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After the Ebb of Traffic: A Case Study of Communication and Business Strategy
of Sanlian Life Weekly’s Paid Membership System

Hu Jiayue
Sichuan Academy of Social Sciences, Chengdu, Sichuan 610072

Abstract : Against the backdrop of peaking traffic dividends, tightening platform algorithms, and shifting
advertising budgets, in—depth content is being revalued as a "trust intermediary." This paper examines
the paid membership experiment of Sanlian Life Weekly from 2017 to 2024, analyzing its evolution
from single—course hits to a tiered product system of "knowledge membership/digital subscription
membership/joint membership." The study reveals how the "softening" of cover stories (free) and "hard
paywall" for special topics balances public service with commercial sustainability. Research has found
that within the triangular game involving national regulation, platform capital, and professional media,
paywalls have established a "regulated, tiered public sphere." This has enabled membership revenue
to surpass traditional advertising for the first time in 2024, paving the way for a reproduction paradigm
for in—depth domestic content that is based on trust rather than traffic.
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