
How Legacy Businesses Are Using 
Subscription Models to Unlock Hidden 

Revenue Streams



For decades, traditional enterprises - from manufacturing giants to consumer 
brands - have operated on a simple, one-time transaction model: build -> sell -> 
move on. But the ground has shifted. In the last few years, subscription economics 
have rapidly seeped into industries that once swore they’d never touch a recurring 
model. And the results? New revenue streams, deeper customer relationships, and 
business resilience that purely transactional models can’t even dream of.

Working closely with platforms like Zuora and transformation-driven enterprises, 
one thing is clear: subscriptions aren’t a Silicon Valley trick anymore - they’re the 
new engine for predictable and scalable growth across legacy sectors.

Let’s break down what’s really happening under the hood.

Why Legacy Enterprises Are Embracing Subscriptions Now

1. Volatile Markets Demand Predictable Revenue

The post-2020 era has been defined by supply chain shocks, inflation waves, and 
unpredictable buyer behavior. Legacy businesses—especially those in 
manufacturing, industrial equipment, automotive, and even agriculture - are tired 
of revenue rollercoasters.

Subscriptions stabilize that. They o�er:

In fact, recent reports from Zuora’s Subscription Economy Index show subscription 
businesses growing 4–5x faster than S&P 500 companies.

That’s the kind of math CFOs can’t ignore.
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2.   Customers Now Value Access Over Ownership

We’re living in an “access economy.” Whether it's Netflix, Adobe, or 
John Deere’s fleet management solutions, customers increasingly want:

And when customers shift expectations, legacy businesses must follow.
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Real-World Examples: Legacy Businesses Turning 
Subscription-Native Manufacturing – “Product + Service” 
Becomes the Default

Industrial leaders now sell equipment via:

3.   Digital Transformation Has Reached Critical 
Mass

IoT, telematics, cloud platforms, and AI have reached 

This has unlocked entirely new business models that were 
technically impossible 10 years ago.

This flips the manufacturer from a one-time supplier to an ongoing 
partner—boosting lifetime revenue per customer while making the customer’s cost 
structure more flexible.

Subscription bundles 
(hardware + monitoring 

+ maintenance)

Pay-as-you-use 
models (e.g., per-hour 

equipment uptime)
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Automotive – From Car Ownership to Mobility Services

Automakers are now monetizing:

Software is becoming the auto industry's most profitable line. Mercedes and BMW 
already generate millions in recurring revenue from digital add-ons.

Connected 
car software

Safety feature 
subscriptions

Navigation and 
infotainment plans

EV battery 
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Consumer Goods – The Rise of 
Replacement & Replenishment 
Subscriptions
From water purifiers to beauty brands, 
companies are integrating:

Filter replacement plans

Razor blade subscriptions

Nutrition and wellness replenishment

Home appliance service memberships

The beauty? These industries now earn 
recurring margin instead of depending on 
customers remembering to reorder.



What was once purely transactional is becoming sticky, predictable revenue.

Construction & Building Materials – An Unexpected but 
Growing Shift

Tool manufacturers, paint companies, and material suppliers are starting to 

pilot:

Tool-as-a-Service 
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subscriptions

Where the Hidden Revenue Streams Really Come From
Companies adopting subscription models often uncover revenue that was 
“invisible” earlier. Here’s where the money starts showing up.

1. Monetizing Data
Legacy companies are sitting on a goldmine of operational and usage data. Now 
they can package and sell:

2. Embedded Services
Every physical product now has a service layer attached:

Think of this as turning raw data into a recurring subscription product.
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3. Usage-Based Pricing

Instead of selling “ownership,” companies now sell “outcome.”

4. Cross-Sell and Upsell Becomes Systematic

Once customers subscribe, companies can gently guide them toward:

Retention becomes the new growth engine.

Per mile Per hour Per use Per scan Per output 
generated

Usage-based pricing aligns customer value with business revenue -  
making it irresistible for both CFOs and customers.
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5. Lower Customer Acquisition Costs
Subscriptions extend a customer’s relationship for years. So the cost to acquire a 
customer pays o� over a longer lifetime.

CAC stays flat

Margins look way better

LTV skyrockets



The Role of Platforms Like 
Zuora in Making This Possible

Legacy businesses are rarely 
structured for subscription 
operations. Their back-end 
systems—SAP, Oracle, custom 
ERPs—were designed around 
one-time transactions.

Flexible product catalog

Automated billing & invoicing

Usage rating

Revenue recognition compliance

Subscription lifecycle 
management

Integration with ERP/CRM

This is exactly where Zuora became the backbone of the Subscription 
Economy.

This is exactly where Zuora became the backbone of the Subscription Economy.

In short: 
subscriptions 
become simple, 
repeatable, and 
scalable.

5. Scale globally
Multi-currency, 
multi-entity, 
multi-country 
taxation—all prebuilt.

4. Integrate 
subscriptions into 
existing ERP/CRM 
stacks
Instead of ripping out 
SAP or Oracle, 
companies plug Zuora 
into them.

3. Ensure ASC606 / 
IFRS15 compliance
Critical for publicly 
listed or audit-sensitive 
companies.

2. Manage complex 
billing scenarios
Tiered pricing, 
usage-based, hybrid, 
add-ons—Zuora 
handles it without 
custom engineering.

1. Launch new 
subscription models 
in weeks, not months
The platform’s flexible 
catalog reduces 
experimentation cost 
significantly.



What Legacy Companies Need to Get Right to Succeed
Subscriptions aren’t magic dust. The companies winning in this space do a 
few things exceptionally well:

The Road Ahead: The Subscription Economy Will Be Default 
by 2030
Whether you sell tractors, machinery, consumer products, or industrial 
components, subscription adoption is no longer optional. It’s quickly 
becoming the way legacy businesses future-proof their revenue streams.

• Start with a pilot, not a global rollout
A small o�ering tested on a small 
market gives the fastest learnings.

• Shift from product-centric to 
customer-centric thinking
Subscriptions are about relationships, not 
transactions.

• Invest in digital capabilities
Usage metering, IoT, analytics—these 
unlock advanced monetization.

• Build a cross-functional operating 
model
Sales + Finance + Product + Operations 
must align on:

• Don’t copy SaaS—adapt the model to 
your industry
The biggest wins happen when 
companies respect their own economics 
and customer behavior.

SLAs Customer journey

Pricing Billing Support
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Companies that shift early enjoy:

Higher 
valuation

Stronger 
customer 
loyalty

Predictable
revenue

More 
innovation 
funding

Higher 
lifetime 
margins

And with platforms like Zuora simplifying the entire 
lifecycle, the barriers to entry have never been lower.

The next decade belongs to enterprises that 
move from selling products to delivering 
continuously improving experiences.


