
How Substack Recommendations 
Support Paid Subscription Growth
Substack’s recommendations system is a network feature, not a marketing tactic. The 
monetization question is how to convert network-driven growth into paid subscriptions without 
destroying editorial trust.

Source https://yetyield.com/blog/substack-recommendations-2022-to-2024-growth-engine-for-paid-
subscriptions/

If you publish on Substack, Recommendations matter because they can lower the cost of 

audience growth without forcing you to buy traffic every month.

That makes them strategically important for any paid subscription model that depends on 

steady inbound readers.

Substack first rolled out Recommendations as simple cross-promotion for writers and later 

expanded how they appear in the subscribe flow and in the Substack app, making the 

recommendation network much more central to growth official (https://on.substack.com/p/

recommendations) official (https://on.substack.com/p/substacks-recommendations-network).

The operator takeaway is not that Substack has recommendations. It is:

network distribution changes your monetization strategy.

The Monetization Angle: Recommendations Are Not Revenue, They Are Paid-Conversion Fuel

Recommendations do not pay you directly (unless you sell ads or sponsorships).

They change one variable that does pay you:

• the cost of acquiring a subscriber

When the network can deliver subscribers cheaply, you can:

• spend less on external acquisition

• shift effort toward conversion and retention

• build a larger base for paid upgrades

This is why recommendations are infrastructure, similar to paid recommendations 

marketplaces and sponsor networks.

For the map view, see: AI Newsletters as Monetization Infrastructure: Paid Recommendations 

and Sponsor Networks (/blog/ai-newsletters-as-monetization-infrastructure-paid-

recommendations-and-sponsor-networks/).

The Trust Constraint: Growth That Breaks Trust Is Negative Yield

https://yetyield.com/blog/substack-recommendations-2022-to-2024-growth-engine-for-paid-subscriptions/
https://yetyield.com/blog/substack-recommendations-2022-to-2024-growth-engine-for-paid-subscriptions/


Substack explicitly emphasizes that recommendations are writer-controlled rather than 

algorithmic in the 2022 announcement official (https://on.substack.com/p/recommendations).

That framing matters because recommendations only work when:

• the writer’s trust transfers to the recommended publication

• the reader believes the recommendation is real, not transactional

If recommendations become “mutual backscratching,” you get growth but lower willingness to 

pay.

That is negative yield.

Converting Network Growth Into Paid Subscriptions

Most newsletters try to sell paid tiers too early.

With network-driven growth, a better sequence is:

1.Use recommendations to grow the free list.

2.Use onboarding to establish a clear promise (what readers get, why you exist).

3.Use a “conversion moment” product:

• a paid deep-dive series

• a workshop

• a cohort

• a member-only archive bundle

4.Only then push a recurring paid tier.

This is the same logic behind education-led monetization funnels:

The Highest-ROI AI Business Model Might Be Teaching Other People How to Use AI (/blog/the-

highest-roi-ai-business-model-might-be-teaching-other-people-how-to-use-ai/).

Where AI Fits: Editorial Scale Without Editorial Decay

Network features give you reach, not quality.

AI can help you maintain quality while scaling:

• produce “issue variants” (different intros and CTAs for different reader intents)

• generate conversion-focused follow-ups after readers join from a recommendation

• create reusable content blocks (explainers, definitions, disclaimers) so the core narrative 

stays sharp

The rule is simple:



AI should increase editorial consistency, not increase output noise.

The Operator Takeaway

Substack’s recommendations system is useful as a model even if you never publish on 

Substack.

It demonstrates that:

• distribution can be embedded as a product feature

• trust is the currency that makes network growth monetize

If you cannot defend your editorial trust, your paid conversion rate will collapse no matter how 

many subscribers the network sends you.


