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efforts and avoid stretching yourself too thin.

Who will be the audience of your online magazine? 
Will this be a similar or different audience than your 
print magazine? How many readers can your online 
magazine reach? Calculate that audience to make 
sure you have realistic expectations. (For example, if 
you are the publisher of KC Parent, look up the total 
number of Kansas City households with children.)

Content

After you’ve articulated your high-level goals and 
mission, it’s time to think about your content strategy. 
What will you publish on your site? If you already 
have a print issue, you know the main topics your 
readers care about. (If not, ask them!) Could any 
of that content work online? Besides digging into 
your own content, do some research into what your 
competitors are posting. You can also use free tools 
like Google Trends, CrowdTangle, or even Google’s 
search bar predictions to see what types of topics are 
trending for your audience.

Once you have decided the topics you will cover, 
check your budget and staff capabilities to determine 
how often you will be able to publish content on your 

Online magazines are a varied bunch. KC Parent 
caters to Kansas City-based parents, keeping 

them up-to-date on local family-friendly events and 
resources. The California Sunday Magazine, now 
online-only, publishes longform editorial features for 
a national audience. 

But despite the differences, online magazines tend 
to share some common qualities. They often serve 
a niche audience, one that is smaller but generally 
more devoted than the audience of a daily newspaper. 
Online magazines tend to publish more in-depth 
features and evergreen content than breaking news 
stories. They often have a greater emphasis on the 
design of their content. And they can be a bit more 
creative in the types of content they offer. (One 
of Memphis Magazine’s most popular features is 
Ask Vance, a column where fictional dandy Vance 
Lauderdale digs into the city’s under-the-radar 
history.)

Metro Publisher has served the needs of magazine 
and alternative newspaper websites for over a decade. 
In this article, we’ll draw from that experience to offer 
advice on how to create a successful online magazine 
(and avoid some common pitfalls along the way).

Mission & Goals

Before diving into the details, take some time to 
articulate the purpose of your online magazine. Why 
do you want to create it? Access to an expanded 
audience? Digital revenue opportunities? Quicker 
content turnaround? What would make your online 
magazine successful?

Conduct market research to create reasonable 
expectations for your website. Who will be your 
competitors? What unique value will your online 
magazine bring? How will you serve your readers? 
And how will you not compete with other media 
websites? Knowing this will help you focus your 
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website. As part of this, think about the relationship 
of your print issue to your online content. Will you 
publish all your print content online? Will your 
print content be available to print subscribers at the 
same time as online visitors or will you stagger the 
publication dates? Knowing how much content you 
will be able to publish online will give you a sense 
of how many content verticals are reasonable for 
your website. (For example, if you can only publish 
five stories a week, you should not have ten content 
verticals.) 

Beyond writing and publishing content, make a plan 
for promoting that content. Will you promote every 
story on all your social media channels? What stories 
will you promote via email? What stories will you 
design for search traffic? Joy Mayer of Trusting News 
has created a hub with resources to help guide your 
social media decisions.

Who will be producing the content for your website? 
Will your in-house staff do this? Or will you hire 
freelancers? If freelancers, how much will that 
cost per month? Will they also be responsible for 
publishing and promoting the content? To make 
the most of your budget, tagging can be especially 
useful. Tagging articles allows pages on your website 
to automatically rotate with fresh content. See this 
article for tagging tips and other ways automation can 
save your staff time. 

Design

What will your website look like? To start the 
brainstorming process, browse Webby or Awwward 
winners in the magazine website category. Look 
at Metro Publisher’s client gallery or the magazine 
themes offered by Wordpress. Check out websites run 
by others in your field. 

Consider the value you’re offering readers and how 
that might influence your website’s look and feel. 
The website of a Cincinnati-based arts and culture 
magazine, for example, might prioritize striking 
images and an events calendar. But a national trade 
magazine serving accountants might privilege 

typography and infographics. 

Take into account your staffing capabilities when 
considering your website’s design. Will your writers 
be able to publish enough content to fill (and 
regularly rotate) a homepage that features 30 stories? 
If not, choose a simpler homepage. Do you have 
a staff photographer or someone who can source 
appropriate images for your site? If not, stick with a 
less image-heavy website.

Take notes and screenshots of the elements you like. 
Before getting lost in design templates of your CMS, 
sketch out a wireframe of all the content you want 
included on your site. Try to reduce the clicks a user 
has to take to get to each element. And make sure 
your navigation is intuitive to readers.

Software

There is no shortage of software designed for media 
websites. But to start, the main things you will need 
to get your website up and running are a domain 
name, a content management system (CMS), 
analytics software, email marketing software, and ad 
management software.

The domain name is the 
URL that visitors enter to 
reach your website. Choose 
a domain that’s easy to 
remember and intuitive 
for readers. To see what 
domain names are currently 
available, visit GoDaddy.
com 

A CMS such as Metro Publisher or WordPress is 
the software your staff will use to upload, edit, and 
publish content on your site. Choosing a CMS is a big 
decision, following this feature is a guide we’ve made 
that goes over the main things you should consider 
when choosing your CMS. (Note: If the CMS you 
choose does not come with hosting, you will need 
to also sign up for a hosting service like BlueHost or 
Amazon Web Services.)

Analytics software allows you to see how many 



people are visiting your site, what they are looking 
at, where they are coming from, how long they are 
reading your articles, and more. Google Analytics is a 
free analytics software; you just need a domain name 
to set it up. Parse.ly and Chartbeat are other popular 
analytics programs, but they cost thousands per year.

Email marketing software like MailChimp, Constant 
Contact, or Hubspot is used to send mass emails to 
your readers. Growing and maintaining an active 
email list is important for maintaining membership 
programs, growing site traffic, promoting events and 
contests, and more.

If you will be using display ads on your site, sign up 
for an ad management service. Google Ad Manager 
is a robust and free tool, but requires some know-
how and offers little direct customer support. 
Alternatively, BroadStreet is an ad manager that starts 
at $99 per month and is designed for niche media 
websites. 

Revenue

Launching an online magazine 
opens up a variety of new revenue 
streams to publishers—display ads, 
membership programs, sponsored 
content, and more. The best revenue 
strategy for you depends on your 
mission, audience size, editorial 
content, and staff capabilities. 

Here are some of the most popular 
options for online magazines:

Membership Programs: Reader membership 
programs are a great way to support your publication 
while also being accountable to your audience 
(instead of advertisers). We’ve recently written about 
successful programs launched by The American 
Prospect and INDY Week.

Sponsored Content: Publishing sponsored articles 
or guides for advertisers can not only support your 
publication, it can also bring traffic to your site. 
Creating sponsored content requires more staff time 
than display ads, but it also has higher profit margins. 

Sponsored Contests: Contests are a big traffic 
and revenue driver for small online publications. For 
example, Harrisburg Magazine ran a readers’ choice 
poll that brought in $152,000 in revenue the first year 
it ran. You can run contests with promotions software 
like Second Street or through a clever use of online 
form builders like WuFoo.

Display Ads: Running display ads on your site 
requires little management compared to some of 
the other options listed, but also has lower margins. 
And, if overused, too many display ads can degrade 
your reader’s experience. For smaller publishers with 
smaller audiences, it’s often more profitable to sell and 
manage display ads manually rather than relying on 
programmatic ads. And ideally, you sell display ads 
as part of a larger package (like an event or contest 
sponsorship).

Event Promotion: An online presence can make 
it easier for advertisers to promote their own events. 
Mpls St Paul Magazine, for example, hosts a bi-annual 
Restaurant Week event that coincides with their 
editorial feature. They use their website to sell tickets 
and promote their event sponsors.

Circulation Sales: Your website can also be used to 
promote and sell your print issues. Many successful 
membership programs include print issues in their 
offerings available to readers.

Email: Emails can contain display ads, sponsored 
content, promote sponsored contests and events, and 
drive membership programs. And with a strong email 
list, publishers can target specific audiences (readers 
with an interest in food, for example), which helps 
maintain low unsubscribe rates.



How to Choose the Best CMS 
for Your Online Magazine

What’s the best content management system for your publication? 
Consider these ten questions as you make your decision.

Selecting the best content 
management system (CMS) for 
your online magazine is a high-
stakes decision. 
Your CMS determines how your site will look and 
function. It determines how high your content ranks 
in Google’s search results. It determines how well 
your employees can do their jobs and what options 
you can offer advertisers. It will be your go-to place to 
upload, edit, and publish content on your site. 

So, what’s the best CMS? Metro Publisher? 
Wordpress? Squarespace? Well, it depends. To give 
you a hand, we’ve put together a list of ten magazine-
specific questions for you to consider as you make 
your decision.
1. Is my publication and team better served 
using an off-the-shelf CMS or a purpose-built 
cloud CMS?

Generic off-the-shelf CMS like Wordpress or Joomla! 
are highly customizable; they are designed to serve a 
wide range of users. They come with a large selection 
of plug-ins and themes and any user can modify the 
original source code. 

But this flexibility comes at a cost.

Off-the-shelf CMS come with a steep learning curve. 
Users are completely responsible for the set-up and 
up-keep of their site. The CMS company does not 
provide any onboarding training or site maintenance. 
Users are responsible for incorporating custom 
branding, installing safe plugins, getting rid of bugs, 
managing web hosting, ensuring site security, and 
backing up content. If you choose to use an off-the-
shelf CMS, invest in a web developer to ensure your 
site stays up-to-date. See question two to get a sense 
of how much this might cost your organization.

Alternatively, purpose-built cloud CMS are generally 
designed and built for niche markets. For example, 
Shopify is designed for e-commerce websites. 
BentoBox is designed for restaurant websites. And 
Metro Publisher is designed for anyone who wants 
to build a magazine site. These CMS focus on 
developing features that serve their specific clients. 
And they have customer support teams trained to 
serve those clients’ needs.

Generic off-the-shelf CMS like 
Wordpress or Joomla! are highly 
customizable; they are designed to 
serve a wide range of users...But this 
flexibility comes at a cost.



Purpose-built CMS may not give you access to as 
many add-on features as an off-the-shelf system, but 
they offer more oversight of the features they do offer. 
So, you can rest assured that the available features 
are safe to use and up-to-date. And these CMS also 
generally oversee the hosting of their client’s content, 
including that cost into their monthly fee. If you’re 
considering a purpose-built CMS, ask the CMS 
company how often they make updates and roll out 
new features. It will give you a sense of whether your 
site will feel up-to-date in several years and whether 
the CMS is responsive to their clients’ needs.

Purpose-built CMS, such as Metro Publisher, are also 
typically cloud applications. They store all their users’ 
website data on the cloud. So, users interact with 
their website through a web browser, as opposed to 
updating website data locally. The benefits of having 
a cloud CMS are substantial. Cloud applications 
require less maintenance, have lower start-up costs, 
offer regular updates and backups, scale easily, and 
give you the ability to access your website’s data from 
multiple devices. 

A cloud CMS is great for organizations that do not 
have in-house development resources to spare. With 
these systems, the CMS handles the web development 
work. Clients don’t need any prior coding experience. 
(Although, if you want to flex your HTML muscles, 
you can often do that on custom pages.) 

2. How much does each CMS cost?

Generally, the larger the website (higher traffic, more 
content, more features), the more you will pay for 
your CMS.

Many off-the-shelf systems are free—
technically. But in reality, you will 
need to invest in several costs outside 
these systems to make your site run 
well. 

A cloud CMS packages many of the costs of running 
your website into a monthly fee. For example, Metro 
Publisher’s CMS ranges in cost from $149 per month 
to $395 per month. These plans include web hosting, 
customer support, unlimited users, design tools, 
events calendars, and more. Sites with over one 
million monthly views can opt for a higher-priced 
enterprise plan with more features and data storage. 

These costs include hosting, design templates, plug-
ins, security, and developer fees. Some costs will be 

ongoing and some will be one-time fees. A Wordpress 
template, for example, could set you back $200. The 
average cost of individual Wordpress plug-ins range 
from $15 to $200. Depending on what type of hosting 
service you use, hosting costs can vary widely. A 
simple personal website might cost as little as $10 
a month. But for more robust sites like an online 
magazine, hosting can cost thousands per month. 
Wordpress.com VIP Cloud Hosting, a hosting service 
that serves high-traffic websites, charges customers 
between $5,000 and $25,000 per month.

If you use an off-the-shelf CMS, one of your main 
expenses will be hiring a developer to create and 
maintain your site. This cost, like hosting, will vary 
dramatically based on your needs. Setting up a small, 
professional site on a premade template may only cost 
a few thousand dollars. Setting up a large, custom-
built, feature-rich site could cost tens of thousands of 
dollars. After your site is set up, you will need to hire 
a freelance developer or development team to keep 
tabs on your site. WebFX, a digital marketing agency, 
estimated that website tech support generally costs 
between $1,500 to $3,000 per month. If you manage 
a smaller online magazine, you may be able to get 
away with hiring a freelance developer for just a few 
hours a month. According to CodeMentor, an online 
platform for developers, the current hourly rate for a 
freelance developer is $60–100.

3. What CMS can save my staff time?

Online magazines are small-but-mighty operations. 
They can get a lot done with a small staff. The right 
CMS can automate time-consuming tasks that online 
magazines often do such as managing calendar 
listings, uploading Best Doctors lists, importing 
restaurant guides, rotating content, and more. 

Make sure that the CMS you choose allows you to 
import and export data using common spreadsheet 
file formats. You should never have to input hundreds 
of restaurant listings one-by-one. Metro Publisher 
offers clients the ability to do this through custom 
support requests.

Also, select a CMS that allows content to rotate 
automatically so your staff can spend their time 
writing articles rather than moving them around. 
Metro Publisher’s tagging system, for example, allows 
content to rotate on any web page (or combination of 
web pages) you choose. 
4. Which CMS integrates with third-party 
software I need?

Most CMS companies will integrate with widely-used 



software like Mailchimp or Google Ads. But online 
magazines often rely on lesser-known software to fit 
their needs. Since purpose-built CMS serve niche 
audiences, the integrations they develop will cater 
to that audience. Metro Publisher, for example, is 
designed for online magazines. The integrations they 
offer include BroadStreet, TypeKit, Chartbeat, Google 
Analytics, and Hubspot, among others. 

Off-the-shelf CMS offer integrations with a wide 
range of third-party software. (Here’s where you can 
browse Wordpress’ available integrations and plug-
ins.) But off-the-shelf CMS offer no oversight of these 
integrations. So, if you’re not careful, you could install 
some buggy software. A professional web manager 
can help you choose safe, functional plug-ins that 
are likely to stay up-to-date. They can also help you 
develop a custom integration (or work with a tool like 
Zapier) if one is not available already.
5. Which CMS offers quick and responsive 
customer service with a real person?

Off-the-shelf and purpose-built CMS provide very 
different customer service experiences. Wordpress 
has a support page where you can search for 
documentation on common issues. Web managers 
have also posted technical questions and answers 
on endless forums online. But Wordpress has no 
customer service center where you can ask questions 
and receive personalized answers from Wordpress 
staff. If you commit to an off-the-shelf CMS, someone 
on your staff will need to navigate forums and 
support pages for answers to problems that arise.

Purpose-built systems offer much more direct 
customer service and handholding. For example, 
Metro Publisher offers timely support through their 
online ticketing system, where most client tickets 
are resolved within one day. Because these systems 
serve a smaller, niche audience, the customer service 
staff often know the history of their clients’ requests. 
Custom development, employee training, and other 
services are also available through Metro Publisher’s 
support packages. (Recurring employee training 
with the CMS can be a vital resource, especially for 
organizations that experience high employee turnover 
rates.) This option provides publishers a service like 
that of an in-house development team, but at a much 
lower cost.

6. What do websites on the CMS look like?

Most CMS allow clients to customize the look and 
feel of their site. Get a sense of what your final site 

will look like by browsing the client websites of the 
CMS you’re considering. Here are a few to start: 

Here are some top online magazines organized by the 
CMS they currently use: 

Metro Publisher: Centro Tampa Bay, Mpls St Paul 
Magazine, Fort Worth Magazine 

Wordpress: Washingtonian, D Magazine, NOW 
Toronto

Foundation: The Source Weekly, Humboldt Insider, 
Riverfront Times

ARCx Publishing: Willamette Week, Santa Fe 
Reporter, The Dallas Morning News
7. How easy is it to transfer my content on to 
(and out of) the CMS?

One of the biggest headaches of setting up your 
publication on a new CMS can be transferring your 
content from the old site to the new one. Monthly 
magazines often have thousands of archived pieces of 
content. Weekly publications often have even more 
pages to migrate. 

A sloppy import could leave you with hours of 
manual work to get all your content sorted. Wix, for 
example, restricts users from exporting their site’s 
content to a non-Wix site. So, if you grow out of Wix 
after a couple years, you may have to spend a lot of 
time manually moving your content. Other systems, 
like Metro Publisher, offer smart content mapping 
and redirects to make the migration process simple 
for publishers. 

Off-the-shelf systems do not restrict users from 
migrating content on and off their platform. But they 
do not do this for their users, so you will most likely 
need the help of a developer to execute this for you. 
Make sure you’re aware of what the import process 
will look like (and how much it might cost) before 
committing to a CMS. 

Make sure the staff members who will 
be using the CMS...feel comfortable 
using it before launch day.

With either option, make sure the staff members who 
will be using the CMS—writers, editors, advertising 
coordinators—feel comfortable using it before 
launch day. Set up a time for your staff to preview the 
interface before committing to a CMS. What does 
the interface look like? Is it something you think 



your staff will be able to easily navigate? If not, how 
difficult will it be to train them to use the system? 
Off-the-shelf systems will not provide employee 
training, but some purpose-built systems do. Metro 
Publisher, for example, offers employee training as 
part of their support packages.
8. Does the CMS accommodate searchable 
lists and events calendars?

Online calendars and best-of guides are many online 
magazine’s bread and butter since they can be both 
a source of high user traffic and advertising revenue. 
Make sure the CMS you’re considering gives you the 
capability to easily create these types of pages.

Since Metro Publisher caters to magazine publishers, 
directories and calendars are features baked into 
their system. Metro Publisher’s tagging system allows 
clients to set up guides where site visitors can search 
by relevant categories. For example, visitors can 
search the online restaurant guide of Minneapolis 
St. Paul Magazine, a Metro Publisher client, by 
neighborhood, cuisine, location, and more. 

Metro Publisher also makes it easy to manage 
your local events calendar. Site visitors can submit 
their own events. You can input event subscription 
links, so new events happening around town will 
be automatically pulled into the calendar. And you 
can easily export your online calendar to your print 
publication’s culture section.

Off-the-shelf CMS have many calendar, restaurant 
guide, and general directory plug-ins available. 
(Searching for “events calendar” in Wordpress’ plug-
in database produces 34 pages of results.) While there 
are plenty of good options, choosing the correct plug-
in from so many options can be daunting. Be sure to 
check documentation about any plug-in you plan to 
install to ensure it’s safe, functional, and likely to stay 
up-to-date. Again, a professional developer will be 
able to help select the best plug-ins.

9. What type of server does the CMS use?

The type of web server you use will determine the 
speed, security, and scalability of your site. Most 
purpose-built CMS will set up all their clients on the 
same type of web hosting service. Metro Publisher 
hosts all their clients, for example, through Amazon 
Web Services, a cloud server. (As part of this, Metro 
Publisher also allocates a SSL certificate for their 
clients’ sites free of charge.) The client does not 
interact with the hosting service; the CMS handles 
this. 

With an off-the-shelf system, you are responsible for 
setting up and maintaining the hosting yourself.

There are many hosting types available, but here are 
three relevant to online magazines: 

Shared servers are cheap and best for entry-level 
websites since you share storage space, bandwidth, 
and the cost with others. But you may run into 
performance issues if you or someone you’re sharing 
the server with have unexpected upticks in traffic.

Dedicated servers are best for large companies that 
have a lot of monthly traffic and want a speedy 
website with high security. This option can be 
expensive, but since the server is all yours, you have 
complete control over the system.  

Cloud servers are best for companies that are growing 
and don’t want unpredictable amounts of traffic to 
affect their site’s performance. Cloud servers are very 
secure, but users have less control over the system 
than with a dedicated server. 

With any option, you will have to buy extra hosting 
space as your website grows. If you’re using an off-
the-shelf system, you may have to bring in more web 
development help as well. Factor in these costs, so the 
CMS you choose will still be the best choice in several 
years.

10. Who else is using the CMS?

What other online magazines use the CMS you’re 
considering? Do they like it? Do they operate in a 
similar market? Have their websites won any awards? 
Browsing the client galleries of the CMS you’re 
considering (see question six) and reaching out to 
colleagues at online magazines you admire is a great 
way to understand what your experience with a new 
CMS will be like.

If the CMS other customers are similar to your 
publication, any new features and updates the CMS 
rolls out will also benefit you. Purpose-built systems 
are serving niche communities, so they will be 
responsive to the needs of that community. Off-the-
shelf systems like Wordpress are usually catering 
to the needs of hundreds of millions of clients. The 
system provides features and flexibility, but the 
offerings are not as tailored to online magazines’ 
needs. Often, the online magazines using Wordpress 
have technical staff and are located in large markets. 
In the last few years hosted Wordpress services have 
arrived which offer some of the benefits provided by 
Metro Publisher or Foundation like security and less 
need for technical expertise. 

Interested in setting up your online magazine on 
Metro Publisher? Talk to us about how we can help 
you get started on your path to success, contact us.



Pricing

Packed with great features and at a price no other CMS can beat, Metro Publisher is built to help media 
companies succeed online, regardless of their size.

We have different tiers with low monthly fees to give you price predictability and peace of mind.

Find out how Metro Publisher can help your publication engage readers, 
promote advertisers, and build revenue..

Contact us for a free consultation.
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Standard
Essential and affordable

Pro 
Feature rich and customizable

Enterprise 
High traffic

$149 per month $295 per month From $750 per month

Data
200 GB of data transfer/month
Unlimited users
Unlimited articles and images

Data
500 GB of data transfer/month
Unlimited users
Unlimited articles and images

Data
From 1 TB of data transfer/month
Unlimited users
Unlimited articles and images

Support
Extensive library of how-to videos
Human support ticketing system
Regular release notes and updates
One-to-one support for a fee

Support
Extensive library of how-to videos
Human support  ticketing system
Regular release notes and updates
One-to-one support for a fee

Support
Extensive library of how-to videos
Human support ticketing system
Regular release notes and updates
One-to-one support for a fee

Tools & Features
Design builder
Drag & drop landing page builder
Specialized content types
Events and event calendars
Content and event exports for print
Metro Publisher API

Tools & Features
Everything in Standard
QR Codes
Custom CSS and JavaScript
Apply custom classes
Header fields on individual pages
Automated related links

Tools & Features
Everything in Pro
Sponsored Content with business 
directory

Business directory + $100/month Business directory + $100/month Business directory included


