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The 2021 Subscription Commerce 
Conversion Index, a PYMNTS and sticky.io 
collaboration, examines how the pandemic 
is reshaping consumers’ subscription 
preferences and expectations. We 
surveyed a census-balanced panel of 
2,424 U.S. consumers to find out the 
features subscription providers must 
support to convert subscription-curious 
consumers into long-term subscribers. The Exclusive Access Effect Edition
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Executive summary

Childrenswear subscription provider 
Dopple has partnered with French luxury 
childrenswear brand Bonpoint to include 
higher-end children’s clothing in its 
monthly boxes.1 Dopple, which has seen 
its revenue jump fivefold between 2018 
and 2020, has added clothing from more 
than 50 brands to its subscription boxes 
in the past year, providing its subscribers 
with access to items from luxury designer 
brands including Stella McCartney, Chloé 
and Versace.2

Dopple’s continuing efforts to add luxury 
childrenswear to its subscription boxes is 
occurring as consumer demand surges for 
higher-end retail subscription products. 
Subscriptions, which were a convenience 
play during the early part of the pandem-
ic, now are more synonymous with access 
to products that retail product subscribers 
cannot acquire anywhere else. 

1. Maake, K. The children’s clothing industry is past its pandemic growing pains. 2021. https://www.morningbrew.com/retail/stories/2021/11/03/
the-children-s-clothing-industry-is-past-its-pandemic-growing-pains. Accessed November 2021. 

2. Parisi, D. Glossy. ‘The future of retail’: Dopple’s consignment model is working to win luxury brand partners. 2021. https://www.glossy.co/fashion/
dopples-consignment-model-is-working-to-win-luxury-brand-partners/. Accessed November 2021. 

https://www.morningbrew.com/retail/stories/2021/11/03/the-children-s-clothing-industry-is-past-its-pandemic-growing-pains
https://www.morningbrew.com/retail/stories/2021/11/03/the-children-s-clothing-industry-is-past-its-pandemic-growing-pains
https://www.glossy.co/fashion/dopples-consignment-model-is-working-to-win-luxury-brand-partners/
https://www.glossy.co/fashion/dopples-consignment-model-is-working-to-win-luxury-brand-partners/
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The growing emphasis on product quality 
and uniqueness is just one of several fac-
tors PYMNTS has observed since July 2020 
that is driving the retail subscription sector. 
Over the last four quarters, we have found 
that consumers are not only subscribing to 
more services and spending more on those 
subscriptions collectively, but also keeping 
their subscriptions longer. 

The average retail subscriber now has five 
subscriptions in Q4 — 1.3 more subscrip-
tions than held on average in Q3 — and 
spends a collective $15 billion on them each 
month. This is $9 billion more than was 
spent last quarter.  

The product appeal is evident in the num-
ber of consumers who report their intention 
to keep their retail subscriptions active. 
The number of active subscriptions in the 
United States is up 76 percent from Q3, 
and 24 percent fewer consumers now in-
tend to cancel their subscriptions after 
all pandemic-related restrictions are lift-
ed than the share who made those same 
plans in Q3.

The Subscription Commerce Conversion 
Index: The Exclusive Access Effect Edition, a 
PYMNTS and sticky.io collaboration, explores 
key drivers behind consumers’ growing ap-
petite for retail subscription services and 

details what subscription providers must 
do to attract and retain customers. We sur-
veyed a census-balanced panel of 2,424 U.S. 
consumers between Sept. 9 and Sept. 29, 
2021, to learn how they continue to change 
how they use retail subscription services, 
their key reasons for doing so and how well 
providers are meeting their expectations. 

We followed up by examining the on-
line sign-up processes of 206 leading 
subscription retailers to gain a firsthand 
account of how long it takes to sign up 
for new services and how many of 22 key 
convenience-focused and security-boosting 
features they provide. Each merchant then 
was assigned a subscription commerce 
index (SCCI) score on a scale of 0 to 100, 
with 0 indicating a sign-up experience so 
friction-laden that consumers cannot finish 
signing up and 100 indicating a perfectly 
frictionless sign up, in which 100 percent 
of all potential customers complete their 
purchases. 

Retail subscribers are spending less on 
individual subscriptions - than they did in 
Q3, but more of them also now plan to 
keep their subscription plans. The average 
subscriber now spends $37.73 per subscrip-
tion per month — down from $39.50 three 
months ago. At the same time, the share of 
subscribers planning to cancel their plans 
has dropped from 19 percent to 14 percent 
since Q3. 

This is also the fifth consecutive quarterly 
increase in retail subscription usage, which 
itself has tripled since Q3 2020. Thirty-one 
percent of all adult consumers in the U.S. 
now are retail subscribers, and subscribers 
now are signed up for five different retail 
services on average at any given time. In Q3, 
24 percent of consumers used at least one 
subscription service, and each of them then 
used 3.7 different subscriptions on average. 

This is 
what we 
learned. 

Nearly one-third of all consumers 
have at least one retail subscription 
service, and they plan to keep 
their subscriptions longer. Retail 
subscriptions in the U.S. total 
approximately $15 billion per month.
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This is the first time that convenience is 
not consumers’ primary motivator for sub-
scribing to retail services. Convenience is 
now the second-most important reason 
retail subscribers give for using subscrip-
tion services, as 10 percent cite it as their 
chief motivator. Fewer subscribers than we 
have ever measured before use their re-
tail subscriptions to save money and avoid 
brick-and-mortar stores. 

The reasons behind retail subscription us-
age varies with the generational background 
of consumers, however. Millennials and 
bridge millennials are using retail subscrip-
tions to access higher-quality items, for 
example, with 15 percent and 16 percent 
of each age group using subscriptions to 
access higher-quality items, respectively. 
Generation Z consumers, by contrast, are 
using them to save time.

Subscription retail merchants’ overall Index 
score stands at 49, a 2 percent increase 
from Q3 2021, but a large gap persists be-
tween top-ranking and bottom-ranking 
merchants. The 30 merchants with the 
highest overall Index scores (top perform-
ers) scored an average of 71.9, while those 
with the 30 lowest Index scores (bottom 
performers) scored just 24.8. 

Many of these low performers offer few-
er of the key services subscribers expect, 
especially features that can enhance cus-
tomers’ sense of trust and comfort with 
new merchants. Only 20 percent of bot-
tom performers have guarantee or refund 

policies, for example, and only 10 percent 
use password restrictions, which set specif-
ic guidelines for acceptable passwords, to 
secure their customers’ accounts. 

These represent not only key areas of im-
provement that providers could consider 
to boost their conversion potential going 
forward, but also potential problems that 
could hurt long-term growth if left unad-
dressed. More consumers may be planning 
to add subscriptions in the future, but 14 
percent — 12 million individuals — still are 
considering cutting back. These consumers’ 
choice to cancel would cut providers’ reve-
nues by a collective total of $2.2 billion.

Access to higher-quality items now is 
the biggest driver of retail subscriptions. 
Ten million people — or 12 percent of 
all retail subscribers — report using 
subscription services principally to 
access high-quality products that they 
cannot find anywhere else. 

Retail subscription commerce providers 
could lose as much as $2.2 billion 
per month by failing to offer a better 
subscription commerce experience. 
Top performers, regardless of size, 
offer services such as refunds to build 
subscriber trust.
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The pandemic played a key role in driving 
subscription commerce usage in March 
2020, as two-thirds of subscribers said 
the pandemic was a “very” or “extremely” 
important influence on their decisions to 
subscribe. 

Many of the consumers who signed up for 
subscription services during the pandem-
ic intend to keep them going forward. The 

share of subscribers keeping their subscrip-
tions after the free-trial period has remained 
stable at approximately 54 percent, and just 
14 percent say they may cancel their sub-
scriptions. This is down from the 19 percent 
who said so in Q3. Notably, 51 percent of 
subscribers plan to sign up for more ser-
vices in the future — a big jump from the 32 
percent who said so in Q3 2021.

Nearly two-thirds of retail subscribers are 
purchasing products directly from brands.  
Direct-to-consumer (D2C) retail subscrip-
tion providers have improved their overall 
user experience for the fourth consecu-
tive quarter. 

D2C providers are offering more of the key 
features that improve their users’ sub-
scription experiences, including discounts 
and enhanced customer service. More 
D2C subscribers than ever report using 

D2C subscriptions for better pricing, bet-
ter customer service and better access to 
product-specific coupons and discounts. 

Forty-nine percent of D2C subscribers now 
say they subscribe to brands directly be-
cause they offer better pricing, for example. 
There also are 46 percent who subscribe to 
brands directly for better customer service 
and for better access to product-specific 
discounts and coupons.  

More than half of all pandemic-related 
free-trial retail product subscribers 
say they will keep their subscriptions 
in place. Nearly as many say they 
plan to add more retail subscriptions 
when all pandemic-related restrictions 
are lifted. 

Nearly two-thirds of retail subscribers 
are purchasing products directly from 
brands.  Direct-to-consumer (D2C) retail 
subscription providers have improved their 
overall user experiences for the fourth 
consecutive quarter.
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Consumers’ appetite for retail subscription 
commerce is rising nonstop, and the num-
ber of subscriptions used has increased for 
four consecutive quarters. The average sub-
scriber across our sample now has twice 
as many retail subscriptions as they did in 
Q1 2021, with each now using a total of five 
retail subscriptions on average. 

Subscription surge
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Millennials and bridge millennials’ appetite 
for retail subscription commerce is greater 
than that of other age groups. These two 
generations use more retail subscription 
services than any other age group: The 
average millennial subscriber uses 5.6 
subscriptions and the average bridge mil-
lennial subscriber uses 5.5 subscriptions at 
any given time. 

Consumers’ latest increase in retail sub-
scription usage has occurred right after 
a brief episode of hesitation regarding ex-
penses. Many retail subscribers expressed 
concerns over spending too much on their 
subscriptions in Q3 2021, indicating that 
they might consider cancelling some in 
the future.3

This “belt-tightening effect” has since gone 
by the wayside. Consumers now are spend-
ing less on individual subscriptions but 
are spending more than ever overall. The 
average subscriber now spends $37.73 per 
month on each individual retail subscrip-
tion, working out to an average expenditure 
of $187.32 on five retail subscription ser-
vices each month. In Q1, subscribers spent 
an average of $42.75 on each of their 2.5 
retail subscription services for a monthly 
total of $106.86. 

Retail subscribers in the U.S. now spend $15 
billion on retail subscriptions. This marks a 
67 percent increase from the $9 billion they 
spent just three months ago and a fivefold 
increase from what they spent in Q1. 

More consumers than ever intend to keep 
the subscriptions they have — and sign up 
for even more in the future. Fifty-one per-
cent of subscribers plan to keep their current 
retail subscriptions in addition to signing up 
for more, even after all pandemic-related 
restrictions lift. This share is up from 32 
percent who said the same in Q3 2021. 

Just 14 percent of subscribers plan to cut 
back on their retail subscriptions after pan-
demic restrictions are fully lifted. In Q3, 19 
percent of subscribers had planned to cut 
back. Therefore, it is clear that consumers 
have done away with whatever reservations 
they may have had about spending too 
much on subscriptions in Q3.

Source: PYMNTS.com  |  sticky.io
Subscription Commerce Conversion Index

3. PYMNTS.com. Subscription Commerce Conversion Index. 2021. 
https://www.pymnts.com/study/consumer-retail-subscription
-commerce-conversion-cross-promotion/. Accessed November 2021. 
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The exclusive access 
effect

Consumers may be signed up for more retail 
subscriptions than ever, but they also are 
using retail subscriptions for very different 
reasons now than they did at the beginning 
of the year. More subscribers now use retail 
subscriptions to access high-quality prod-
ucts they cannot find anywhere else than 
for any other reason, with 12 percent saying 
this type of exclusive access is the principal 
reason they use retail subscriptions. 

This is a notable shift from previous quar-
ters, in which more subscribers reported 
using retail subscriptions principally for 
convenience. The share of subscribers using 
retail subscriptions chiefly to save money 

and to avoid having to remember to go to 
the store also is down. 

Consumers in different age groups use re-
tail subscriptions for very different reasons. 
Millennials and bridge millennials — the 
largest subscribing groups — also are the 
most likely to report using retail subscrip-
tions because the offerings give them 
access to products they cannot find any-
where else. This is the case for 15 percent 
of millennial subscribers and 16 percent of 
bridge millennial subscribers, but only for 
3.9 percent of baby boomers, for example. 

Baby boomers and seniors are the most 
likely to use retail subscriptions first and 
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4A: Share citing select factors as their primary 
reasons for using retail subscriptions
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foremost for fun or because doing so means 
they no longer need to worry about having 
to go to the store. Gen X, by contrast, is the 
most likely to use the offerings chiefly to 
access products they cannot find in their 
local areas.

For all subscribers who intend to keep their 
retail subscriptions for these or other rea-
sons, a minority nevertheless plan to cancel 
their subscriptions after pandemic-related 
restrictions are lifted. This is the case for 
14.4 percent of all subscribers, meaning that 
subscription merchants that are not careful 
could be on the verge of losing a collective 
12 million customers who spend $2.2 billion 
on their services each month. 

Saving money still is the most common 
reason this minority plans to cut back — 
though the share citing this reason is falling. 
Our latest research shows that 6.2 percent 
of subscribers intend to cancel in the future 
to reduce their monthly expenses. 

Other common reasons subscribers plan to 
cut back include wanting to return to shop-
ping in stores, finding it more convenient 
to purchase products in local stores than 
buying them via subscription and wanting 
to support local merchants. The shares of 
subscribers citing these reasons for want-
ing to cut back also are becoming smaller, 
but these reasons still are near the top of 
the list of factors leading some to consider 
cancelling. Their ubiquity also underscores 
how important it is for subscription service 
providers to be able to offer their custom-
ers unique, exclusive products and services 
that go beyond what can be found from 
other merchants.  

Q4 2021

Q2 2021
Q3 2021

Q1 2021
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Retail subscription merchants have been 
continuously improving their user experienc-
es since Q1 2021, adding more subscription 
and checkout features to their sites each 
quarter. The share of merchants offering 
free shipping, guarantee or refund policies, 
pause features and buy buttons all have 
increased for the fourth consecutive quar-
ter, for example. Six of the 15 key features 
that have been shown to improve subscrib-
ers’ user experiences now are offered by 
more merchants than we have measured 
ever before. 

What it takes to 
be on top
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Source: PYMNTS.com  |  sticky.io
Subscription Commerce Conversion Index
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Merchants’ continued efforts to enhance 
the user experience are driving up their 
Subscription Commerce Conversion Index 
(SCCI) scores. Their overall average SCCI 
score has been increasing steadily since Q1, 
now clocking in at 48.8 out of 100. 

FIGURE 8: 

How Subscription 
Commerce Conversion 
Index scores have changed 
over time
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Retail subscribers’ user experiences may be 
improving on the industry level, but many 
merchants still are struggling to keep up 
with the rest of the pack. The 30 merchants 
with the highest Index scores outperform 
those with the 30 lowest Index scores by 
a wide margin. At 71.9, top performers’ av-
erage Index score is 47 points higher than 
bottom performers’ average score, which is 
just 24.8. 

These bottom performers lack many of the 
subscription features those would-be sub-
scribers have come to expect merchants 
to provide, whether product ratings and 
reviews, quick add-to-cart features, plan 
options or otherwise.  

Bottom performers trail far behind the rest 
in one area, however: providing features that 
are known to inspire consumer trust. These 
features include both guarantee or refund 
policies and password restrictions, which 
set parameters for which characters might 
be included in the passwords subscribers 
use to secure their accounts. 

Consumers tend to trust merchants that 
offer both features more than those that do 
not, yet only 20 percent of bottom perform-
ers offer guarantee or refund policies and 10 
percent use password restrictions. Among 
top performers, 83 percent have guarantee 
or refund policies and 77 percent use pass-
word restrictions. 

FIGURE 9: 
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bottom performers' feature 
offerings have changed over 
time
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Free trials are and always have been key 
to converting new subscribers, and they 
are gaining importance. The share of retail 
subscribers who first acquired at least one 
of their subscriptions by using a free trial 
has been steadily increasing since Q1 2021, 
peaking in October. Eighty percent of re-
tail subscribers who subscribed after the 

pandemic — 35 million people — now say 
they first used at least one of the subscrip-
tions they have acquired since March 2020 
via free trial. This is up from 73 percent who 
said the same in Q3 and 65 percent who 
said the same in Q1. 

FIGURE 10: 

Subscribers' use of free trials to 
obtain subscriptions
10A: Share who used a free trial to obtain 
at least one retail subscription since March 
2020, by date
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The strong majority of subscribers in nearly 
every generation report having first used 
their retail subscriptions via free trial, with 
baby boomers and seniors being the only 
exception. Just 41 percent of baby boom-
ers and senior subscribers used a free trial 
to begin at least one of their current retail 
subscriptions. The share in other genera-
tions who report doing the same is higher 
than 80 percent, meaning that free trials 
are especially important for converting mil-
lennials and bridge millennials, the most 
prolific retail subscribers of all. 

Fewer subscribers report cancelling their 
susbcriptions entirely than we have ever 
measured, and more than ever are keeping 
them after their free trials run their course. 
Only 5.8 percent of subscribers who have 
used free trials say they cancelled after fin-
ishing those trials, down from the 12 percent 
in Q3 who used trials and then cancelled. 
The share who keep their subscriptions af-
ter their free trials end now clocks in at 54 
percent, meaning that 19 million consum-
ers with active subscriptions first received 
them by signing up for a free trial.

This is not to say that free trials are a 
cure-all solution for converting more cus-
tomers. A certain portion of subscribers 
abuse their free trials by extending them 
past their end dates. This is done typically 
by cancelling their subscription and then 
re-signing under a different name, giving 
free-trial abusers more access to the retail 
subscriptions they should be paying for. 

Twenty-six percent of subscribers currently 
are using free trials they signed up for using 
different accounts, more than have done so 
since Q1. 

There is no easy way to circumvent this 
free-trial abuse problem. Free trials are 
integral to converting more subscribers, 
making them a must for merchants looking 
to gain a competitive edge, yet there is lit-
tle they can do to prevent customers from 
signing up for two, three or more free trials 
using different accounts. Free-trial abuse 
may be regarded as an unavoidable risk that 
merchants must be willing to take to gain 
and keep a foothold in the retail subscrip-
tion industry. 

FIGURE 11: 

Subscribers' management 
of retail subscription free 
trials
Share who keep, cancel or extend free trials 
when completed, by date
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D2C subscriptions quickly are growing more 
popular among retail subscribers. The share 
who receive their subscriptions directly 
from merchants is higher than at any point 
since Q1 2021, at 64 percent. There now are 
roughly 51 million consumers in the U.S. 
who use at least one D2C retail subscrip-
tion, and that figure is poised to increase 
going forward. 

The D2C edge 

Share obtaining subscriptions from select 
sources, by date

FIGURE 12: 
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The most common reason D2C subscribers 
give for subscribing to brands directly is that 
doing so gives them access to better prod-
ucts. Fifty percent of D2C subscribers cite 
this as a motivator for using D2C subscrip-
tions, and 49 percent use D2C subscriptions 
because they know that the products they 
receive via D2C are not knock-offs. 

Better pricing, better customer service, 
better access to product-specific coupons 
or discounts and better rewards also are 
near the top of the list of reasons for using 
D2C subscriptions, and these factors are 
gaining importance. The share of D2C sub-
scribers citing these reasons has increased 
consistently each quarter since Q1 2021. 
Providing these benefits will be critical for 
D2C subscribers to win over and keep new 
customers going forward. 

FIGURE 13: 

Why retail subscribers prefer 
obtaining subscriptions directly 
from merchants
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It has been 20 months since March 2020, 
and the surge in retail subscription com-
merce that emerged in the aftermath of the 
pandemic’s onset still is gaining momentum. 
The consumers who once turned to retail 
subscriptions to avoid infection have since 
come to appreciate the ease, convenience 
and — now more than ever — exclusive 
access to higher-quality products that sub-
scriptions provide. The result is an increasing 
pressure on subscription merchants to im-
prove their customers’ overall subscription 
experiences in order to stand out and meet 
their higher-than-ever expectations. It is 
not enough to provide high-quality prod-
ucts — merchants must invest in providing 
their customers the trust-strengthening 
and convenience-boosting features that 
can help drive conversion and support sus-
tained growth. 

METHODOLOGY

The Subscription Commerce Conversion 
Index draws from a survey of a 
census-balanced panel of 2,424 adult U.S. 
consumers and a complementary study 
in which PYMNTS researched the online 
subscription sign-up processes of 206 
subscription commerce providers across 
more than nine industries. Respondents to 
the consumer survey were an average age 
of 40, 48 percent were female and 46 per-
cent earned more than $100,000 in annual 
income. The consumer survey is conducted 
quarterly; this Q4 2021 survey was conduct-
ed between September 9 and 29.

Conclusion
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