
ARE MAGAZINES INTENDED FOR MEN DIFFERENT IN DESIGN FROM THOSE INTENDED

FOR WOMEN? IF SO, SUGGEST REASONS WHY.

Introduction
Perhaps as little as ten years ago, you could defend the claim that ‘men don’t buy
magazines’. As a woman walking into your local newsagents you were confronted
with reams of glossy paper, resplendent with enticing cover imagery and names like
Elle, New Woman and Cosmopolitan. If you were a man, you probably had to set your
sights a little higher. Literally. Back then, ‘men’s magazines’ lined the upper most
shelves in stores and had a seedy reputation for a readership with late night
purchasing habits and a penchant for anoraks. 

The truth is that men’s magazines in some shape or form have existed for as long as
their female targeted counterparts. When the magazine concept was first developed,
print runs were small, owing to the fact that their readers originated only from the
higher echelons of society. They could easily afford the relatively hefty cover price,
and had the spare time to indulge in new social pastimes. 

The mid nineties heralded a new generation of men’s magazines that swiftly eclipsed
sales of traditional male orientated publications. Loaded and FHM took centre stage
with a focus on naked women, football and getting drunk. With the sharp change in
content with respect to established titles such as GQ and Esquire came a concurrent
change in the look and feel of the editorial style. (See figure 1)

Someone once suggested men are from Mars and women from Venus. To look at the
marked distinction in men’s and women’s magazines, you would be forgiven for
thinking that this indeed was the case. Early magazines circa the 19th century weren’t
that different in design. For one, the cover had not been exploited as a way of
appealing to a specific audience. Until the mid twentieth century, when certain
established ‘brands’ (think Esquire and Vogue) were becoming household names,
magazines shared a lot of obvious similarities (see. figure 2). This paper looks at the
‘ingredients’ common to magazines for male and female audiences. By dissecting and
analysing the constituent parts, it will be possible to extract the differences that
account for the dichotomy in style and suggest the motivations that lie behind design
choices. 

The word magazine comes from the Arabic meaning ‘storehouse of information’.1

Over time, the format has changed but the recipe has remained essentially the same.
Proof is found if we compare a decade old copy of GQ or Marie Claire with last
month’s Heat or Zoo magazine (see figure 3). Interestingly, text in the form of articles
and photographs are still the staple ingredients – they are simply packaged differently.
The heterogeneity (that is, the composition of unrelated parts) is a magazine’s most
salient feature. I will look now at what goes into the mix and the conscious design
choices implemented by art directors.

The Ingredients

1 www.dictionary.com



THE OUTSIDE

Front Cover
The “aim of a magazine front cover… is solely to invite the reader to buy…and
become engrossed in its content.”2 It may seem obvious from a consumer’s
perspective, but clearly magazine publishers place more emphasis on the cover than
any other part of the magazine. The cover has two principal functions. The first is as a
protective measure. Even though magazines are ultimately disposable, they need to
withstand general manhandling. The second and more pertinent to our topic is the
aesthetic function. In this capacity, the magazine cover is a bit like a chocolate
wrapper since its purpose is to attract the consumer’s attention and tempt them into
making a purchase. Content is key but a good cover demonstrates what lies beyond
the shiny exterior. Designers well aware of the wealth of alternative material
surrounding them in the newsstand are in pursuit of a design that will stand out
amongst the competition yet not look so different as to seem contrived and
unapproachable. 

Cover Imagery
The magazine cover has changed. It’s the one aspect where it appears a
homogenization has occurred in men’s and women’s magazines. In years past, as
variety of approaches have been used. Illustration was used more commonly before
the advent of printing techniques that allowed colour photography to be reproduced
cheaply and efficiently. It is reserved now for publications where its use seems fitting.
For example, Xbox magazine uses computer aided illustration as it suits the gaming
related content, and The Economist uses humorous cover cartoons to depict the
headlines du jour. (See figure 4)

Nowadays, more often than not, photography is employed. Men’s magazines that
weren’t confined to the top shelf were limited to specialist subjects such as cars,
sports and D.I.Y. As such they carried images of footballers or home improvement.
Women’s magazines have also moved on from arts and crafts and instructions for the
latest knitting pattern.

David Crowley notes that nowadays “the dominance of the face and body…is
incontestable”3. His observation is affirmed by a study conducted by Condé Nast
publishers that showed that the most saleable image is an attractive woman. Now it
doesn’t tale much common sense to realise that a pretty girl is a foolproof way of
shifting stock fast. However, that it is now a proven fact may account for why 99% of
well known magazines have airbrushed images of female models on the front.
Classically then, it is the headshot or head and body shot that works best, with as few
clothes as possible for men’s magazines such as Zoo or Nuts. Usually, the face or
bikini shot is large enough to ‘jump out’ at the passer by – a technique aided also by
using a model that makes full eye contact with the would-be reader. This is achieved
by making the eyes the area of natural focus. Tony Quinn, of magforum.com helps us
understand why this is commenting, “People prefer images of others with wide open
pupils – a sign of attraction in everyday life”.4 The idea is to seduce the consumer into
taking a closer look. In the case of ‘lad’s mags’ the seduction, found in the model’s
facial expression is a literal interpretation of the brief!

2 Johnson and Prijatel, 2000
3 Crowley, 2003
4 Quinn, www.magforum.com



It is noteworthy that women help to sell women’s magazines as much as they do
men’s. It appears that women want to emulate the model’s style, and men want to date
her. Interestingly, I recall an issue of Glamour around Oscars time. Readers had a
choice of different actors on the cover so they could buy the one that was most
personally aesthetically pleasing. They sold out in minutes! It was hard to tell whether
it was due to the novelty of the idea combined with the rarity of a Johnny Depp
appearance, rather than a real reader preference. More and more, actresses and singers
feature on covers because female consumers recognise the face and are overcome by
the urge to buy. Marie Claire estimates that over 70% of its readers are non-
committal. A small proportion of a magazine’s readership may come from regular
subscriptions but the majority of buyers are persuaded to purchase on the off-chance.
The high incidence of irregular buyers shows the import of having a familiar face on
the cover if copies are to sell. 

Michael Bierut bemoans the state of contemporary art direction on magazines,
recalling fondly some of the covers that gave Esquire iconic status5. Crowley concurs,
lamenting how designers “seized the cover of the magazine as a public stage onto
which they project their creativity”6. Of course it is easy to hark back to a golden era
when design came first, but editors have always been in pursuit of the ‘holy grail’ of
editorial design. Fifty years ago, perhaps it was simply that the magic formula of sexy
woman + seductive gaze = sales hadn’t yet been perfected, and now that editors have
worked out a way to a quick buck there’s no going back.

There are still some amazing examples to be found of innovative cover imagery,
mainly among publications that are only sold through subscription, which rely on
channels other than their visual merit (which may not meet popular expectations) as
selling points. This is all the more significant given that magazines are the biggest
example of disposable graphic design.

Men’s magazine covers needn’t be emblazoned with celebrities, probably because
men aren’t as interested in reading about their personal lives in any great detail. Some
of the points mentioned above are tried and tested publishing styles that appear to
work, but there are no specific stipulations about how a cover should look. Figure 5
shows some examples from magazine history displaying the diversity in design. The
designs are as much of an indicator of the era during which they were published as
they are of their target market. 

As tastes change, editors must meet readers’ expectations or face failure. Currently,
women’s magazines favour warm, pastel colours such as pink or lilac as a backdrop to
the main cover image. It is rare to see the use of black, white or intense colours like
red or yellow. By contrast, men’s magazines use primary and monochromatic colours
which seem brash for women’s tastes. I hesitate to say that this is because men are or
prefer things to be simple! In all seriousness, there seems to be no reason behind why
women favour soft hues while men go for more aggressive colours. Research by
Guildford and Smith states that “men [are] generally more tolerant toward achromatic
colours than women”7. Plater affirms the theory, adding that men tend to prefer

5 Bierut, 2004
6 Crowley, 2003
7 quoted in Khouw, 1999



stronger chromas than women.8 Natalia Khouw has conducted more recent
experiments and concludes that, “impressions of colour seemed to be more subtle and
effected not just by the coolness or warmness of the colour palette, but also by the
calibration of value, chroma, and contrast”9.

Ultimately, the cover is emblematic of the overall editorial strategy. The demise or
success of new magazines will rest mostly on the cover. Regard figure 610. The launch
of Woman and Home in South Africa used a first issue that screamed of all the
treasure that lied within. Compare it with figure 7, the launch of Russian Esquire.
With an established global reputation, the editors have been brave in choosing to go
with a poster style cover which features minimal typography. With little clue to the
contents, publishers rarely use this technique unless it’s a reputable title. The Bruce
Willis cover pictured has an air of cocky confidence, as if to say, ‘I don’t need to sell
myself.’ The magazine in figure 6 needs to do all it can in its infant stages to secure a
readership, whereas Esquire is likely to already appeal to affluent ambitious
businessmen. 

The Masthead
“The shape of the letterforms… are almost as familiar as the name itself.”11

For some of the more popular magazines, the masthead is iconic, a piece of design in
its own right. This is evidenced in examples such as GQ (Gentleman’s Quarterly) or
FHM (For Him Magazine) which are instantly recognisable by many unaware of the
meaning behind the acronyms. Lots of magazines have achieved this by preserving
the title in its original typeface. Consequently, names such as Vogue and FHM are
unmistakable. Figure 8 illustrates this: in both cases the models head obscures the
masthead typography. FHM has adopted the poster style but it is still recognisable.
The masthead rarely changes. Women’s magazines vary the colour every month, but
with men’s magazines, the colour often remains the same. It dominates the top third
of the magazine which is visible on a newsstand so the attention seeking role it plays
is vital. Both men’s and women’s magazines use contrasting colours such as neon
hues on a dark background to ensure legibility. Capitalisation also allows easy reading
at a considerable distance. The masthead on men’s magazines is arguably more of a
feature. I suspect this is because the picture of the model takes precedence (so any
typography must be large enough to be recognisable) as opposed to women’s
magazines that generally overlay the cover photograph with the masthead (See figure
9).

Subsidiary Typography
The way and extent to which information is displayed on the cover range widely.
Both male and female orientated magazines use sans serif typography as it makes for
a more uncluttered design. There are more similarities between them than first meets
the eye. A magazine such as Cosmopolitan uses many cover lines in up to 3 colours.
What looks like organised chaos to a woman may appear a confused mess to a male
reader; there is a lot going on. Yet men’s magazines also use a lot of cover lines but
pull it off in a different way. The words are less likely to encroach on the model, and
colours are limited to around 2. Black, white, and yellow, popular choices in men’s

8 Khouw, 1999
9 Ibid
10 This illustration is taken from www.magforum.com
11 Foges, 1999



magazines are virtually unheard of in women’s titles. The typography is pretty
unadventurous in general, probably awful in the eyes of a serious graphic designer in
some cases (think Heat, Zoo).  Women’s magazines use more variation in typeface
and size and use soft shadows. The point size is a little more uniform on men’s
magazines and capitalisation and heavy drop shadows are more prevalent. Apart from
being demonstrative of the various ways men and women process information and
presupposed gender preferences, colour schemes employed by the likes of FHM may
make comprehension easier for those with colour-blindness, which is typically found
in men. 

Tim Holmes in The Magazine Handbook comments on the subconscious Z-line that
we all make beginning at the upper left portion of the cover.12 Unsurprisingly, nine
times out of ten the main cover line can be found in this position, beneath the
masthead. It is notable for being the most dominant, using up to 25% of the space
available. The next magazine you buy (whether you’re male or female) should
support this theory since it is invariably here that the main story is advertised. 

A feature common to all magazines is the division of individual cover lines into two
parts: the main ‘kicker’ line tends to be emboldened and offer an introductory line,
beneath which is a quote (in smaller point size) lifted from the story providing further
explanation of a feature.

From my own experience, men’s magazines use exclamation marks more liberally
than do women’s perhaps to emphasise the exciting stuff in store. Something else that
may be incidental is their use of round numbers (50 ways to dump your girlfriend!
100 sexiest women ever!)  whilst women’s mags do the exact opposite (238 high
street bargains! 52 insider beauty secrets!). A small straw poll of my housemates
concludes that something about the numerical precision is more telling of the sheer
quantity inside than would a round number. I can’t speak for all men, but the
completeness and conventionality of the numbers used on men’s covers seems more
appropriate for the purpose. 

Straplines, a common feature on women’s magazines aren’t usually present on men’s
magazines. Cosmopolitan carries the slogan “for fun, fearless females” and Glamour
proclaims it’s “Britain’s No. 1 Women’s Magazine” across the masthead. It may show
that women are more susceptible to design/marketing ploys than men – they think
buying the magazine will enhance their life, and the slogan confirms their inclination.
I’m aware that strictly speaking these aren’t design components but having analysed
various covers, the numbers and slogans are incorporated quite a bit so I thought they
were worth mentioning. 

The design of cover lines gives us a clue to the personality of the magazine. The
funky juxtaposition of images and words on men’s magazines suggests an informal,
witty and laidback content. With their slightly more adventurous use of colour and
regular templates (it appears) women’s magazines appear sensational and yet a bit
more serious in tone. 

THE INSIDE

12 Holmes, in McKay, 2000



Navigation
The contents page is the door to the rest of the magazine, so it plays an informative
role. Regard figure 10. The contents page on FHM is set in three columns and
continues the cover colour theme. There is a balance of white space and text and
graphics are used to good effect. Each magazine section is denoted by separate
subheadings and devices such as change of font colour. The same goes for the
contents page of Cosmopolitan (See figure 11). The main differences are that there are
fewer capitalisations, a lower image to text ratio, and there are pull quotes. FHM
boxes information neatly to aid comprehension. I suppose the idea is that women can
‘multitask’ so should be able to process the page as a whole. The men’s magazine
conveniently breaks the information down and sections it off so it is easier to find
articles of interest. I personally prefer the FHM approach because it doesn’t seem to
bombard your senses. I have also decided that pull quotes are pointless and even a bit
annoying when you don’t know what they refer to.

Content
Increasingly women’s magazines are being sold in A5 format. The content is literally
a scaled down version of its bigger sister. It shows that magazine publishers are
latching onto the fact that practically (it’s handbag sized) and ergonomically (it’s
female hand sized) women appreciate the choice. It obviously wouldn’t do for men’s
magazines.

Women’s magazines tend to have more obvious focal points - you can tell where the
pictures end and where the text starts. The articles are thus quite linear, and easy to
follow. The length of the articles seems longer, but on the whole I think that
information is just dispersed differently to men’s magazines. It is very obvious where
the columns begin and end, and this is enhanced by the use of white space around
elements such as pictures. The placing of imagery seems more geometric in women’s
magazines in comparison to men’s. Images in men’s magazines often tend to be cut-
outs or pictures overlaid with type or funny captions. Men’s magazines have more of
a balance of 50-50% words to pictures per page, whereas a woman’s article may
feature a photo shoot on one side of the spread and the text on the opposite page.
Men’s magazines arguably have less white space creating a crowded effect but
ultimately the placement is reflected in the feeling the individual magazine wants to
portray. Editor Andy Cowles notes, “Loaded…was revolutionary because it looked
like they were all off their heads when they were making up the pages. It would have
been inappropriate for it to be slickly designed”13. Men’s magazines do sometimes
appear to have a more haphazard design but this is appropriate to the humorous and
carefree style of content.

Some similarities include the use of drop capitals to mark the start of an article and
crossheads denoting the section of the magazine you are in e.g. Letters, or
Relationships. Both use juxtaposition of imagery – photos and illustration and text
that is suitable for the topic e.g. columns and ‘tame’ typography for a serious
interview. I think the design essentially hinges on the personality the magazine wishes
to convey more than anything else. The main differences suggest that men can and
prefer to dip in and out of a magazine whereas women tend to sit down and read it
from cover to cover quite methodically, though this is naturally a generalisation. 

13 quoted in Leslie, 2003



Conclusions

There are elements that are common to both men’s and women’s magazines. They are
meant for easy reading, so the style of both reflects this, providing an entertaining
experience. The Guardian reported that “the media have represented the…style of
magazines in a uniformly negative way”. There is probably weight to this argument
give the formulaic design of mainstream magazines. Somehow it is a recipe that has
stood the test of time. Remember, when television came along, doomsayers said it
spelt the end of the humble magazine.

Women’s magazine design versus men’s magazine design is a bit like the difference
in the packaging of a Barbie Doll or Action Man. Both have to be box shaped, with a
window to the contents which invariably consists of the doll surrounded by their
paraphernalia. Yet both are diverse enough to attract either a 6 year old girl or her
brother. Hopefully the analogy is clear regarding magazine design. Men’s magazines
on the whole are brash colours and angular lines, whilst women’s weeklies usually
use cursive fluid forms and girly pastel colours. There is no reason why it should be
so and no scientific evidence that is conclusive in providing concrete motives behind
these design choices. 

It is worth looking at magazines that are meant to appeal to a broader audience such
as a weekend newspaper supplement. Rather than an overlap in design, or designs that
specifically seem suited to female or male readers it would appear that the designer
errs on the safe side and uses colours and styles that are likely to be inoffensive and
thus gender neutral. 

I don’t think there are any rules that we must abide by – the main differences in men’s
and women’s magazines are on account of having to look distinct enough for the
market. There are clearly diverse design approaches that set them apart from each
other as a consequence. However, I doubt there is any deep and meaningful reason
why we choose one style over another. Right from birth, we are told that blue is for
boys and pink is for girls and so on and so forth. My guess is that we are conditioned
to express a preference for one look and feel over another. If as a girl I were meant to
favour blue or brown even, the result may have been altogether very different.
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