
Analog AdTech:
Rebuilding Print for the 
Algorithm Age

Print has quietly become the under-contested 
channel. Local and precise – the opportunity is 
where no one is bidding. 

A while ago, I came across an interesting post by 
Michael Beebe, CEO of Dstillery, about advertising 
alpha, likening it to the alpha hedge fund 
managers pursue. 

Krithika Rosenthal, Managing Director, Strategy

It caught my attention and it made me start 
thinking about Print. 

You might pause and wonder, print? Why print 
when marketers have been pulling back from this 
medium? Both magazines and newspapers are 
steeply declining and expected to each reach 
$3 billion in revenue in 2030 from $10 billion in 
2017.
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Yet that is exactly what makes Print an advertising 
alpha play, which lives in the channels competitors 
stop paying attention to. 

As brands crowded into digital auctions, print 
quietly became one of the under-contested media 
environments in advertising.

He explains, “In layperson’s terms, and in its 

most elementary form, Alpha is the amount 

of excess return over the market that an 

investor can generate from their skill.”

Michael Beebe, CEO Dstillery

Algorithm fatigue and Gen Z’s desire for physical 
and tangible experiences are also fueling print. 
Magazines have made a comeback – from The 
Atlantic to Nylon, Spin and The Onion – have 
launched print versions. They have become luxury 
items. 

For Gen Z and Gen Alpha, the shift is from 
algorithmic sameness towards media that feels 
more intentional and real. 55% of Gen Z either 
bought or read a magazine per Association of 
Magazine Media. On average, these magazine 
subscriptions can cost $100-$120 a year according 
to Bloomberg – targeting higher income 
consumers. This of course plays well for luxury 
brands.

But it is not just the glossy magazines, it is also 
sub-culture-focused and local community-based 
zines that are finding traction. Washington-based 
The Ducktown Weekly is for “People who no 
longer get a daily paper and miss the comics 
pages” as the founder puts it.

Slowing down can sometimes be the ultimate 
luxury in a world where we are constantly 
surrounded by online noise. As William Schwartz 
writes in The Comics Journal: something about the 
nature of even low-quality newsprint is tactile 
enough to make for a very different experience 
than manipulating the interface on a phone.

It’s not just nostalgia 
marketing
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What makes it more interesting is that it can be 
localized even hyper-localized – it can now be 
planned with a level of intelligence we associate 
with digital.

Print was precise before precision was a mandate 

Print pioneered ZIP-based targeting. But today, 
the ZIP can do much more than tell us where to 
send something. It can become the connective 
tissue between audience, media and commerce.

NOVUS’ Demand Atlas can understand not only 
which audiences live in a ZIP but also which of 
them are valuable to a brand and which retail 
locations they are closest to. Layer that with print 
environments from direct mail and circulars to 
community papers, local magazines and niche 
zines and print starts to look very different from the 
mass medium one might remember.

Even glossy, premium magazines like The Atlantic 
or Vogue could turn their print subscriber 
database into an addressable programmatic ad 
network to deliver different native content or 
brand inserts to different households on the same 
monthly mailing loop. Tailored offline media 
based on neighborhood profiles. 

It is an opportunity.

Direct mail can now behave remarkably like digital 
media. Poplar and Lob can automate household-
level mail, personalize creative and trigger a 
physical piece from digital action like an 
abandoned cart.

But not all print is addressable in the same way, 
and it doesn’t have to be and shouldn’t be.

Community and niche publications offer precision 
of a different kind. Neighborhood publications 
concentrate what algorithms chase: people with a 
shared taste, shared place and a reason to pay 
attention to. 
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This gives marketers two useful signals: place and 
passion

And this is where print stops being a standalone 
medium and starts becoming a connective tissue 
across local media. 

Start with the demand by trade areas where the 
business opportunity exists, use digital to build 
reach against the audiences within them, and use 
retail media to influence people driving them 
closer to purchase. Then layer in the right print 
media whether it is direct mail, circular, a 
community publication or a niche one with cultural 
credibility.

Together, they create a disproportionate 
presence. A consumer might encounter the brand 
in their feed, see it again in a neighborhood 
publication, and encounter it as they move closer 
to purchase. 

This is where excess share of voice becomes 
interesting. 

This isn’t about rebuilding print nationally because 
competitors left it. It is to identify markets with 
growth, then use an under-contested medium to 
create more share of voice than your spend would 
normally buy.

That is advertising alpha.

Unlike the print measurement of the past, it 
doesn’t have to stop at circulation or impressions. 
It can be measured to understand the impact on 
sales velocity, incremental transactions and 
performance by store.

The irony is that print’s decline is what makes it 
interesting again. Print offers something 
increasingly scarce: the opportunity to show up 
where competitors aren’t. 

Print is no longer mass media. That is exactly what 
makes it powerful again.
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