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We have seen 
the future,
and it looks 
like mobile
Smartphone and tablet ownership 
is skyrocketing; some magazines 
are getting 30-50 per cent of their traffic 
now from mobile

Laura Imkamp

2017
world

1.8B 
smartphone sales

82% 
of total mobile  
phones sold

of adults own 
a smartphone

adults own a tablet

60%

40%

US

t is late 2013. A motley crew of passengers is 
boarding a small commuter plane at a modest 
airport in Nova Scotia, Canada.

One of those passengers is a good-natured 
gentleman with a mammoth, indeed infamous 
beard that alone has attracted 465 Twitter fol-
lowers.

That same bearded gentleman is also a new 
media pioneer, notorious in Silicon Valley and 
Silicon Alley alike for taking and winning big 
bets on digital innovations. 

He’s very pleased this morning. As he sur-
veys the passengers around him, hhe sees that, 
other than the man sitting next to him reading 
an old-fashioned newspaper, everyone else is 
reading a tablet.

That makes Jim Dalrymple very happy.
“I love the fact that even users are coming 

around,” he said. “It’s time for the publishers 
to come around as well.”

I
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mobile phones

smartphones

6.8B

90%
of adults own 
a smartphone

55%

Europe 
Big Five

smartphones units sold in 
2013, representing sales of

20
13

an increase of 11%
over 2012

230M

20
17

tablet owners
55%

$120B

Western 
Europe

China

smartphone growth

smartphone users

smartphone users

19%

100M

200M

Africa

20
18

20
13

Tablets are  
the most 
preferred device 
for leisure and 
entertainment 
activities 

It’s been roughly three and a half years since 
the launch of the iPad - six and a half years 
after the first iPhone came out - and we are in 
or fast approaching the “Golden Age of Mobile,” 
according to mobile industry consultant and 
author Chetan Sharma.

“We are entering the ‘Connected Intelli-
gence’ era,” Sharma wrote last summer. “These 
two operative words are going to define the 
next phase of human evolution and are going 
to dramatically change every industry vertical 
from the ground up. Welcome to the Golden 
Age of Mobile.”

Sharma’s words come at a time when the 
dramatic changes and uncertainty of the last 
decade in the publishing industry are begin-
ning to gel into a vision of the future that has 
“mobile” front and centre.

Globally, the smartphone market passed 
a major milestone in 2013, with 1bn devices 

sold during the year, according to the research 
company International Data Corp (IDC). Global 
tablet sales surged 50 per cent in 2013 and mo-
bile sales surpassed PC sales for the first time, 
at the end of 2013, according to IDC. 

By 2017, smartphone sales will hit 1.8 billion 
representing 82 per cent of total mobile phones 
sold, according to Smartphone Quarterly.

Nearly two thirds of US adults own a smart-
phone, and roughly 40 per cent have a tablet, 
according to 2013 research from the Pew Re-
search Centre.

In Europe, smartphones have a 55 per cent 
market share in Europe’s Big Five countries 
(Germany, UK, France, Italy, and Spain), 
according to comScore. In Western Europe, 
shipments of tablets and smartphones ex-
ceeded 230 million units in 2013 and revenues 
approached $120 billion — an increase of 11 
per cent compared with 2012, according to 
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IDC. The future is even brighter, with analyst 
Forrester projecting a quadrupling of tablet 
ownership by 2017. The firm predicts the per-
centage of online adults owning a tablet will 
hit 55 per cent by 2017, after being a mere seven 
per cent in 2011.

 In China (the world’s largest mobile market 
with 6.8bn mobile phones, according to the 
Telecommunications Development Sector), 
nine out of ten cellular phones sold are smart-
phones, according to The Guardian. Tablets 
are the most preferred device for leisure and 
entertainment activities in China, according 
to the 2013 Research on the Media Value and 
Advertising Effect of Tablets.

In Southeast Asia, tablet sales doubled in 
volume from June 2012 to May 2013 compared 
to the year before, according to a report by 
research firm GfK Asia.

Even in Africa, where smartphone pene-
tration lags the rest of the world, smartphone 
ownership is growing at 19 per cent year over 
year, according to IDC. Of the 650 million 
mobile phone subscribers in Africa, there are 
already about 100 million smartphone users, 
and that number is projected to double over 
the next four years, according to IDC.

The increasing penetration of smartphones 
and tablets is already having an impact on 
magazines, with some publishers seeing huge 
jumps in mobile traffic.

In the US, The Atlantic and Forbes, for ex-
ample, are getting 30 to 50 per cent of their 
traffic from mobile respectively.

In 2011, 86 per cent of Condé Nast UK’s traf-
fic came from PCs, with less than one per cent 
via tablet and 14 per cent from mobile. Barely 
two years later, desktop traffic had plummeted 
to 58 per cent of the total, while mobile had 
more than doubled to 30 per cent and tablets 
shot from one to 12 per cent.

Hearst UK titles Elle and Company have 
launched new mobile products in response to a 
70 per cent increase in mobile traffic, with Elle 
getting 30 per cent of its traffic from mobile 
and Company almost half (45 per cent).

“The proliferation of content consumption 
via mobile devices is forcing the industry to re-
think how we package content, how we build 
websites, and, ultimately, how we monetise 
those via advertising,” said Kim Lau, VP/digital 
manager of The Atlantic Digital.

“That’s a very real portion of our audience 
and one that we’re increasingly focused on 
making sure that we’re providing content to 
in a way that is optimised for their devices,” 
said Lau.

And yet, even though it’s increasingly obvi-
ous that mobile will be the dominant platform 
of the future, getting there is still proving to 
be a bit problematic.

Why?

mobile
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In terms of scale — if noth-
ing else — China’s mobile 
market is a world apart.

While the US market added 
an impressive 55 million 
new smartphones in 2013, 
China added a mind- 
boggling 150 million new 
devices. The China Internet 
Network Information Cen-
tre reported that 464 million 
Chinese accessed the 
internet via smartphones or 
other mobile device. China 
is also the largest online 
video consumption market, 
according to Nielsen.

 Put those statistics togeth-
er, and you have a fertile 
market for mobile content 
and advertising.

 “In China, because of the 
robustness of the video 
sector, it does render a dif-
ferent kind of consumption, 
where people are more 
familiar and OK with having 
sound, video effects, and 
the whole story being told in 
a [visual] way,” said Hearst 
Magazines International 
director of digital media 
Jenny Tsai.

And that’s why publishers 
in China like Hearst and 
Condé Nast are seeing 
huge success rates in video 
add-ons to digital magazine 
content, especially in the 

Mobile 
magazines  
in the world’s 
largest mobile 
market: China

continues page 91

Despite the growth of tablet ownership, 
tablet magazine subscriptions still accounted 
for no more than 3 per cent of total magazine 
circulation in the first half of 2013, according 
to the Alliance for Audited Media.

“Everybody thought [the iPad] overnight 
was going to be this great thing to solve [ev-
eryone’s] worries,” said Forbes Media chief 
product officer Lewis DVorkin. “But overnight? 
That’s not the case.”

The battle for a mobile user’s time is an in-
herent problem with mobile devices. Mobile 
users have so many options. Gaming, apps, and 
social networking, in particular, are sucking 
up more and more of mobile users’ attention 
spans. Already, about 65 per cent of time spent 
on social networks is happening via mobile 
devices, according to ComScore. And that’s 
something publishers need to tackle head-on.

“We continue to have to fight for our place 
of time spent,” said Hearst’s App Lab vice pres-
ident of digital editions Chris Wilkes. “Perhaps 
that more than anything else is what’s going to 
determine if we’re successful long term or not.”

Another reason for the slower than expected 
success of mobile magazines is the advertis-
ers — mostly in the Western hemisphere. They 
are the sea anchors, indicating that they still 
need a bit more convincing before they’ll start 
throwing money at digital publications.

“[The advertisers] are more worried about 
giving the user content in the form that it is in 
a magazine than they are in delivering a good 
experience for the user in iOS,” Dalrymple 
explained. “I think the priorities are wrong.”

Advertisers are not risk-takers, said Henk 

“The proliferation 
of content 
consumption via 
mobile devices is 
forcing the industry 
to rethink how we 
package content.”
Kim Lau
vp/digital, The Atlantic Digital

mobile

zuckerberg  
on mobile
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At the very 
beginning of 2014, 
Forbes became the 
first magazine to 
launch its own 
social network

Scheenstra, Sanoma COO for content media in 
the Netherlands. They want to see the subscrip-
tion and readership results before they invest.

Yet there is tablet advertising growth. While 
print ad revenues declined yet again in 2013, 
tablet magazine revenue grew by 22 per cent, 
according to AdWeek.

Unfortunately, that growth is somewhat 
deceiving. Most of those ads do not bring in 
extra money from advertisers; many are just 
pickups from print, according to AdWeek.

And yet, by 2020, the global tablet advertis-
ing market is expected to top $27 billion a year 
in annual revenue, according to The Guardian.

And why not? Mobile ads outperform desk-
top ads in terms of click-through and sharing 
rates, Buzzfeed CEO Jonah Peretti told AdWeek.

That is because users are more engrossed 
using their mobile devices than they are on 
desktops, Peretti explained, pointing out that 
there are far fewer distractions on a mobile 
screen than on a desktop.

“You have to understand the use case of 
the consumer, and that on the mobile phone, 
they’re more utility driven, they want to learn 
something or get something in the moment 
that’s valuable to them,” said Condé Nast Chi-
na president Liz Schimel. “It’s not as much of 
a lean-back, peruse content experience as a 
tablet or a print magazine or a desktop.”

“Smartphones stand for a different usage 
situation — it is quicker, you consume the 

media in a high frequency while you are on 
the move, and this is all about reach and in-
teraction,” said Oliver von Wersch, director of 
Gruner + Jahr’s digital and electronic media 
sales. The German publishing giant went to 
great lengths to embrace new mobile strat-
egies recently, redefining its position on the 
publishing stage by rebranding itself as a 
“House of Content” rather than a “House of 
Magazines”.

What about the readers? What do they 
want on their mobile devices?

“They don’t want to watch the magazine, 
they don’t want to play the magazine; the 
respect for reading is still very high,” said 
Hearst’s Wilkes.

“The way we have to win is not become 
more game-like and not become more fre-
quent and more daily like social, but continue 
to invest in very rich, unique content expe-
riences,” Wilkes said. “We have to win with 
quality.”

That’s not to say certain media elements 
have no place in modern mobile magazine 
publishing. But it does mean editors need to 
be more discerning about how and why they 
use certain multimedia tools.

“A lot of interactivity is only as valuable as 
what it adds to that part of the experience,” 
said Hearst Magazines International director 
of digital media Jenny Tsai.

“The traditional silos of media types are 

mobile
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fashion and entertainment 
sector.

Condé Nast China president 
Liz Schimel is sitting at her 
desk on the 23rd floor of 
one of Shanghai’s tallest 
skyscrapers. One side of the 
office wall is almost entirely 
made up of windows, which 
continue to wrap around the 
corner behind her, lending a 
feeling of massive scale that 
seems only fitting, given the 
topic at hand.

 “Unlike some of the other 
brands out there, we made 
the decision to get 100 per 
cent plus of our content 
into those versions,” she 
explained. “So we’re not just 
doing a light version at this 
point, we really are providing 
all the content, and we’ve 
seen fabulous growth in 
usage.”

 In the world’s largest mobile 
market, “fabulous growth” is 
no mean feat.

 “The numbers here are just 
so awesomely, eye-pop-
pingly large for everything 
that you do,” Schimel said. 
“We reach almost 40 million 
people every month.”

 Advertisers are noticing 
the growth, too. They are so 
excited about how Condé 
Nast is using video and mul-
timedia in its Chinese mobile 
applications that Schimel’s 
team is overwhelmed with 
advertiser demand to be on 
the iPad.

 “We do have to make sure, 
in everything we do, that 
we’re balancing the needs 
of our advertisers and those 
of our consumers because, 
ultimately, they’re one,” she 

continued from page 89

continues page 93

disappearing,” Sanoma’s Scheenstra says. 
“The way the content is being consumed 
triggers a new way of content production.”

That means more interactivity, rebundling 
for more frequent publishing, and added visu-
al elements like video, Scheenstra said.

The days when PDFs reduced to fit mobile 
screens were considered acceptable are long 
gone (or should be); today’s mobile-savvy 
consumers expect targeted, rich, platform-op-
timised user experiences, and if they don’t get 
it, they won’t come back.

“I’d say the one thing we’ve learned from 
our audience is that they’re less interested 
in digital PDFs of magazines,” said Atlantic 
Digital’s Lau. “[We’re] moving away from just 
replicating what the magazine pages look like 
and moving toward more of a hybrid that al-
lows the user to interact with the content and 
manipulate the content.”

The PDF approach to mobile resulted in 
a user experience that made readers think 
the magazine had “crammed something that 
doesn’t fit” into the mobile screen, Hearst 
Labs’ Wilkes said. “That’s largely what I think 
most magazines on small screens have done; 
they’ve made it overwhelming.”

“I don’t believe in shrinking the whole ex-
perience of the magazine down into the mo-
bile device,” said Condé Nast China’s Schimel. 
“The mobile device has to be very purposeful, 
very immediate.”

For all magazines, increasing usage time 
on apps and mobile websites is a critical 
contributor to increasing subscription and 
engagement numbers and revenue.

One of the best ways to do that is through 
sharing and social networks. But that ability 
to share has bedevilled almost every publisher 
because most digital magazine apps are an 
isolated reading experience. Over the last few 
years, it has become obvious to publishers 
that it is essential to put content onto the web 
for readers to enjoy and share. But current 
magazine apps hamper social communication.

“One of the big criticisms of traditional dig-
ital magazines has been that they’re a walled 
garden,” Wilkes says.

While publishers struggle to make content 
shareable and save-able yet not searchable 
online, Forbes has tackled the sharing issue 
from a different angle. At the very beginning 

Mobile
magazines
in the world’s 
largest mobile 
market:
China
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of 2014, Forbes became the first magazine to 
launch its own social network.

When he spoke about it in November of 
2013, DVorkin was cryptic, describing the 
mystery tool only as their previous “clipping” 
functionality, but “on steroids.”

Now we know he was talking about Stream: 
a mini, Forbes-only social networking plat-
form enabling subscribers to save and share 
content in a visual, pinch-and-drag way (ver-
sus copying URLs), and then post it to their 
own Stream, or various other social networks.

The idea is novel, particularly in terms of 
its application specifically as a tool for the 
magazine’s mobile community. But, as with 
most of Forbes’ mobile apps and strategy, it’s 
only available within the magazine’s iOS app.

And that means it’s going to be one more 
thing to have to carry over, 
now that publishers 
are faced with the 
substantial — and 
fairly pressing 
— challenge of 
master ing as 
many operating 
systems as they 
can.

That’s not an 
easy task for pub-
lishing company de-
velopers, especially in 
an environment charac-
terised by a fragmented, 
ever-growing list of mobile 
devices.

It’s a tricky thing to develop for an iPhone 
or iPad, it’s a lot trickier to develop for the 
growing range of Android and Windows 
platforms.

Almost all developers are focusing their 
efforts first on mastering iOS, for the simple 
reason that they know what they’re working 
with. But as Apple’s smartphone market share 
shrinks worldwide, there’s a greater urgency 
to optimise Android apps and roll them out 
to the readers.

Apple and Samsung today are crushing 
their competitors in the US and European 
markets. Combined, they account for two-
thirds of all mobile devices sold in the United 
States. But Google is steadily encroaching on 

Apple’s market stranglehold: in the last quar-
ter of 2013, 51.5 per cent of all smart devices 
ran Android’s operating system, compared to 
42 per cent on iOS.

In Europe, Android is already off and run-
ning, and in China, the advent of the An-
droid-based, low-cost Xiaomi marks a new 
wave of stiff competition. At the end of 2013, 
the Beijing-based start-up, whose phones can 
only be purchased online, had eclipsed both 
Samsung’s and Apple’s sales.

For publishers who have been focusing 
exclusively on iOS, it’s time to make changes.

“[The Android] numbers scream opportu-
nity, that’s for sure,” said Wilkes.

But “there is a quality problem 
in that many of the experiences 

on Android often feel like they 
are the ugly stepchildren 

to the more premium 
iOS version,” said 

Wilkes. “It seems 
the developers 
spend more time 
making their iOS 
versions and then 
less time making 
second version of 

it for 

Android,” 
which, for 
the la rge 
p a r t ,  h a s 
been the case.

Much of that 
has to do with mag-
azine publishers finding a much lower will-
ingness on the part of Android users to pay for 
online content and products. Part of that has to 
do with the fact that the Android marketplace 
isn’t quite as robust as Apple’s, yet at the same 
time, Android users appear less willing to 
shell out money online.

“We’ve learned from our engagement data 
that the user in iOS is much more likely to 
actually spend money and significant chunks 

“In 
the limited 
tests we’ve 

done, the Android 
marketplaces still vastly 
under-perform Apple’s 

marketplace.” 
Kim Lau

vp/Atlantic Digital

mobile
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added.

So now Condé Nast China 
is looking at more oppor-
tunities to grow its iPad 
content tailored specifically 
to the format. More frequent 
publishing, she says, could 
unlock more consumer op-
portunities, as well as more 
advertising opportunities. 
Schimel’s team is focusing 
on “the time slice of the user, 
and the immediacy of that 
digital content.”

 “I believe we’re part of a big 
ecosystem that includes 
massive social platforms,” 
Schimel said. “It’s an import-
ant body as a development 
tool for us, it’s a way to a 
broader-reach audience, 
who might not read the 
magazine, or might find it a 
bit too high-end.”

 Specifically, she’s talking 
about WeChat: a Chi-
nese-developed social 
networking application that 
could be likened to a combi-
nation of Twitter, Facebook, 
and WhatsApp. The app 
is free, and allows anyone 
— individuals, groups of 
friends, events, and brands 
— to create specific chan-
nels users can subscribe to 
for updates, messages and 
branded content.

 “I think it’s going to take the 
world by storm because it’s 
so perfectly designed for 
the mobile device,” Schimel 
said.  It’s an easy adaptive 
step for publishers and 
brands to take. But WeChat 
hasn’t infiltrated the Western 
market yet, and native 
magazine apps, so far, have 
failed to meet the demand 
of social media.

of time,” said Wilkes. “So the return is greater 
to start on iPhone and then translate that to 
Android.”

The Atlantic’s Lau agrees: “You hear so 
much about Android being dominant in the 
market and yet from a usage perspective, 
when we look at the audiences that are vis-
iting our website via devices, the vast majority 
are still coming from iOS devices. And in the 
limited tests we’ve done, the Android mar-
ketplaces still vastly underperform Apple’s 
marketplace. The Android marketplace just 
isn’t as robust, and part of that is the frag-
mentation.”

On a practical level, when Jim Dalrymple 
was looking at his Loop tablet magazine, he 
had a decision to make. “I looked at whether 
to do an Android version of the magazine. I 
looked into the stats and numbers and the 
way people will spend money, and from ev-
erything I’ve seen and even talking to some 
developers who develop for both iOS and An-
droid, people just don’t seem to be willing to 
spend money on the Android side.”

That situation won’t last forever, but for 
now publishers would appear to be safe to 
focus on iOS and leave Android for later.

Hearst’s Wilkes insists his company is 
intent on making sure that its Android ex-
perience is “best-in-class”, but he adds that 
they’ll get to it “eventually”.

However, if the recent past is any indi-
cation, “eventually” really means ‘PDQ’ or 
pretty darn quick, because it’s clear mobile 
is where magazines are headed and that uni-
verse is exploding before our very eyes.

continued from page 91

In China, the 
low-cost Xiaomi 
smartphone, 
available only 
online, had eclipsed 
both Samsung’s and 
Apple’s sales at the 
end of 2013

Mobile
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largest mobile 
market:
China
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