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We achieved revenues of £333.4m last 
year, compared with £329.0m in the 

previous year (excluding CQ-Roll Call, which, 
as previously announced, we sold in August 
2018). Profits declined from £28m to £24.8m, 
however, as we once again increased marketing 
expenditure behind The Economist, made 
substantial investments behind our technology 
and restructured some of our businesses. In the 
context of a continuing difficult environment for 
business–and media businesses in particular–
this was no surprise.

At The Economist, for the third year running,  
we made another marked increase in marketing 
investment, spending £56.4m, 14% more than 
the previous year. Subscriber numbers finished 
13,000 higher, at 1,123,000. This is less than we 
had hoped, although revenue per copy increased 
to £2.48, compared with £2.39 last year. We 
continued to invest in our editorial products, 
including launching a new Economist app on 
Apple devices and a 20-minute daily global 
podcast, “The Intelligence”, which analyses 
global news and already has an average of 1.5m 
unique listeners per month.

We continued to invest in technology: our 
ambition is to introduce state-of-the-art 
marketing and customer-service capabilities, 
which remains a work in progress, and 
to deliver digital products that match our 
editorial excellence. We opened a new office in 
Birmingham, designed to be one of our centres 
for innovation in software and engineering 
to support this effort as our in-house 
expertise grows. This office will play host to 
apprenticeships, graduate programmes, training  
and workshops. 

Advertising revenues for The Economist were 
only 3% lower than last year, despite the impact 
from the market moving to the dominant digital 
platforms, Google and Facebook, reflecting 
the importance of respected media brands. 
Our reliance on such revenues has diminished 
considerably —they now constitute only 17% 

of Group revenues. We ran 71 events last 
year: our two stand-out events were the fifth 
annual World Ocean Summit, which raised 
71% more sponsorship revenues this year, and 
EuroFinance’s flagship international event for 
corporate treasurers.

The Economist Intelligence Unit’s revenues and 
profits were 8% and 3% higher respectively than 
the previous year, primarily driven by revenue 
growth in its public-policy and consumer-
information consulting verticals and its 
corporate network division. Renewal rates in the 
EIU’s subscription business were impressive, 
hovering around the 90% mark. We acquired data 
information intelligence (dii), a small healthcare 
database company based in Germany, in October 
2018, to complement our capabilities in the 
healthcare information sector.

Net debt at the year-end stood at £93.7m, 
comprising cash of £17.7m and debt of £111.4m. 
As previously explained, bearing in mind 
the performance of the company, the trading 
environment, the continued investment in the 
business and the sale of CQ-Roll Call, the Board 
feels it is appropriate to adjust the ongoing 
dividend. It is therefore recommending a final 
dividend of 75.0p which, added to the interim 
dividend, makes a total dividend in respect of  
the financial year of 120.0p.

Finally, some changes to the Board. Brent 
Hoberman retired from the Board in December, 
with our thanks for his contribution as a non-
executive director. And, as you know, Chris Stibbs 
will step down in August after 14 important years 
with the Group. We look forward to welcoming a 
new chief executive, Lara Boro. Lara joins us from 
Informa, where she is currently CEO for Informa 
Intelligence, and brings a wealth of experience to 
the Group.



It has been a busy year. We reorganised the 
core business, sold CQ-Roll Call, invested 

heavily behind the circulation of The Economist 
and worked hard to create future opportunities 
for growth.

The ­nancial results re�ect a mixed year. There 
was some growth in revenue, and pro­ts from 
continuing operations, although robust, declined 
in line with expectations. The main reason for 
this decline was the increased spend behind the 
circulation of The Economist, which continued to 
reinforce the brand globally but this year did not 
deliver the expected growth in subscribers.

Subscriptions to The Economist were 1% higher 
than last year, which was disappointing given 
the increased marketing spend. The revenue per 
copy, however, increased 4%. We believe the 
combination of our discipline in maintaining 
premium pricing and increasing evidence of 
news and subscription fatigue among consumers, 
especially in our core markets of the UK and 
US, was primarily responsible for slowdown in 
subscriber growth. We are con­dent that our 
established readers remain engaged and that our 
value proposition is very strong. One particularly 
bright spot was the growth in subscriptions to 
our dual-language (English and Chinese) digital 
publication, Global Business Review.

Revenue from media activities was resilient. 
Advertising at The Economist declined by only 3% 
in markets that continue to be disrupted by the 
dominant digital platforms, but interestingly our 
print advertising held up better than expected 
as our market share grew in all major markets. 
Our two �agship events remained strong: 
EuroFinance’s international event, held in Geneva 
this year, and the World Ocean Summit in Abu 
Dhabi performed well ­nancially and were once 
again excellent showcases for the Group.

The Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU) had a good 
year, with revenue growing by 8%. In line with 
recent trends the Country Analysis subscription 
business was �at with healthy renewal rates of 

90%. Whilst the business is mature, demand for 
its core products remains robust. 

The EIU research-consulting business grew 
by 21%, and contributed 37% of the EIU’s total 
revenue. The public policy team had probably 
its most successful year ever, with its revenues 
growing by 29%. Canback, our smaller Boston-
based consumer demand management 
consultancy, also grew by an impressive 40%. The 
healthcare business stalled last year, although 
good progress was made in developing a data-led 
market intelligence product that will launch this 
year, designed to open up an adjacent but new 
market with signi­cant potential.

The EIU continues to explore opportunities to 
adopt new technologies to collect and curate 
granular data sources and create new products 
and services for its clients in all parts of its 
business. A good example of this is the newly 
launched Oil Adequacy Index, which harnesses 
real-time intelligence on crude-oil output 
from OPEC, Russia and the US, and sets this 
against market-leading forecasts for global oil 
consumption, providing an early indicator of the 
adequacy of global oil supplies.

In August, we completed the disposal of CQ-
Roll Call in Washington to FiscalNote. This 
deal combined market-leading editorial insight 
into the workings of Congress, and leading-
edge technology. This reduced the net debt of 
the Group, and we also hold an investment in 
FiscalNote consisting of an 18% equity stake 
and loan notes which together are valued on our 
balance sheet at £83m.

Lastly, I would like to say thank you to the 
amazing people at The Economist Group. It 
has been a pleasure to work with some of the 
brightest and most committed people you will 
come across—our sta©, Board and shareholders. It 
has been a wonderful 14 years on the Board, and I 
will miss it terribly.



The economist celebrated its 175th 
anniversary this year. James Wilson would 

be astonished at the advances humanity has 
made since September 1843, when he launched 
this newspaper to take part in “a severe contest 
between intelligence, which presses forward, 
and an unworthy, timid ignorance obstructing 
our progress”. As the leader in our anniversary 
issue noted, global life expectancy has risen 
from below 30 years to over 70 and global literacy 
rates are up more than �vefold, to over 80%. 
Wilson might also be proud of the progress 
his newspaper has made, with a weekly paid 
circulation (including newsstand) of almost 1.2m 
in 2018, up from 2,000 in 1843.

Yet even as we marked an important milestone, 
the liberal credo that Wilson founded The 
Economist to champion is on the defensive. 
From Italy to Brazil, 2018 saw more victories for 
populist, nationalist leaders. Globalisation is 
under threat as the Sino-American relationship 
morphs into an ever more dangerous geostrategic 
rivalry. Amid disenchantment with a “liberal 
elite”, the appeal of the political fringes is rising. 
That dispiriting backdrop is why we decided to 
mark our 175th anniversary by launching the 
Open Future initiative, a global conversation 
to make the case for free markets and open 
societies. From online debates to essay contests 
for young people, we conducted this conversation 
across all our digital platforms. It culminated 
with the Open Future festival, a full-day event 
held simultaneously on three continents, and 
an anniversary issue of The Economist that 
included our manifesto for renewing liberalism 
by rekindling its spirit of radical reform. The 
initiative garnered considerable attention: Open 
Future content was viewed half a billion times 
on social media, attracting new readers and 
subscribers.

We also marked our birthday by introducing some 
changes to The Economist itself. The design of the 
print issue was updated, with a new typeface and 
the introduction of Graphic Detail, a full page 
to show o� the wizardry of our data team. We 

started two new columns: Chaguan (Teahouse), 
on China, and Bartleby, a wry take on the world of 
work in the Business section. Both were instant 
hits. Our lifestyle and culture magazine, 1843, 
also had a makeover, with a beautiful new design 
to complement its journalistic ambition to bring 
Economist wit, intelligence and irreverence to 
telling “stories of an extraordinary world”.  

The pace of change was fastest in our digital 
products. In January we launched “The 
Intelligence”, a daily current-a�airs podcast to 
introduce listeners, particularly in America, 
to our distinctive style of global analysis. “The 
Economist asks”, our interview show, goes 
from strength to strength, with high-pro�le 
interviewees including John McCain (in one 
of the last interviews before his death), James 
Comey, Christine Lagarde and Jacinda Ardern. All 
this has boosted our monthly podcast audience 
to 2m listeners, and more than 13m downloads. 
Economist Films had its most successful year 
yet. A �lm on how to prepare for the next global 
recession, for instance, is one of a dozen this 
year that were watched more than a million 
times. Social media remain a powerful means 
to disseminate our digital content, but the way 
audiences consume social media has changed, 
and we have adapted. Facebook and Twitter are 
still the biggest platforms for us, but we now have 
more than 3m followers on Instagram and are the 
�fth-most-followed company on LinkedIn.

Our journalism, once again, won plenty of prizes. 
Graeme James won a British Society of Magazine 
Editors cover-of-the-year award for his “Trump 
after Charlottesville” cover. Callum Williams 
won the Wincott Foundation’s young-�nancial-
journalist-of-the-year award. The Economist was 
named European magazine of the year by the 
European Publishing Congress. The data team 
won a silver Malo�ej international infographic 
award. The �lms team won a Webby award for 
“How MDMA is being used to treat PTSD” and the 
podcast team won three Lovie awards.



The past year saw the continuation of now-familiar trends 
in the global media industry—in particular, the decline 

of traditional advertising revenues has hit most publishers 
hard.  The Economist Group has continued to navigate this 
turbulent environment by focusing on a strategy of increasing 
content revenues both from The Economist newspaper and the 
Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU), and reducing its reliance 
on less-sustainable advertising revenues.  This shift in our 
revenue mix has driven revenue growth in recent years, as 
illustrated in chart 1.

Our strategy has led us to increase marketing expenditure 
significantly over the last few years, in order to attract new 
subscribers from the audience of potential readers who we 
term “the globally curious” and to develop a suite of attractive 
information products for our business customers. This has 
led to strong revenue growth, reaching a record £333m on a 
like-for-like basis last year, after stripping out the CQ-Roll Call 
business.  However, there were signs last year that investing 
to drive high growth in premium-priced subscriptions may 
prove less effective than in preceding years.

As previously announced, last year we created a leaner Group, 
focused on its core capabilities, by selling the CQ-Roll Call 
business to FiscalNote, about which more later.

The Economist businesses
Three years ago we embarked on an ambitious plan to 
invest in marketing The Economist to attract even more new 
subscribers, while maintaining premium pricing.  We spent 
almost £7m more in marketing last year than the previous 
year, taking our circulation-marketing expenditure to a new 

record level. This ongoing investment has helped drive growth 
in revenue and higher margins in the circulation business, as 
illustrated in chart 2. We expect circulation pro�t to remain 
the principal driver of growth of The Economist business. It  
is an essential part of maintaining the �nancial strength of 
the business through the unprecedented disruption of the 
media industry.

We achieved 3% growth in our circulation revenues last year.  
However, the growth trend �attened out somewhat compared 
with recent years.  While we still believe it is right to maintain 
our long-term strategic shift to a circulation-revenue-led 
growth pro�le, our ambition to deliver scalable subscription-
volume growth through a signi�cant increase in marketing 
investment did not materialise fully as expected in 2019. 
There is growing evidence that news fatigue and increasing 
competition for subscription dollars are starting to have an 
impact on volume growth. 

As a result, in the short term we intend to focus on delivering 
sustainable circulation pro�t growth, by rolling out a price 
increase this year while at the same time maintaining (not, 
unlike the last two years, increasing) marketing investment 
levels to attract new subscribers, building data-science 
capabilities to measure engagement and drive subscriptions, 
and improving customer retention and website conversion by 
further developing our digital products and operations. While 
the short-term focus this year will be on retention and pricing, 
we will continue to review the opportunities to commit more 
investment behind volume growth.

This year was the �rst year of trading for the newly 
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created publisher team, which saw the integration of our 
circulation and marketing-services teams to leverage our 
digital technology and data capabilities.  In our circulation 
business, the high interest in quality news that led to strong 
consumer demand for subscriptions to The Economist started 
to wane early last year. Levels of competitor marketing 
activity increased, with a multitude of brands and publishers 
pursuing a paid subscription strategy. 

Despite these challenges, as already explained, we were able 
to grow circulation revenues by 3%. This growth re�ects an 
increase in the average revenue per copy, continuing a 10-year 
trend (see chart 3). It also means that the circulation business 
was able to absorb £7m more marketing investment than was 
made in the previous year, while pro�ts from circulation only 
declined by £1.5m or 3%.

Our marketing sophistication enabled us to achieve a 2% 
increase in new subscribers year-on-year through paid 
marketing channels, backed by the additional investment. 
Three initiatives in particular stand out. 

Our live-content marketing (known as “experiential” 
marketing) delivered 36% of growth year-on-year by scaling 
performance concepts and engaging with potential readers 
in the real world with content activations on the streets 
of London, New York, Sydney and more—bringing on a 
total of 55,000 new subscribers across the year. Second, we 
were able to accelerate and scale our paid social-marketing 
activity successfully—more than doubling volume year-
on-year, despite changes by certain third-party platforms 
to algorithms and content-marketing rules across the year. 
And third, we took maximum advantage of our audience’s 
increasing interest in podcasts, which we used to generate 
new subscriptions.

As we cast the net ever wider to acquire new subscribers, our 
biggest challenge has been to retain these new subscribers. 
Reassuringly, however, our existing subscribers have 
remained as loyal as ever. 

We have been focusing heavily on digital product 
development as a primary tool for improving subscriber 
retention, with the release of our new subscriber-�rst app 
this year. The app was built with reader involvement, and 
our primary objective was to encourage more regular usage 
throughout the week by providing, among other features, 
daily content updates.   

In March 2019, following rigorous consumer research  
on pricing, we introduced a signi�cant subscription price 
increase that will be a core driver of reader revenue in  
the years to follow. This was the �rst general increase in  
three years.

In The Economist’s client solutions business, where our 
mission is to increase revenues from clients’ marketing 
budgets, we have largely stabilised years of revenue and 
pro�t decline driven by the reduction in demand for 
print advertising (see chart 4). We have shifted from a 
commoditised reach and price o�ering towards a new 
commercial o�ering that better de�nes our value to brands 
in the market. We already o�er clients a trusted environment 
and a highly engaged global audience, but our new clearer 
market proposition will help us stay competitive, especially 
in a crowded US market. In addition, we continue to move 
to higher-value work which helps protect us from margin 
erosion. Interestingly, while the market for print advertising 
continued to decline rapidly during the year, we restricted 
our own decrease for The Economist to 3% overall, thanks to 
gaining market share in all our key markets. 

Financial years
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As a result of the changes we have made to our business model 
to adapt to the changing landscape for media companies, 
we have reduced our reliance on advertising revenues: these 
made up only 17% of Group revenues last year, compared to 
38% in 2012 (see chart 5). However, the market for higher-
value-added work continues to become more competitive, 
growing beyond other publishers to include consulting �rms, 
research houses and clients bringing work in-house. In the 
US, for example, content solutions numbers were lower 
than expected as this is the most competitive and mature 
market. Our key-account strategy has resulted in important 
renewals, including, for example, the Barilla Foundation Food 
Sustainability programme and the Facebook 3i programme.

One of the more innovative client programmes of the year 
was one we created for Siemens. Leveraging data visualisation 
and support from two of our businesses, Signal Noise and 
TVC, The Economist Group delivered “Reimagine The Game”, 
a unique interactive platform that allowed football fans 
to view FC Bayern games by listening to thousands of data 
points captured within key moments during the match. We 
analysed the fan noise in combination with match data to 
identify interesting narratives and surface new perspectives 
on fan energy and its interplay with on-pitch performance. 
The programme won several awards including a World Media 
Group award and the Kantar Information is Beautiful Award, 
and it was a �nalist for a Shorty award.

Economist Events focused on developing its portfolios 
of custom events and marquee events. This year saw the 
sixth World Ocean Summit, which was held in Abu Dhabi.  
This event broke records for attendance and sponsorship 
with more than 900 participants and 19 sponsors. We also 
welcomed 75 speakers to the stage over the two-and-a-half-

day summit. Economist Events collaborated closely with TVC 
to create and distribute content from the event and maximise 
global coverage, yielding 34.5m impressions across social 
media, 5m more than the previous World Ocean Summit. We 
had 95 press representatives in attendance from international, 
regional and local outlets, and garnered nine broadcast, 216 
online and 12 print coverage pieces.

Last year also saw the launch of two new events: the Asia 
Trade Summit and Antimicrobial Resistance, both of which 
were very well received and had strong revenues in their 
inaugural year.

The Open Future Festival and Open Future initiative marked 
our 175th anniversary. This involved a comprehensive 
programme that was led by the editorial team and supported 
by the commercial team. We succeeded in our aim of 
introducing our brand, values and mission to the next 
generation of Economist readers, introducing an estimated 
2m new people to the brand, with a younger and more female 
audience than before. The Open Future Festival events 
themselves had 1,200 attendees in Hong Kong, London and 
New York and garnered sponsorship revenue from the likes of 
Gucci and Samsung.

Our data visualisation business, Signal Noise, has brought 
in new accounts, and the division is branching out into new 
sectors. Working with Ford Smart Mobility and Siemens has 
opened up the opportunity to work in industrial IoT, smart 
cities and mobility, data-rich sectors that have a need for data-
design specialists. 

EuroFinance had a strong year despite a challenging 
marketplace. The ¡agship annual international conference 
in Geneva broke revenue records both for sponsorship and 
delegates. Commercial Payments International (CPI) Middle 
East was launched and the team delivered its award-winning 
Deutsche Bank-supported Treasury Leaders Summits in 
London, Hong Kong and New York.

Our media agency, TVC, had a year of considerable change, 
with pro�ts ¡at compared with the previous year. We 
restructured the team to improve e£ciency and revenue 
opportunity and created a TVC International team dedicated 
to servicing The Economist Group. Last year also saw TVC pick 
up several awards, including a PRSA Bronze Anvil and The 
Drum Business Agency Award.

We aspire to deliver digital products that match the quality 
1

2



of our journalism. That involves aligning the entire Group 
around delivering world-class digital products and platforms 
that better serve our journalism as well as our customers. 
We are constantly improving, re�ning and simplifying our 
product portfolio. 

In the technology team, we are focusing both on our most 
important customer-facing products, such as our apps, our 
website and our subscription management system, and our 
internal products like our editorial work�ow system and 
content platform.  In addition to our focus on product, we 
continuously strive to attract and retain the best talent and 
to build a culture in which product and engineering teams 
work collaboratively with the rest of the business. To do this 
we have organised teams into multi-disciplinary “squads”, an 
approach currently regarded as best practice.

The Economist Intelligence Unit
The EIU continues to be one of the world’s pre-eminent 
economic and political research houses, analysing and 
forecasting geopolitical events in 204 countries across the 
world. Clients across government, the �nancial sector and 
academia subscribe to its analysis in order to gain deeper 
insight into the global environment, enabling them to 
improve decision-making and gain commercial or political 
advantage. This core capability of the EIU has been developed 
over 70 years and is delivered via a number of online 
publishing solutions and tools. 

Over recent years we have extended the brand through 
the development of new products and services which tap 
into adjacent markets or separate budgets where growth 
opportunities are stronger. Speci�cally, we have extended 
our country-analysis publishing business into lucrative face-
to-face engagements, we are developing new economic and 

political services which integrate in our clients’ work�ows, 
and we are expanding beyond macroeconomics and politics 
into industry-speci�c insight. Our focus on building 
research-consulting businesses in the public-policy sector, 
in healthcare and in consumer demand predictive analytics 
has performed especially well, with these three sectors now 
accounting for 37% of EIU revenues, up from just 14% in 2012 
(see chart 6).

The EIU had a good year in 2019, with revenues growing by 
8% and pro�ts by 3%. We saw good growth in our research-
consulting businesses, as demand for public-policy consulting 
and advice soared. Our more traditional country research 
businesses also grew, supported by strong interest among 
clients for face-to-face brie�ngs and engagement. The global 
geopolitical backdrop was very supportive for the EIU. We 
tend to prosper when the economies of the developed world 
are strong but there is great uncertainty about the prospects 
for the emerging markets and the broader geopolitical order. 
Those conditions were fully met this year—our core US and 
European markets continued to grow, while uncertainty 
over Brexit, US-China relations, the state of the Chinese 
economy and a number of emerging-market economic 
and political wobbles meant that demand for insight was 
high. Our subscription business ran with a renewal rate of 
90%, with especially good growth in Europe and Asia. And 
our investment in building a second editorial hub in India 
continued to bear fruit, with a bright and dynamic team 
contributing greatly to the quality of our insight.

Our networking business, which delivers country and 
regional insights to executives in Asia, the Middle East and 
Africa, performed very well, with revenues up 14%. We have 
overhauled the service o�ering and this is paying o� in both 
greatly enhanced renewal rates and increasing numbers of 
new members. We see considerable potential to build on this 
and are experimenting with similar services in our home 
market of the UK, and we expect to expand into other markets 
in the year ahead.

Our public-policy consulting business had an exceptional 
year, with revenues up 29% and pro�ts up 38%. We 
saw particular success with charitable foundations and 
multilateral organisations, working on topics as diverse as 
pandemic preparedness and the economic impact of arti�cial 
intelligence. Our work with governments also remained 
vibrant, both when we engaged with o�cial aid agencies 
to support international development programmes, and 
when we supported domestic policy making capabilities in 
developing markets. 
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Our consumer-consulting business also saw strong revenue 
growth, up 37%. We saw particularly strong demand in 
the food and beverages market, for insights ranging from 
advising on pricing decisions to blue-sky thinking on the 
impact of ageing on consumer tastes and propensity to buy. 
Our healthcare consulting business had a more challenging 
year, with revenues broadly �at. We remain con�dent of the 
opportunities in the sector in the long run, but the needs of our 
clients are changing and we are investing heavily behind more 
granular data in order to establish a more distinctive market 
positioning. We are particularly excited by the opportunities in 
IVD, surgicals and around emergent health technologies.

Overall, it has been a successful year for the EIU, with 
outstanding performances in some business units. But we 
see more opportunity ahead and are making signi�cant 
investments in data, technology and people in order to 
capture that in the coming year.

Focus on core assets
Last year we completed the sale of the CQ-Roll Call business 
for a total value of US$180m made up of cash, debt and equity. 
Following the sale the Group is, with an 18% stake, the largest 
shareholder in FiscalNote, which means that we will be able 
to participate in any equity upside of the combined business, 
while at the same time enabling the Group to divest itself of 
a mature, non-core business, thereby freeing up capital and 
resources to focus on our core business. 

By way of background, in 2009 The Economist Group acquired 
Congressional Quarterly and formed CQ-Roll Call. CQ-Roll Call 
is a highly respected and trusted brand in the Washington, 
DC market, providing news, analysis and grassroots advocacy 
resources for government and political professionals. It is 

the premier source of timely, objective news and analysis on 
government and electoral politics. CQ-Roll Call journalists 
have won more Dirksen Awards for “Distinguished Reporting 
of Congress” than any other organisation. 

It was a good, pro�table business but it had struggled to grow 
signi�cantly in a mature market that has seen increased 
competition. We concluded that the best way to move the 
CQ-Roll Call business back to signi�cant growth was to 
combine it with a company that o�ered complementary 
services and skills and identi�ed a Washington, DC based 
business, FiscalNote, as a suitable new owner. FiscalNote is 
a technology innovator that provides advanced, data-driven 
issues-management solutions.

With the acquisition of CQ-Roll Call, FiscalNote is now able 
to o�er real-time policy data from Congress, all 50 US states, 
and nearly 30 countries around the world; news from the 
award-winning journalists at CQ-Roll Call; unmatched issue 
expertise and analysis; simple, powerful advocacy software 
for mobilising public support; and advanced data analytics to 
help clients quickly make sense of legislative and regulatory 
information. In addition to bringing the combined company’s 
enhanced o�erings to market, FiscalNote is committed to 
upholding CQ-Roll Call’s editorial independence as well as 
being ideally placed to identify and exploit opportunities to 
adapt and grow in new and exciting markets.

Strategic report (on pages 3-12) by order of the Board

Oscar Grut 
Secretary
June 18th 2019
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