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“Can readership fall when circulation is rising?” 
 
We thought you might f ind the attached AdMap article interesting.  ZenithOptimediaÕs Andrew Green rightly 
recognizes the complexity of the relationship between readership and circulation, noting various studies of the 
issue by publishers as well as academics. 
 
This area is not very well-understood and itÕs quite common to find planners or magazine reps straight-lining 
relationships so (for example) a 10% increase in circulation might lead them to suggest a 10% increase in 
readership has occurred.  However, we believe publishers and their circulation managers are much more 
aware of the shortcomings of these approaches than you might guess. 
 
I would suggest that the job of the circulation manager, in addition to controlling overall circulation and 
attendant printing costs, is to actively manage the mix of primary and secondary readers.  Primary Readers 
either purchase the magazine directly or live in the home of the purchaser.  Secondary Readers do not live in 
the primary readerÕs home, so they read someone elseÕs pass-along copies.  IÕve had some interesting 
discussions with MRI about the distinction between actual buyers/subscribers vs. those living in there homes, 
but thatÕs a topic for another day. 
 
A publication that raises it prices may discourage some readers from actually buying the magazine, but it will 
take some time for subscriptions to lapse or some portion of those who have already done so as well as 
newsstand buyers may read someone elseÕs copies.  Similarly, magazines that invest in upgraded content or 
reduce prices may grow their circulation in part by converting secondary readers to primary. 
 
One way to characterize the general relationship between changes in circulation and readership might be to 
apply a square root.  Over the years, IÕve found this worked reasonably well in modeling readership results: 
 

¥ If a magazineÕs circulation rises 10%, we might assume readership will rise 4.9%.  Circulation 
growth is a mix of real growth in total readership and conversion of secondary readers to primary. 

¥ If a magazines circulation falls 10%, we might assume readership will only fall 5.1%.  Circulation 
loss is a mix of real shrinkage in total readership and conversion of primary readers to secondary. 

 
ItÕs an interesting field for further research, complicated all the more by recent questions regarding the 
accuracy of reported circulation numbers. 
 
Feel free to forward your comments to me at LarryG@mediaaudit.com. 
 
Cheers and Enjoy the read! 
 
 
Larry 
 
Larry Goldstein 
Chief Research &  Innovation Offi cer 
 
 

Admap provides a valuable window into thinking among industry practitioners who 
are on the leading edge of development and application of best practices in 
advertising and media research.  It is without peer in its quality and breadth.  I read 
every issue cover to cover, always eager to see the next one arrive on my desk.  To 
learn more or order your own subscription, visit www.admapmagazine.com. 


