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Lesson 2 From Casual Buyers to Lasting Fans

The Subscription Economy: 

From Ownership to Access

Jiyun, a high school student, starts her day by 

logging in to a music streaming service on her 

smartphone. She enjoys listening to her favorite 

music, discovering new songs, and exploring new 

artists every day. For a healthy breakfast, Jiyun 

receives a delivery from a subscription service that 

provides fresh vegetables and fruits. After school, 

Jiyun utilizes a video lecture service to expand her 

knowledge in whatever she finds interesting. For 

example, she watches various academic lectures to 

review her schoolwork and stay updated about the 

latest knowledge in her chosen field of study. During 

weekends, Jiyun and her family spend quality time 

together watching movies or dramas using a 

streaming service.

Subscriptions are everywhere

To be sure, the subscription economy is a popular 

economic model nowadays, and Jiyun is actively 

taking part in it. The concept of business models 

based on subscriptions is not new. 

Initially it was limited to products such as milk and 

newspapers. However, these business models have 

expanded to all industries, including entertainment, 

technology, fashion, education, and much more. 

Instead of creating a hit product that will be sold 

once, companies now prioritize providing continuing 

value, such as new content, more personalization, or 

access to updates. Customers pay for these benefits 

via a regular subscription.

The subscription economy brings advantages for both 

companies and consumers. Companies can have a 

stable revenue and build customer loyalty by using 

the subscription model. From the consumers’ 

perspective, they can enjoy a wider range of choices 

and personalized experiences. They can also save 

money by having flexible subscription contracts.

The rise of the subscription economy is closely 

connected to two major drivers: changes in 

consumption trends and the rapid growth of online 

platforms.
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People love the subscriptions

The subscription economy is highly relevant to how 

people consume goods and services nowadays. More 

and more people prioritize experiences over owning 

things. This makes the subscription economy 

attractive to them because it offers access to services 

or content without the requirement of ownership. For 

example, by subscribing to a music streaming service, 

consumers can enjoy limitless music without the need 

for having disc albums. Another example is 

subscribing to clothing services, where consumers can 

explore a variety of clothing styles without filling up 

their drawers.

Moreover, consumers value diversity and 

customization. The subscription economy offers a 

diverse range of subscription options, enabling 

individuals to personalize their experiences based on 

their own preferences and interests. This aspect of 

the subscription economy is more popular among 

younger generations, as they enjoy expressing their 

uniqueness and discovering valuable content and 

services that fit with their individual tastes. A popular 

example that has gained attention is the cosmetics 

subscription service. 

It stands out by thoroughly analyzing customers’ 

current skin conditions and providing specialized 

recommendations, including manufacturing cosmetics 

created to address each individual’s unique skin 

concerns. To come to the point, consumers receive a 

personalized experience that prioritizes their individual 

skin conditions, rather than a uniform purchasing 

process.

Furthermore, consumers appreciate flexibility and 

convenience. In some subscription models, consumers 

can experience a variety of products or services for a 

fixed cost. In other models, they can flexibly adjust 

subscription fees by choosing only the necessary 

services or products when needed. This means they 

can either enjoy a range of offerings for a set price 

or save money by selecting only what they really 

need. Moreover, subscription services are made easily 

accessible by online platforms, enhancing consumers 

convenience. With just a few clicks, consumers can 

receive services or products. If they wish to change 

their device model, they can do so. Whoever desires 

an upgrade can get it and experience the latest 

models.
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Online platforms drive the subscription economy

With the development of various digital devices 

centered on smartphones, consumers have been able 

to do numerous things with great ease. In the past, 

people had no choice but to go to the theater or 

purchase the videos they wanted to watch. Today, 

whoever wants to watch a movie can access online 

media subscription platforms and enjoy a vast 

selection of movies on their smartphones or other 

digital devices.

At the same time, these platforms make it easy for 

companies to offer customized products and services 

to customers. By applying AI and big data algorithm 

technology, companies identify consumers’ needs, 

tastes, and consumption patterns. People appreciate 

having diverse choices and customization, which in 

turn enhances their satisfaction. Services, such as 

suggesting personalized clothing styles based on 

customers’ purchase history or recommending videos 

that match their movie and video viewing history, 

bring them great satisfaction.

Limitations of the subscription economy

Although the subscription economy offers many 

advantages, there are also some disadvantages to 

consider.

One concern is the potential for overconsumption. 

The convenience and accessibility of the subscription 

model make it easy for consumers to sign up for 

multiple services and use a lot of content or 

products. This can result in excessive consumption 

and using more subscription services than actually 

needed. It is crucial to subscribe only to services that 

are truly necessary and avoid subscribing to similar 

services.

Related to the concern of overconsumption is the 

financial burden that subscriptions can create. While 

the cost of individual subscriptions may seem 

affordable, subscribing to multiple services can add 

up quickly. It is important to carefully consider the 

costs of these subscriptions to avoid financial strain. 

Regularly reviewing and canceling unnecessary 

subscriptions can be beneficial. 
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Additionally, the subscription economy can contribute 

to environmental pollution. The regular delivery of 

products in packaging materials can increase the use 

of disposable packaging, which harms the 

environment. Using environmentally friendly packaging 

materials and opting for reusable packaging can help 

reduce this problem. 

Despite the potential limitations of subscription 

services, they have become deeply embedded in our 

lives and more and more businesses are jumping 

onto the subscription economy model. It is expected 

that new subscription services will be continuously 

provided to consumers in new areas in the future. 

We need to have a deeper understanding of the 

subscription economy and become wise consumers 

who receive the services that are really needed.
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2과 Further Reading

Happiness Comes From Experiences

A long-term study conducted by Thomas Gilovich, a 

psychology professor at Cornell University, reached a 

powerful and clear conclusion: Don’t spend your 

money on things. We assume that the happiness we 

get from buying something will last as long as the 

thing itself. But it’s wrong. The trouble with things is 

that the happiness they provide fades quickly. There 

are three critical reasons for this.

First, we get used to new possessions. What once 

seemed novel and exciting quickly becomes the 

norm. Second, we keep raising the bar. New 

purchases lead to new expectations. As soon as we 

get used to a new possession, we look for an even 

better one. Third, possessions stimulate humans to 

compare themselves with others. We buy a new car 

and are thrilled with it until a friend buys a better 

one, and there’s always someone with a better one.

Gilovich and other researchers have found that 

experiences deliver longer lasting happiness than 

things. That’s because experiences become a part of 

our identity. We are not our possessions, but we are 

the accumulation of everything we’ve seen, the things 

we’ve done, and the places we’ve been to. 

“Our experiences are a bigger part of ourselves than 

our material goods,” says Gilovich. “You can really 

like your material stuff. You can even think that part 

of your identity is connected to those things, but 

nonetheless they remain separate from you. On the 

other hand, your experiences really are part of you. 

We are the sum total of our experiences.”


