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ABSTRACT: This comprehensive article provides an in-depth exploration of key terminology and concepts in the 

rapidly evolving subscription business industry. The article begins by examining fundamental terms such as recurring 

revenue, churn rate, and customer lifetime value, establishing a solid foundation for understanding the subscription 

model's core mechanics. It then delves into various subscription models, including freemium, tiered pricing, and pay-

as-you-go, analyzing their strengths and applications. The article further investigates critical aspects of customer 

management, from onboarding to retention strategies, emphasizing their role in sustaining long-term business success. 

Key performance indicators and metrics are thoroughly discussed, offering insights into measuring and optimizing 

subscription business performance. The article also addresses the complexities of billing systems and payment 

processes unique to subscription-based services. Finally, it examines crucial legal and compliance considerations, 

including Service Level Agreements, Terms of Service, and data privacy regulations, highlighting their importance in 

the current business landscape. By synthesizing academic research with industry best practices, this paper serves as a 

comprehensive resource for practitioners, researchers, and students seeking to navigate the intricacies of the 

subscription economy and drive innovation in this dynamic field. 
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I.INTRODUCTION 

 

The subscription business model has emerged as a transformative force in modern commerce, reshaping industries and 

consumer behaviors alike. This paradigm shift has given rise to a complex ecosystem of terminology that is crucial for 

stakeholders to understand and navigate effectively. The subscription economy has grown nearly 6 times (more than 

435%) over the last 9 years, underscoring its increasing dominance in the business landscape [1]. This rapid growth has 
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been accompanied by the evolution of specialized language and metrics unique to subscription-based operations. From 

customer acquisition costs to churn rates, these terms form the foundation of strategic decision-making and 

performance evaluation in subscription businesses. However, the nuanced nature of this terminology can often be a 

barrier to entry for new entrants and a source of confusion for established players. A study [2] found that companies 

fully embracing the subscription model grow revenues up to 8 times faster than their S&P 500 counterparts, 

highlighting the critical importance of mastering the intricacies of this business model. This article aims to provide a 

comprehensive overview of key terminology in the subscription business industry, serving as a valuable resource for 

practitioners, researchers, and students seeking to enhance their understanding and effectiveness in this rapidly 

evolving field. 

 

II. GENERAL TERMS IN SUBSCRIPTION BUSINESS 

 

A. Subscription 

A subscription is a business model where customers pay a recurring fee to access a product or service for a specified 

period. This model has gained significant traction across various industries, from software and entertainment to 

consumer goods. Subscriptions offer businesses predictable revenue streams and foster long-term customer 

relationships. They typically come in various forms, such as monthly, quarterly, or annual commitments, allowing 

customers to choose the option that best suits their needs and budget. 

 

 
 

Figure 1:Subscription vs. Non-Subscription Businesses [2] 

B. Recurring Revenue 

Recurring revenue is the predictable income generated from ongoing subscription payments. This stable cash flow is a 

key advantage of the subscription model, allowing businesses to forecast future earnings more accurately and plan for 

growth. Recurring revenue can be particularly valuable for investors and stakeholders, as it provides a clearer picture of 

a company's financial health and potential for sustainable growth. 

 

C. Churn Rate 

The churn rate, also known as the attrition rate, is the percentage of subscribers who cancel their subscriptions within a 

given period. It is a critical metric for subscription businesses, as it directly impacts revenue and growth. A high churn 

rate can indicate customer dissatisfaction, poor product-market fit, or strong competition. Conversely, a low churn rate 
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suggests customer loyalty and satisfaction. According to a study by Recurly Research [3], the average churn rate across 

industries is approximately 5.6% for B2C companies and 5% for B2B companies. 

 

D. Customer Lifetime Value (CLV) 

Customer Lifetime Value (CLV) is the total revenue a business can expect from a single customer account throughout 

their relationship. This metric helps companies understand the long-term value of acquiring and retaining customers, 

informing decisions on customer acquisition costs, retention strategies, and overall business growth. CLV is typically 

calculated by multiplying the average revenue per account by the average customer lifespan, while also considering 

factors such as churn rate and potential for upsells or cross-sells. 

 

E. Annual Recurring Revenue (ARR) 

Annual Recurring Revenue (ARR) is the annualized value of recurring revenue from subscriptions. It provides a 

snapshot of a company's predicted yearly income from its current subscription base, assuming no changes in customer 

count or subscription levels. ARR is particularly useful for businesses with annual or multi-year contracts, as it 

normalizes revenue across different subscription lengths and billing frequencies. 

 

F. Monthly Recurring Revenue (MRR) 

Monthly Recurring Revenue (MRR) is similar to ARR but focuses on the monthly predictable revenue generated from 

subscriptions. It's a key metric for businesses with monthly billing cycles or those that want to track revenue growth on 

a more granular level. MRR can be calculated by multiplying the number of active subscribers by the average revenue 

per user (ARPU). This metric is essential for cash flow management, forecasting, and measuring the impact of 

marketing and sales efforts on a month-to-month basis. 

 

 
 

Figure 2: Average Churn Rates by Business Type [3] 

 

III. SUBSCRIPTION MODELS 

 

A. Freemium 

The freemium model offers basic services or features at no cost while charging for premium features or enhanced 

functionality. This approach allows users to experience the product before committing financially, potentially 
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increasing user acquisition and conversion rates. A study [4] found that freemium models can be highly effective in 

driving growth, with free users often serving as a valuable marketing channel through word-of-mouth referrals. 

 

B. Tiered Pricing 

Tiered pricing involves offering multiple subscription plans at different price points, each with varying levels of service 

or features. This model allows businesses to cater to diverse customer needs and budgets, maximizing revenue potential 

across different market segments. Research [5] suggests that tiered pricing can lead to increased customer satisfaction 

and loyalty by providing options that align closely with individual preferences and willingness to pay. 

 

C. Pay-as-you-go 

In the pay-as-you-go model, customers are charged based on their actual usage rather than a fixed fee. This approach is 

particularly common in cloud computing and utility services. It offers flexibility to customers who may have variable 

usage patterns and can help businesses attract price-sensitive customers who might be hesitant to commit to a fixed 

subscription. 

 

D. Flat-rate Pricing 

Flat-rate pricing provides access to all services and features for a single, consistent price, regardless of usage. This 

model simplifies the decision-making process for customers and can be attractive for those who value predictability in 

their expenses. However, it may be less profitable for businesses when serving high-usage customers. 

 

Model Description Key Advantage 

Freemium Basic services free, premium features paid Lowers barrier to entry 

Tiered Pricing Multiple plans at different price points Caters to diverse customer needs 

Pay-as-you-go Charges based on actual usage Flexibility for variable usage patterns 

Flat-rate Pricing Single price for all services/features Simplifies decision-making 

 

Table 1: Common Subscription Models and Their Characteristics [4, 5] 

 

IV. CUSTOMER MANAGEMENT IN SUBSCRIPTION BUSINESSES 

 

A. Onboarding 

Onboarding is the process of welcoming and educating new subscribers to ensure they understand and can effectively 

use the service. A well-designed onboarding process can significantly impact customer satisfaction, retention, and 

lifetime value. Research [6] highlights the importance of personalized onboarding experiences in improving user 

engagement and reducing churn rates in subscription-based services. 

 

B. Renewal 

Renewal is the process of extending a customer's subscription for another period. Successful renewal strategies often 

involve proactive communication, highlighting the value received, and addressing any concerns before the subscription 

expires. Automated renewal processes can help reduce friction and improve retention rates. 

 

C. Upgrade/Downgrade 

Upgrade and downgrade options allow customers to move between different subscription tiers based on their changing 

needs. Offering this flexibility can improve customer satisfaction and retention by ensuring the service continues to 

meet the user's requirements over time. Businesses often implement strategies to encourage upgrades while minimizing 

downgrades to optimize revenue. 

 

D. Retention 

Retention refers to strategies and actions aimed at keeping existing subscribers from canceling. This is crucial in 

subscription businesses, as acquiring new customers is typically more expensive than retaining existing ones. Effective 

retention strategies may include personalized communications, loyalty programs, continuous product improvements, 

and proactive customer support. 
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V. METRICS AND KEY PERFORMANCE INDICATORS (KPIS) 

 

A. Customer Acquisition Cost (CAC) 

Customer Acquisition Cost (CAC) is the total cost associated with acquiring a new customer, including marketing and 

sales expenses. Understanding CAC is crucial for subscription businesses to ensure profitability and optimize 

marketing strategies. A study by Weinberg and Mares [7] emphasizes the importance of maintaining a healthy ratio 

between CAC and Customer Lifetime Value (CLV) for sustainable growth in subscription-based businesses. 

 

B. Average Revenue Per User (ARPU) 

ARPU measures the average revenue generated per user or subscriber over a specific period. This metric helps 

businesses understand the value of their customer base and track the effectiveness of upselling and cross-selling efforts. 

Research [8] demonstrates how ARPU can be used to predict customer churn and inform retention strategies in 

subscription services. 

 

C. Net Promoter Score (NPS) 

NPS is a widely used metric to measure customer satisfaction and loyalty based on how likely customers are to 

recommend the service to others. It provides valuable insights into customer sentiment and can be a leading indicator of 

growth or decline. A study [9] explores the relationship between NPS and customer retention in subscription-based 

services, highlighting its predictive power for future business performance. 

 

Metric Description Importance 

Customer Acquisition Cost 

(CAC) 
Total cost to acquire a new customer 

Ensures profitability of customer 

acquisition 

Average Revenue Per User 

(ARPU) 

Average revenue generated per 

subscriber 
Measures value of customer base 

Net Promoter Score (NPS) 
Measure of customer satisfaction 

and loyalty 

Indicates potential for growth or 

decline 

Churn Rate 
Percentage of subscribers who 

cancel 
Directly impacts revenue and growth 

Customer Lifetime Value 

(CLV) 

Total expected revenue from a 

customer 

Informs long-term business 

strategies 

 

Table 2: Key Metrics for Subscription Businesses [7-9] 

 

VI. BILLING AND PAYMENTS 

 

A. Invoice 

An invoice is a bill sent to a customer detailing the amount owed for the subscription. In the context of subscription 

businesses, invoices often include information about the subscription plan, billing period, and any additional charges or 

credits. Clear and accurate invoicing is essential for maintaining customer trust and ensuring timely payments. 

 

B. Billing Cycle 

The billing cycle refers to the frequency at which invoices are issued and payments are collected, such as monthly or 

annually. Subscription businesses may offer different billing cycle options to cater to customer preferences and cash 

flow needs. The choice of billing cycle can impact customer retention and revenue predictability. 

 

C. Proration 

Proration involves adjusting the subscription fee based on changes in the subscription plan partway through a billing 

cycle. This ensures fair billing when customers upgrade, downgrade, or cancel their subscription mid-cycle. 

Implementing effective proration policies can enhance customer satisfaction and reduce billing disputes. 

 

D. Payment Gateway 

A payment gateway is a service that authorizes and processes payments for subscriptions. It acts as an intermediary 

between the customer, the business, and the financial institutions involved in the transaction. Selecting a reliable and 
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secure payment gateway is crucial for subscription businesses to ensure smooth transactions and protect sensitive 

financial information. 

 

VII. LEGAL AND COMPLIANCE CONSIDERATIONS 

 

A. Service Level Agreement (SLA) 

A Service Level Agreement (SLA) is a contract that defines the level of service expected from the provider, including 

uptime guarantees, performance metrics, and support response times. SLAs are crucial in establishing clear 

expectations and accountability between the subscription service provider and the customer. They typically outline 

specific metrics, such as system availability (e.g., 99.9% uptime), response times for customer support, and penalties 

for failing to meet agreed-upon standards. Well-crafted SLAs can enhance customer trust and provide a framework for 

resolving disputes. 

 

B. Terms of Service (ToS) 

Terms of Service (ToS) are the rules and regulations that users must agree to use the subscription service. These 

documents outline the rights and responsibilities of both the service provider and the user, covering aspects such as 

acceptable use policies, intellectual property rights, limitation of liability, and dispute resolution procedures. ToS 

agreements are legally binding and play a crucial role in protecting the interests of both parties. Subscription businesses 

need to ensure their ToS are clear, comprehensive, and compliant with relevant laws and regulations. 

 

C. Data Privacy 

Ensuring the protection of customer data following laws and regulations like the General Data Protection Regulation 

(GDPR) is a critical aspect of legal compliance for subscription businesses. This involves implementing robust data 

security measures, obtaining necessary consent for data collection and processing, and providing transparency about 

data usage practices. A study by Presthus and Sørum [10] highlights the challenges and implications of GDPR 

compliance for subscription-based services, emphasizing the need for ongoing adaptation to evolving privacy 

regulations. 

 

Data privacy considerations extend beyond mere legal compliance; they are integral to building and maintaining 

customer trust. Subscription businesses must navigate the complexities of data protection laws across different 

jurisdictions, especially when operating globally. This includes implementing data minimization practices, ensuring 

secure data storage and transmission, and providing customers with control over their personal information, such as the 

right to access, rectify, or delete their data. 

 

Furthermore, subscription businesses need to be prepared for potential data breaches by having incident response plans 

in place. Regular audits, employee training on data handling procedures, and staying informed about emerging privacy 

threats and regulations are essential practices for maintaining robust data privacy standards in the subscription business 

model. 

 

VIII. CONCLUSION 

 

In conclusion, the subscription business model has revolutionized commerce across numerous industries, introducing a 

complex ecosystem of terminology, metrics, and best practices. This comprehensive overview of key concepts—from 

general terms like recurring revenue and churn rate to specific subscription models and customer management 

strategies—provides a solid foundation for stakeholders navigating this dynamic landscape. The exploration of crucial 

metrics and KPIs, alongside billing and payment considerations, underscores the multifaceted nature of subscription 

businesses. Moreover, the legal and compliance aspects, including SLAs, ToS, and data privacy regulations, highlight 

the importance of balancing business growth with ethical and legal responsibilities. As the subscription economy 

continues to evolve, mastering these concepts becomes increasingly vital for business success. The insights provided in 

this paper serve as a valuable resource for practitioners, researchers, and students alike, enabling them to make 

informed decisions, optimize operations, and drive sustainable growth in the subscription business industry. As we look 

to the future, it is clear that the subscription model will continue to shape consumer behaviors and business strategies, 

making ongoing education and adaptation in this field essential for long-term success.  
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