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INTRODUCTION 
Newsrooms around the world are constantly searching for the most 

efficient tools to enable them to have a direct relationship with readers. 

They are also keenly interested in capturing as much data about who is 

reading their content as possible. Email newsletters have become a 

quickly adopted method of achieving both of these objectives. Readers 

generally have an email address and are familiar with emails from 

friends, family, and brands. Readers are often quicker to give up their 

email address than their credit card number. This behavior makes email 

newsletters a critical part of a news organization’s subscription funnel. 

These email newsletters from news organizations range from daily news 

roundups to exclusive-premium content targeted at particular users.  

But growth rates for email lists and open rates can stagnate. There is 

potential to make email newsletter products more engaging hooking 

readers on the product and ideally leading to increases in paid 

subscriptions.  

We will employ Nir Eyal’s Hooked Model  to analyze the effectiveness of 1

email newsletter products published by The Dallas Morning News. 

Specifically, we will compare the effectiveness of The News’ daily news 

roundup emails and its real estate newsletter. In the following pages, we 

will explore the following questions:  

• Do these products succeed in engaging the target audience? 

• Are deficiencies according to the Hooked Model? 

• How can designers overcome those those deficiencies? 

• Can lessons from the Hooked Model contribute to The News’ 

overarching goal of increasing digital subscriptions?  

 Eyal, Nir, and Ryan Hoover. Hooked: How to Build Habit-Forming Products. Toronto, Ontario: Portfolio Penguin, 2014.1
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 HOOKED METHOD OVERVIEW 
Nor Eyal’s Hooked Model is intended to give product designers a 

framework for building products that users form habits around. The 

model is simple with four categories that make one “Hooked” cycle: 

trigger, action, variable reward, and investment. Each category is 

intended to propel the user onto the next and then set them in a cycle of 

continuous, hooked use of the product. (See Fig. 1)  
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Fig. 1: Nir Eyal’s Hooked Model
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 ABOUT THE PRODUCT 
The Dallas Morning News is produced by the largest newsroom in Texas. 

The news organization publishes news, politics, business, entertainment,  

lifestyles, and sports content for North Texas online at DallasNews.com 

and in a daily newspaper. As print subscriptions have declined, legacy 

publishers like The News are looking for new ways to improve the value 

propositions of their digital products to consumers.  

Part of that effort at The News is a robust digital newsletter strategy. As 

of November 2017, journalists at The News produce 13 email newsletters 

on various topics. For this analysis we will compare two different styles 

of newsletter published by The News: the twice-daily headline news 

roundup newsletter and real estate reporter Steve Brown’s topical  

newsletter. Both newsletters are built in and sent out using Emma, a 

email marketing platform.  

The headline news roundups are produced by the Audience team in the 

newsroom. They typically include a synopsis of three major stories, 

photos, related links, a photo of the day, links to other major stories and 

a final item that can be used as a promotional spot or a way to highlight 

a story. All content in the newsletter is already published online before 

the newsletter is sent. They are curated and written twice daily Monday 

to Friday and then once on Sunday as a weekend roundup. They are also 

published on DallasNews.com as articles promoting the newsletter 

version. More than 51,000 people subscribe to the news roundup 

newsletters as of October 1, 2017.  (See Appendix 1, 2) 

Steve Brown is The News’ longtime real estate reporter. He is a must-read 

for real estate news in the Dallas-Fort Worth area. His weekly newsletter 

is published on Fridays. It often includes exclusive content that is 

published first in the newsletter, a heat map of top sales and leases, and 

other specialty graphics. The real estate newsletter is subscribed to by 

more than 8,900 people as of October 1, 2017.  (See Appendix 3) 

Fig. 2: Dallas Morning News front 

page for October 27, 2017

Fig. 3: DallasNews.com homepage

http://DallasNews.com
http://DallasNews.com
http://DallasNews.com
http://DallasNews.com
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SCENARIO OF USE 
The scenarios of use for the two newsletters are similar. We will bracket 

our analysis to begin when the subscriber receives the email notification 

that they have a new message. We are considering a similar scenario 

with two different personas.  

The first is a 35-year-old woman named Jill who subscribes to The Dallas 

Morning News’ news roundup email. She works in finance, is a new mom 

to her son, Frank, and likes to stay on top of her local news. She has been 

living in Dallas for a few years now, but hadn’t subscribed to the 

newspaper digitally or in print because she felt like she gleaned enough 

from social media and other news sources. When she would hit The 

News’ pay meter, she’d open the article in an incognito window and keep 

reading. After the 2016 election though, Jill was feeling more compelled 

to subscribe so she signed up for the headline news roundups. The free 

emails are enough of the news that she feels informed enough to 

conversations at work. She’s still weighing the cost of a full digital or 

print subscription, but she consistently reads the morning newsletter 

and will read the evening edition if the notification catches her at a good 

time.  

The second is a 60-year-old man named Bill who is a long-time print 

subscriber to The Dallas Morning News. Over the years he has changed 

his subscription to be Sunday-only in print and pays the extra $1 a 

month for all-digital access. He is a real estate agent in Plano and has 

long considered Steve Brown’s reporting on the region to be critical to 

his work. Bill jumped on the opportunity to subscribe to the real estate 

newsletter and looks forward to reading the exclusive content on Friday 

mornings when it arrives in his inbox. When an item in the newsletter 

involves a client or someone he knows, Bill makes sure to forward it on 

to them for their records.  
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“HOOKED” APPLIED 
While the basic application of the Hooked Model is similar for the two 

products, there are some notable differences in the latter half of the 

cycle. They will be noted below.  

Trigger 

While in both our scenarios of use the users are already subscribed to the 

newsletters. It is important to note that there are several paid triggers 

that can prompt users to subscribe to the newsletters. Those include: 

digital advertising on DallasNews.com, Facebook, Twitter, in other 

newsletters, or other websites; print advertisements in The Dallas 

Morning News or other publications; radio or podcast advertisements; 

and television advertisements. Also important are earned triggers like 

The News’ newsletter strategy being written about by journalism 

industry publications like the Columbia Journalism Review, Neiman Lab, 

or Poynter.  

Owned triggers are critical to our scenario of use in both cases. Both 

users were notified by a new email alert on their phones from their email 

client. This is the single most powerful trigger for an email newsletter 

product. Designers must overcome the potential for their email to be 

sorted to a spam folder by modern email clients. Then the product itself 

must be compelling enough for the user not to have the newsletters 

sorted to skip their email inbox and go to a folder. Depending on the 

user’s settings, they may see a portion of the email on their phone lock 

screen (Fig. 4) or they will be prompted to check their new emails by 

that highly effective little read alert bubble on their email client (Fig. 6). 

Relationship triggers are crucial to growing the number of email 

newsletter subscribers. Users need to either compelled by the quality of 

the content or told with a call-to-action that they should tell their 

friends and family about the newsletter and how to subscribe.  

Fig. 4: A lock screen email 
notification about a news roundup 

Fig. 5: In addition to email alerts, 
news roundups are published online 
and in The Dallas Morning News app 

and sent as push alerts to users’ 
lock screens.  

Fig. 6: An iPhone home screen 
shows many red notifications

http://DallasNews.com
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These relationship triggers could be through word of mouth, sharing on 

social media, forwarding the email itself, or through a more developed 

loyalty program. Relationship triggers can also be a reminder for current 

subscribers to check out the latest edition if they missed it, which can 

boost crucial open rates.  

Action 

The user actions with email newsletters are relatively simple. They see 

the notification trigger, which compels them to open the email. They 

then start scanning the email for something they find interesting and 

begin to read. They might look at the photos. They also might click the 

link from the email and be taken to the full story on DallasNews.com. 

They might purposefully, but more likely accidentally, click on an ad 

within the newsletter and be taken to the sponsor’s website. Users also 

might be so compelled by a piece of content that they forward the email 

onto another person.  

For both scenarios of use, the user’s actions are relatively the same.  

Variable Reward 

In short, newsletter readers are being rewarded with knowledge of news 

in their local community and amusement from entertaining things that 

are happening. Because the content of each newsletter issue changes 

based on what is in the news, the degree to which these are a reward can 

change. The newsletter structure is the same from issue to issue, which 

helps balance the constantly changing content with  consistency in 

format and layout. The consistency especially is beneficial to readers 

who can be resistant to change, and to journalists producing the 

products in a busy non-stop news cycle with smaller staffs.  

The real estate newsletter produced by Steve Brown regularly includes 

content that is exclusive to newsletter readers, or at least sent to them 

first. The limited release of the content creates a desire in users to be 

part of the club that gets the scoop first.  

http://DallasNews.com
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It is compelling for users like Bill who want to be in the know about the 

real estate industry in North Texas. Not only does the information need 

to be exclusive, but it must be accurate. Steve Brown adheres to strict 

journalistic standards in his reporting. His sources and his readers know 

this and have responded by seeing the value in his work helping him 

become one of The News’ highest subscription drivers.  

In contrast, content in the daily headline news roundups are almost 

always published online before they are published in the newsletters. 

These newsletters are a way for readers to catch up, not necessarily to 

get ahead.  

The variable reward from the headline roundup newsletter can be 

limited depending on how plugged into the news the particular user is. 

In the case of Jill, she is fairly busy working full time and raising her son. 

She relies on the comprehensive nature of the headline newsletters. She 

needs them to be curated and have fresh content from the last time she 

read. Jill is trusting that The Dallas Morning News is presenting her with 

a complete picture of the news in her community.  

A user who is glued to news websites or a news-dominated social media 

feed more frequently than Jill, the headline newsletter could be 

redundant and the reward may be more limited.  

Investment 

The ideal way for newsletter readers to show they are invested in the 

product is for them to subscribe to The Dallas Morning News. However, 

there are many other steps to them demonstrating an investment and 

that they are becoming habitual readers. Sharing stories they read in the 

newsletters first on their personal social media feeds is one way to prove 

investment. As is promoting the newsletters on social media or 

forwarding them on to a friend or family member who would likely 

subscribe.  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 When readers email our journalists or contact them on social media, it 

proves in a one-on-one way that they read the story or the content and 

care enough to send a note, whether positive or negative. When readers 

go up to bat with other readers or trolls in support of The News’ work, 

especially in the current politicized climate around news coverage, that 

proves a great degree of investment. Simply opening the newsletters 

consistently is a trackable way to prove reader investment. But above all, 

no investment beats a reader opening their wallet and paying for a full 

subscription.  

HOW TO “HOOK” MORE USERS 
Email newsletters are a critical wing of The Dallas Morning News’ overall 

strategy to increase the number of digital subscribers. Often readers will 

be grabbed by a headline they see shared on social or linked on another 

website. We consider these readers to casual. They might read one or two 

stories in a month. When readers take the next step and follow The News 

on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Reddit, or subscribe to one or more of 

the 13 newsletters, they move closer to intentional readers. These users 

are choosing to associate and receive updates about the reporting. They 

are also more likely to hit The News’ meter, which varies between two 

and five free stories per 30 days depending upon the users’ IP address 

location. After hitting the meter they are prompted to subscribe.  

Right now, newsletters are not necessarily being used as a way to 

increase the pool of casual or intentional readers. This is especially the 

case with the headline roundup newsletter. The content of the daily 

headline newsletter could learn from the real estate newsletter produced 

by Steve Brown and offer some content that is exclusive to newsletter 

subscribers. This could be a feature story that is publishing early, a 

behind-the-scenes look at how the journalism is produced, or a brief 

interview that maybe would not be a full story but would interest the 

newsletter audience.  

Fig. 7: The “subscription funnel” 
shows the varying methods The 
Dallas Morning News uses to funnel 
readers into becoming paying 

subscribers. Newsletters are a key 
part of this strategy. 

Casual Readers

Intentional Readers

New/Trial  
Subscribers

Loyal 
Subscribers



! �10

  The newsletters could also benefit from making them feel like an 

exclusive club that has benefits for members. Newsletters like The Skimm 

and Girls Night In have created robust membership programs and include 

a clear call-to-action suggesting that readers invite friends to join the 

newsletters. The language is friendly, inviting, and easy. Readers who 

bring new members into the group are rewarded with shoutouts in the 

publication and swag.  

Promotional materials like this are available at The News and the 

greatest investment would likely be around the development resources 

to make a feature seamless. This would turn readers into promoters, 

saving the company money on marketing resources.  

The News could also be using these newsletters to beta test ideas or 

suggest to already loyal readers a new product they might want to try. 

Politico used this strategy recently to help seed the subscriber list for 

their new premium global policy newsletter service. Politico gave 

newsletter subscribers a limited time look at the new product with a call-

to-action encouraging loyal readers to sign up for the new product if 

they enjoyed the sample. The News could benefit from approaching 

newsletter readers honestly about experiments they are running and 

encourage reader feedback. This would create a valuable feedback loop 

for the product designers and reassure readers that their input is being 

considered.  

This would likely be a cost-savings mechanism for The News because it 

would cut down on costly outside focus groups and surveys. It would 

give journalists a way to iterate and make decisions more quickly when 

developing new products rather than getting bogged down in the long 

and expensive existing corporate process. If the newsletter beta tests 

show merit, then further audience research and product development 

would be a more worthwhile step. 

Fig. 8: The Skimm call-to-action

Fig. 9: Girls Night In call-to-action

Fig. 10: Politico new product 

sample
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