My Goal: To Demystify the Digital World for You
I help people who “don’t know what they don’t know” 
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about online technology focus on what they like doing/
are the best at (creating great content that engages their 
community), and let the technical experts take care of 
the technology end of things.

The digital world seems intimidating, but it doesn’t 
need to be. Yes, there are technical aspects of it—but 
you can leave the technical parts up to the experts. Your 
role is to set a good business strategy and a clear vision.

Once you have your strategy mapped out, it’s 
easier to specify what you need from the experts. You 
can delegate the technical aspects to experts the same 
way you trust your accountant to file your taxes every 
year. You don’t have to be an accountant to manage an 
accountant.

It’s the same with digital. Just as a good accountant 
will do a better job doing your taxes if they understand 
what you’re trying to accomplish, if you get your 
strategy right, you can lay out clear expectations for 
your technical experts and let them handle the details.

A big secret is that a lot of the technical tools do the 
same thing, so picking one or the other won’t make or 
break your business. It’s far more important to map out 
the correct business strategy and find the tools you need 
based on how they fit into that strategy. You should 
assess your technical vendors the same way you would 
an accountant—by how they fit your business needs.

But you don’t need to worry about the technical side 
just yet. Later in this book, I will give you a process 
to use to screen experts so you can ensure that they 
actually understand your business needs, and that you 
can therefore trust them to pick the right tool for you.
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First and foremost, however, we need to focus on 
creating the right business strategy. Read on, and I 
will share with you the insights you need to master the 
digital world, so that you can stop putting out fires and 
looking for ways to shave off costs, and start earning 
new revenue streams and growing your business by 
leaps and bounds.
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