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Abstract 

This study examines the issues which surround the portrayal of women in three New 

Zealand women's magazines; New Zealand New Idea, New Zealand Woman's Day 

and New Zealand Woman's Weekly. This thesis takes the form of content analysis and 

covers the period January to December 1997. The focus is the front covers and the ..... 

lead stories thus, analysing what these magazines use as their 'shop windows'. It 

provides an examination of the values and beliefs about gender that are highlighted 

through the front covers and lead stories in these magazines. This study argues that 

these magazines promote traditional gender roles to women through the content of 

their lead stories. This is primarily conducted through the use of celebrities as 

examples of conveying appropriate female behaviour and beliefs. 
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Introduction 

The media are a powerful force in shaping our perceptions of ourselves and our 

sodety. It can be argued that the media are often used as agents of social control, 

socialising us in our careers, personal lives, leisure time and consumption. Of course 

this is not done overtly, in a free society the media do not directly tell the public what 

to do. The implicit nature of their messages is far more pervasive because of its very 

subtlety. The media do not merely report on events and happenings; by highlighting 

certain stories above others in newsworthiness they tell us what to think about. This is 

not only relevant to the 'hard' news, but also to other genres of the media. This thesis 

explores how this is manifested in women's magazines. 

Women's magazines are a great social commentary. If one looks at the women's 

magazines and periodicals of fifty or a hundred years ago a great deal may be learnt 

about the intricacies of those periods, what issues were important and what it meant to 

be a woman. Will the same be said in the future about our current women's 

magazines? How -!)1Uch do they reflect to us our society? What picture of women do 

they display? In our liberated society do they reflect the number of options open to 

women with regard to careers, marriage and child care? Do they comment on social 

issues? These are a few of the questions and issues that will be answered and 

explored throughout this thesis, through the examination oflead stories. 

One may question why the cover of a magazine and the lead story in particular should 

be examined. The cover of a magazine is the 'point of first contact' with the 

prospective purchaser, therefore it is potentially the greatest advertisement a magazine 
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has. Hence, the content of the front cover and the lead story are of crucial importance 

to the magazine. The front cover may be likened to that of a newspaper, where the: 

front page is the clearest window into the philosophy of its editors: It 

showcases the principles, prejudices, and traditions that determine what gets 

covered, what gets ignored, and what gets buried inside. 1 

To reiterate, the cover plays an integral part in conveying the philosophy of the 

publication and displaying the content covered inside. Additionally, the front page is 

anchored by what is termed by some American editors as 'the banger', or 'focus' 

story2. In this thesis, this is referred to as the lead story, or cover story. Tl).e lead story 

serves an important function, as the strongest 'pulling' story, in the magazine. Hence, 

encapsulated in the cover and the lead story is the ethos of the publication. Thus, it is 

relevant to study this in order to demonstrate the function of women's magazines in 

promoting traditional roles. 

Literature Review 

Throughout this thesis several works by media theorists \\1.ll be employed. There are 

not a large number of books written on women's magazines and many books had to be 

read in order to find material relevant to this thesis. The secondary material which 

has been used can be broken down into two groups, media theory and - what shall be 

termed - feminist media theory. Of the media theory studied two works were found to 

be the most helpful, Johan Galtung and Mari Ruge in their chapter Structuring and 

1 Kaiser, Charles "Making Page One" Brill's Content December 1998 - January 1999, 
p. 121 
2 Ibid., p. 120 
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Selecting News3
, and Herbert Gans' Deciding What's News4

• Both bodies of work 

deal with the aspects which make events newsworthy. These two works were chosen 

above other theory work because, although written a couple of decades ago, their 

observations about the media are still relevant. 

Gal tung and Ruge give a list of factors which they consider to be the main conditions 

in news selection. These factors influence whether a..11 event becomes news. The list 

that follows includes factors which do not depend on cultural parameters5
, but are 

basic to understanding and perception. 

(Fl) frequency - the time span of an event 

(F2) threshold - the size of the event 

(F3) unambiguity - the precision of an event 

(F5) consonance - prediction or expectation of an event 

(F6) unexpectedness - unexpected or rare nature of an event 

(F7) continuity - continuous nature of the story 

(F8) composition - the balance of the news 

Additionally, Gal:tung and Ruge state that events are 'culturally determined'6
, that 

news is defined within the bounds of our society/culture. This means that society and 

culture impact on the selection of news and this is reflected in the following list. 

3 Galtung, Johan and Ruge, Mari Structuring and Selecting News in Cohen, Stanley 
& Young, Jock editors, The Manufacture of News Constable and Co Ltd, London, 
1974 
4 Gans, HerbertJ Deciding What's News Vintage Books Edition, New York, 1980, 
5 op. cit., Galtung and Ruge, p. 65 
6 Ibid., p. 62 
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(F9) reference to elite nations - the more powerful nations are represented in 

the news 

(Fl0) reference to elite persons - elite persons' actions are of more 

consequence, identification with public through elite 

(Fl 1) reference to persons - 'identification', event the action of individual 

(Fl2) reference to something negative - the more negative, the more 

newsworthy 

Galtung and Ruge assert that it is possible for there to be interrelations between these 

factors, as they are. not necessarily independent. The more categories that an event 

fulfils, the more likely that it will be reported as news7
. Additionally, its ~e~sworthy 

factors will be accentuated. Galtung and Ruge are helpful as a guide to use in media 

analysis and there are several of the above factors that were found to be relevant to 

Gans states that the news "contains values or preference statements" and that 

underlying the news is a "picture of nation and society as it ought to be"8
• This is an 

important aspect of Gans' work, as he views news as more of a societal construct than 

Galtung and Ruge. While Galtung and Ruge highlight a few cultural factors, Gans 

holds that society has a greater influence on news products. Gans illustrates this 

influence through reference to a numher of values inherent in the news. In particular 

he refers to the notion of 'enduring values', values that "affect what events become 

news"9
• Gans has formulated eight clusters of values, which include the following: 

7 Ibid., p. 70 
8 op. cit., Gans (1980), p. 39 
9 Ibid., p. 41 
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ethnocentrism 

altruistic democracy 

responsible capitalism 

small town pastoralism 

individualism 

moderatism 

social order 

national leadership 

Some of these values are clearly similar to factors highlighted by Gal tung and Ruge, 

especially the ideas of ethnocentrism, individualism, order and leadership: But, as 

stated above, according to Gans' model news selection is more inter-related with 

society. Gans also examines the structures of news selection in relation to news 

organisations. He asserts that journalists have to work within news gathering 

organisations and this affects how news is selected and processed10
. Additionally, he 

talks about the notion of ideologies inherent in the news structure and what 

implications these have for society. This work proposes that there are intertwined 

internal and external factors, which affect the news the public receives. This in turn 

has implications for how society views itself, as the media have not only the power to 

reflect, but to shape public perceptions. Gans' work highlights values and structures 

which are applicable to this research into women's magazines, as there are 

fundamental factors which are pervasive to/in all media organisations. 

Relevant material was extracted from a number of other media theory texts. One of 

the more pertinent is Shirley Leitch's11 work on unemployment stories in the news. 

10Ibid., p. 79 
11Leitch, Shirley News Talk. Media Stories on Unemployment The Dunmore Press 
Limited, Palmerston North, 1990 -
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Although Leitch concentrates on issues of unemployment, there are statements about 

the nature of media institutions which relate to issues in this thesis. She presents ideas 

on how the media perpetuate dominant ideologies and the "voices of the already 

powerful"12 in society. Leitch demonstrates how values and preconceptions are 

embedded in language and how this impacts on the information the public receive. 

John Hartley, in his book Understanding News13 is helpful in dealing with questions 

surrounding the use and appropriation of language by the media. He asserts that the 

media employ language in ways which colour the public's perception of events, and 

offers ways in which to decode language. Denis McQuail's14 ideas. on· functional 

theory were particularly helpful in examining the purposes of the media, from a 

sociological perspective. He discusses aspects of social order and the maintenance of 

common values conveyed through the media. James Curran and Jean Seaton's Power 

Without Responsibility15
, provides information from an historical overview of the 

media. Their work also examines the market in relation to media products and 

provides various theories on how it impacts on the media. 

Several books which deal with the issues surrounding women's magazines are 

written from what could be termed a feminist perspective. These are not feminist 

writers in the respect tnat they offer. treatises on feminism. Further, this is not a 

Feminist Studies thesis and it will not discuss the complexities of varying feminist 

discourses per se. However, this thesis does incorporate aspects from various 

12op. cit., Leitch, p. 25 
13Hartley, John Understanding News Methuen and Co. Limited, London, 1982 
14McQuail, Denis Mass Communication Theory. An Introduction Sage Publications, 
London, 1984 
15Curran, James and Seaton, Jean Power Without Responsibility Routledge, London, 
1997 -
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'feminist' writers, as a significant amount of their material is particularly relevant to 

this thesis. 

Marjorie Ferguson's work Forever Feminine16 offers a comprehensive study of 

women's magazines. Ferguson explores the role that the media have in shaping "both 

a woman's view of herself, and society's view of her"17
• Ferguson examines what 

factors and devices are employed in women's magazines, which contribute to its 

socialising function. This socialising function is described in tenns similar to those 

of Gans', where the media are seen to act as "agents of social integrationl'J8
; in terms 

of its negative assignment. Although she does not mention their contribution directly, 

Ferguson describes elements which are proposed by Galtung and Ruge, in her analysis 

of women's magazines. In particular, these include the use of elite persons and 

personalisation. Further, she looks at the implications that the function of the media 

have on women's lives. Ferguson coins the phrase the 'cult of femininity' to describe 

the socialising impact of women's magazines, likening involvement in these 

magazines with that of the membership of a cult. This involvement includes readers 

and editors alike; serving different roles within this 'cult'. Additionally, she 

highlights the convention of the "generalised other"19
, where women serve as an 

homogenous group to be addressed in women's magazines. 

16Ferguson, Marjorie Forever Feminine Heinemann Educational Books Limited, 
London, 1983 
17Ibid., p. 1 
18op. cit., Gans (1980), p. 296 
19op. cit., Ferguson (1983), p. 167 
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Ballaster, Beetham, Frazer and Hebron20 have collaborated to produce an extensive 

analysis of issues surrounding women's magazines. They examine the ideological 

function of these magazines, where femininity is defined as that which is in opposition 

to. masculinity21
. This femininity is homogenous in its nature and is situated in the 

domestic sphere. Ballaster et al. state that magazines claim to represent women's lives 

and not influence them, however they fail in this, reproducing stereotypes, 

contradictions and paradoxes22
• Language is highlighted as a site where meaning is 

created. Ballaster et al. propose that language used in women's magazines is often 

inferential and that dominant ideologies are promulgated through this. . 

Janice Winship's Inside Women's Magazines23 examines simila~ material to that of 

Ferguson and Ballaster et al. Like Ferguson, she highlights factors of homogeneity 

and socialisation inherent in the genre of women's magazines. Additionally, 

conventions employed in women's magazines such as visual imagery, story content 

and language are discussed and analysed. Katherine Keller24 observes the 

relationship which exists between women's magazines and working mothers. She 

views magazines as offering justifications to women who continue to work outside the 

home after childbirth. However, she notes that at the same time the magazines still 

disseminate traditional attitudes to motherhood. This justification of the 'old' and the 

'new' is paradoxical and often creates feelings of guilt in both women in paid 

employment and women who do not contribute financially to their families. Joke 

20Ballaster, Ros, Beetham, Margaret, Frazer, Elizabeth and Hebron, Sandra Women's 
Worlds Macmillan Education Limited, London, 1991 
21Ibid., p. 9 & 21 
22Ibid., p. 172-173 
23Winship, Janice Inside Women's Magazines Pandora, London, 1987 
24Keller, Katherine Mothers and Work in Popular American Magazines Greenwood 
Press, Connecticut, 1994 
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Hennes25 offers a concise work on 'reader response' to women's magazines which 

although not hugely relevant to this particular thesis, did offer a more rounded insight 

into this topic. 

Methodology 

The research undertaken in this study was gathered from three New Zealand 

women's magazines. These magazines were New Zealand New Idea,. New Zealand 

Woman's Day and New Zealand Woman's Weekly. Magazines were collected for a 

full twelve months, from January to December 1997, a total of 156 issues, providing 

an extensive sample to examine the patterns within the magazines. The front covers 

and the lead stories of the magazines were read and analysed. It was decided that the 

front covers and the lead stories would be examined because, as highlighted earlier in 

the introduction, these are the flagships of the magazines and provide information on 

the philosophy of the publications. Thus, they provided infonnation to establish a full 

analysis of the thesis topic. 

The front covers of the magazines were analysed in reference to the main photograph 

- which accompanies the lead story - and the coverlines. Photographs were examined 

to establish what sort of pictorial image the magazine was conveying to its audience. 

Numbers were collated to see if women, men or couples predominated on the cover. 

The style of the photographs was also examined, for example to establish whether the 

personality was looking directly at or away from the camera. Poses of personalities 

25Hem1es, Joke Reading Women's Magazines Polity Press, Cambridge, 1995 -
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were also studied to see what different moods they were conveying; for example, a 

happy mood, a sexual smile. 

The coverlines on the front covers of the magazines were recorded. This provided 

information and numbers on personalities in the lead stories. The type of language 

and phrases used were analysed to find out how these magazines attract their readers. 

The coverlines were also examined to establish if they matched the lead story content, 

or whether they were sensationalist and ambiguous. 

The lead stories were read and information about the content of the story, who the 

story featured, and certain recurring phrases and words was noted. The language of 

the lead stories was analysed with regard to implicit and explicit messages. A textual 

analysis of the contents of the lead stories was undertaken to establish how language 

was used to depict the personalities. Recurrent themes and words were highlighted. 

This was aided with the use of theories on language and semiotics. 

Data concerning personalities, topics and gender were collated to provide 

information about who, what and which gender lead stories concerned. These were 

represented graphically for ease of assessment. Additionally, data concerning the 

representation of New Zealand versus Overseas personalities were collated and 

tabulated. 

The lead stories were examined in relation to conventions of newsworthiness and 

news values. Aspects from Galtung and Ruge's theory on news selection was 
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employed, as was Gans' work on news values. Relevant material was selected from 

these theories and used to analyse the content of the lead stories. 

Objectivity of Data Interpretation 

Gans' statement that media analysis "proceeds on the assumption that the news 

contains a picture of the nation and society"26 was applied to this thesis by transposing 

the word 'news' with 'women's magazines'. The analysis explored what this picture 

of society consists of and how it is produced. In this thesis it is suggested:that lead 

stories within women's magazines reproduce traditional stereotypes and perpetuate 

notions of acceptable female behaviour. This is employed through topics, language 

and photographs. Therefore, the contents of the lead stories were categorised 

according to both the hypothesis and the recurrent themes present in the lead stories. 

Acknowledged is the supposition that the data collected from content analysis is 

subject to claims of subjectivity and prejudice by the collector, because of 

pre-conceived notions of what he or she may find, and also what he or she is looking 

for. Gans states ''the analysts own values make him or her more sensitive to some 

values in the news than to others; as a result, content analysis is often a comparison of 

the analyst's values with-those that "exist" in the content"27
• This is especially true of 

the qualitative aspects of data collection. In being aware of this fact a conscious effort 

to eliminate overt bias was made. 

26op. cit., Gans (1980), p. 5 
27Ibid., p. 40 
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General questions posed from the analysis 

Content analysis: What aspects of women's lives do the magazmes tend to 

emphasise? Do magazines emphasise personal aspects of women's lives more often 

than professional aspects? Who are the magazines featuring on the cover? 

Textual analysis: What are the implicit, hidden meanings within the text? Does 

there seem to be a formula that the magazines follow ·with regard to stories published? 

What type of language is used in the text? Do the coverlines and captions have any 

relevance to the story, or are these merely used to draw the reader's attention? 

Message content: What are the messages being conveyed within the magazines? 

What exactly do these stories say and how do they say it? Are there 'value messages' 

within the texts? 

Image analysis: Do magazines tend to categorise women and print photographs that 

perpetuate a perceived public image? Are there more women on the covers than men? 

Structural analysis: What factors shape the magazines' story selection? Are there 

agendas within the industry that shape the content of magazines? What part does the 

market play in the publication of women's magazines? 

Interviews 

Research study trips were made to Wellington and Auckland. Research was 

undertaken at the National Library in Wellington. These trips were also for the 

purpose of interviewing people in the industry. Interviews were carried ouflo-provide 
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additional infonnation to this thesis. Interviews in Wellington were with Sir John 

Jeffries28, Chairperson for the Press Council; Phil O'Reilly29, Executive Director 

Newspaper Publishers Association; Rick Neville30
, Chief Operating Officer, 

Independent Newspapers Limited. These interviews looked at the implementation of 

standards within the print industry, the role of the Press Council in maintaining these 

standards, and issues of accountability to the public. 

It was the intention within this thesis to interview editors from all three sample 

magazines, which were based in Auckland. The purpose of these interviews was to 

provide the thesis with the magazine editors' perspective on some of the issues that 

arose from the research. An interview with Emma Sutcliffe31
, deputy editor of New 

Idea took place. However, the editor from Woman's Weekly refused to be 

interviewed, and the editor of Woman's Day made an appointment, which she failed 

to keep. Thus, input from the magazine editors is limited, due to a general lack of 

interest in being interviewed. 

Chapters 

This thesis is divided into two parts, with seven chapters. Part One examines the data 

from the research undertaken. This is done by giving examples of the content of the 

lead stories throughout. Part Two has, in part, an emphasis on theory and how this 

28Interview with Sir John Jeffries, 19 October 1998 
29Interview with Phil O'Reilly, 20 October 1998 
30Interview with Rick Neville, 22 October 1998 
31Interview with Emma Sutcliffe, 17 November 1998 
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relates to the :findings from the research. It also examines the industry and the 

mechanisms inherent to it that have an influence or effect on the production and 

content of women's magazines. 

Drawing on the large body of new survey material, Chapter One examines the data 

gathered from the research. This presents the data concerning personalities who 

featured in the lead stories and the content of the lead stories. The categories for both 

personalities and content are explained and examined, with reference to the data 

provided in the corresponding Tables. 

Chapter Two examines aspects of the front covers and the lead stories. This is done 

with continual reference back to the sample magazines from this study. Firstly, the 

coverlines are examined to establish if these reflect the content of the story. The 

language of the lead stories is used to demonstrate the way in which these magazines 

depict women. The use of language as a social construct, which provides layers of 

meaning, is explored. Particular emphasis is given to the examination of aspects of 

femininity, marriage and motherhood. The image analysis of the front cover 

photographs demonstrates the way in which images are used to convey ideologies. 

Chapter Three explores values inherent in the media, as proposed by Galtung and 

Ruge, and Gans. Values which are relevant to the research of this thesis and to 

women's magazines have been highlighted. This includes the following values; 

ethnocentrism, elite persons, personification, individualism, and social order. These 

are examined with reference to the content of the lead stories, and examples are given 

throughout the chapter. 
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Chapter Four looks at theory which provides an analysis of the sociological function 

of the media. The idea that the media can impart political messages is proposed and 

explored, with relevance to women's magazines. Additionally, the way in which the 

media present social reality and the ramifications this has on the content of women's 

magazines is examined. 

Chapter Five addresses the concept of femininity and how it is represented in our 

society. The issues surrounding the depiction of 'appropriate' femininity in these 

magazines are highlighted. This is carried out through the presentation of examples 

from the three sample magazines. The idea that femininity is simultaneously natural 

and culturally acquired is explored. This chapter also looks at the fact that women's 

magazines perpetually address their readers as an 'homogenous' group. , 

Chapter Six examines the commercial pressures that affect women's magazines. This 

chapter highlights the highly competitive nature of these magazines. It looks at the 

strategies that are employed to secure revenue in this ever-decreasing market. Aspects 

of commodification in the women's magazine market are explored, and a case study 

on chequebook journalism is given. 

Chapter Seven addresses issues that arise from the implementation of standards within 

the industry. Issues of accountability are highlighted with specific reference to the 

New Zealand Press Council. The recent incorporation of some magazine publishers 

into the Press Council, and the ramifications of this, are explored. 
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Part One 
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1. Personality and Topics 

The extensive survey of 156 magazines has produced a comprehensive study of the 

front covers and lead stories of New Idea, Woman's Day and Woman's Weekly. This 

chapter examines the personalities and content of lead stories from these three sample 

magazines. 

Personality Categories 

Data regarding the personalities who appeared on the cover and in the lead stories 

was collected. These personalities were categorised according to status or occupation, 

hence the following categories: royaity, entertainment, model, politics, sports, music, 

media and 'other'. These categories reflect Galtung and Ruge's32 notion of frequency 

in the news selection of elite people. Furthermore Galtung and Ruge state that elite 

people can "serve as objects of general identification"33
, but this will be explored in 

detail later. 

Royalty 

Members of the British Royal family ?,nd European Royal families. 

Entertainment 

This category includes non-media television and cinema celebrities, for example 

actresses. 

Model 

Female fashion models. 

32op. cit., Gal tung and Ruge, p. 66 
33Ibid. 
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Politics 

Politicians. 

Sports 

Sports stars from various codes. 

Music 

Musicians from contemporary and classical forms. 

Media 

Personalities from the news media. 

Other 

This includes celebrities who do not fit in to the above categories. It also includes 

'real' people. The· term 'real' people refers to members of the public who are not 

famous or celebrities. 

The data was additionally broken down into gender groups (women, men) and 

couples for both topics and personality categories. When deciding into which 

personality category to put couples , the person on whom the story focused determined 

the relevant category. For example, a story which concerned Rachel Hunter and Rod 

Stewart was categorised under the category of model, as the story focused on Rachel 

Hunter more than- her husband. Additionally, Princess Diana and Dodi al-Fayed 

featured several times and although al-Fayed was not a member of the royal family, 

they were categorised under the headi_ng of royalty. This was justifiable, as he only 

ever appeared in lead stories with Princess Diana - on whom the stories focused -

never as the focus of the stories himself. Further, not all couples were romantically 

connected; stories occasionally involved colleagues. Children were not featured - in 

their own right - in any of the lead stories within the magazines, thus there is no 

relevant category for them. 
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Survey of Frequency of Personality Categories 

The results from the surveys were broken dovm for each magazine. Below are the 

results collected from the three magazines regarding the frequency and the category of 

the personality featured in the lead articles. 

Table 1. New Idea Frequency of Personalities 

Royalty Entmt. Model Politics Sports Music 
34 

Women 13 16 
..., 

0 0 3 ~ 

Men 0 1 0 0 1 1 
Couples 2 1 1 0 4 0 

Table 2. Woman's Day Frequency of Personalities 

Royalty Entmt. Model Politics Sports Music 
Women 6 13 11 0 0 0 
Men 3 0 0 0 0 0 
Couples 3 4 0 0 1 3 

Table 3. Woman's Weekly Frequency of Personalities 

Royalty Entmt. Model Politics 
Women 10 11 4 
Men 0 0 0 
Couples 4 5 0 

34Entmt. is an abbreviation for Entertainment. 
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Tables 1, 2 and 3 show the category of entertainment as having the highest number 

of entries, with 30 to 34 per cent of all lead stories about people in the entertainment 

industry. Woman 's Day and Woman 's Weekly had more stories about couples in 

entertainment, but unlike New Idea had no stories concerning men. 

Numbers of stories about members of royal families were high in all three magazines 

- between 23 and 28 per cent - but Woman's Day had fewer articles concerning female 

royal members and notably was the only magazine to feature stories about male royal 

members. 

Models featured more than twice as often in Woman's Day than either New Idea or 

Woman's Weekly; 21 per cent in the former versus eight per cent in both of the latter. 

None of the magazines carried stories about male models. 

In a year when New Zealand acquired its first female prime minister one may have 

expected more stories on politicians. Woman's Weekly was the only magazine that 

featured an article on a politician, the Right Honourable Jenny Shipley. 

Strikingly, none of the three magazin~s had cover stories about female sports people. 

Overall, sports people did not feature in any significant number, with the exception of 

New Idea which covered mostly sports couples. Woman's Day had one story, also 

about a couple and Woman's Weekly carried no stories at all. 

Musicians were not featured often in any magazine and numbers ranged from four to 

eight per cent. 
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Woman's Weekly carried the greatest number of cover stories about people from the 

news media with 15 per cent. In New Idea and Woman's Day had four and eight per 

cent respectively. 

Both New Idea and Woman's Day had eight per cent of people from the category of 

'other' and Woman's Weekly had 10 per cent. Notably, all three magazines had the 

same number of females classed in the 'other' section. The category of 'other' was 

used in order to classify people who would not fit into any of the above categories. 

For example, this category included Carolyn Bessette-Kennedy, wife • of John F. 

Kennedy junior, Jemima Goldsmith-Khan, wife of the Pakistani ex-cricketor Imran 

Khan, and the Ingham twins. 

It is evident from the above analysis that Galtung and Ruge' s35 theory on the 

frequency of elite persons in the media can be applied to all three magazines. Status, 

whether that acquired through birth or marriage as in the case of royalty, or through 

celebrity was paramount in all magazines. Additionally, this underlines Gans' 

assertion that self-made people are an attractive source of stories36
, as most film and 

television stars, athletes and musicians are 'self-made'. 'Real' people only featured 

once - out of 156 issues.: in the case o_f the Ingham twins who shot to fame with their 

escapades at sea. It could be argued that in fact these young women eventually fell 

under the classification of elite persons as they became quite famous in New Zealand 

for several months after their adventures. The question could be posed; why do 

women's magazines focus almost entirely on famous, wealthy and beautiful people? 

35op. cit., Galtung & Ruge, p 66 
36op. cit., Gans (1980), p 50 
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Is it market driven or are these periodicals giving the public what they want? Why is 

there a noticeable shortage of women from the professions and business? These and 

similar questions will be explored in later chapters. 

Gender Division 

The gender analysis involved the collation of total lead story numbers for each 

gender category from each magazine. 

Table 4. New Idea, Woman's Day and Woman's Weekly 
Frequency of Women, Men and Couples 

Women Men Coupies 

New Idea 41 3 
Woman's Day 36 3 
Woman's Weekly 36 4 

Generic 
Articles 

8 0 
13 0 
10 2 

As may be expected in magazines published specifically for women, lead stories 

revolving around women subjects far outnumbered stories about men or couples. New 

Idea had the greatest percentage at 79 per cent of stories focusing on women. Both 

Woman's Day and Woman's Weekly featured 69 per cent of stories about women. 

Men did not feature in high numbers in any of the lead stories within the magazines, 6 

per cent in both New Idea and Woman's Day, and 8 per cent in Woman's Weekly. 

Couples ranged from 15 to 25 per cent. Additionally, Woman's Weekly carried two 

generic feature articles that did not fall under any of the three categories. One of the 

articles was on the subject of infertility and the other was a Christmas issue. 
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Topic Content 

Categories for the collection of data on lead story topics were chosen on the 

hypothesis that magazines tend to depict women in gender stereotypical ways, but 

were also based on what was found recurring in the magazines. The following 

categories reflect both these factors: romance, marriage, family, career, appearance 

(physical), charit<J and 'other'. 

· These categories may be interpreted differently by individuals, therefore it is 

necessary to describe the content of each category before discussing the results of the 

data. 

Romance 

The Concise Oxford Dictionary states that romance is a, "Love affair viewed as 

resembling a tale of romance: love-story"37
• This category involved stories about 

celebrities engaged in romantic pursuits and liaisons. However, not all stories in this 

category were positive; several reported romantic endeavours that had soured. 

Marriage 

Stories in this category tended to concern either a wedding or aspects of married life. 

Stories of lavish wedding parties of c_elebrities were dominant. The intimacies and 

trials of marriage featured with elaboration on personal details. 

Family 

The category of family tended to deal with the upbringing of children and the 

imminent or recent arrival of a baby. It often related to a female celebrity's dilemma 

in both working and raising a child. 

37Sykes, J B editor, The Concise Oxford Dictionary (sixth edition) Oxford University 
Press, Oxford, 1976, p 977 
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Career 

This category highlighted job offers and new careers. Often it involved a new 

television show, with the celebrity being interviewed. 

Appearance 

The appearance category involved stories concerning the physical appearance of 

celebrities. This included details of diets, loss of or gain in weight, plastic surgery and 

eating disorders. Additionally, stories about nudity were categorised under 

appearance. 

Charity 

Charity events and issues involving charitable organisations were detailed in this 

category. This often included celebrities championing certain causes, especially those 

concerning children. 

Other 

To limit the number of categories to curb the parameters of this study, a category 

was created, where stories that did not relate to those above could be filed. These 

stories were varied in content ranging from friendship to scandal, but were lacking in 

sufficient numbers to warrant the creation of separate categories. 

Only one magazine, Woman's Weekly, carried any generic feature articles during the 

sample period. 
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Survey of Frequency of Topic Content 

One hundred and fifty four issues of the 156, were examined and categorised 

ac_cording to lead story topic content. As stated above, two issues carried generic 

feature articles and were therefore not applicable to this classification. 

Table 5. New Idea Frequency of Topics 

Romance Marriage Family Career Appearance Charity Other 
Women ·5 5 10 0 9 2 10 
Men 1 0 0 0 0 ·O· 2 
Couples 1 5 2 0 0 0 0 

Table 6. Woman's Day Frequency of Topics 

Romance Marriage Family Career Appearance Charity Other 
Women 4 7 4 2 7 0 12 
11en 1 1 0 0 0 0 1 
Couples 7 0 2 0 0 1 3 

Table 7. Woman's Weekly Frequency of Topics 

Romarice Marriage Family Career AJ>pearance Charity Other 
Women 7 3 12 3 2 4 5 
Men 1 0 3 0 0 0 0 
Couples 3 - 4 2 1 0 0 0 
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Results from this survey show that there was no one topic that scored consistently 

high in all three magazines. However, if the three topics romance, marriage and 

family are combined because of their similar nature, this covers between 51 to 66 per 

ce_nt of all lead stories. ' One could argue that it is possible to justify this conjoint 

grouping because all three of these topics revolve around the traditionally female 

domestic sphere. Gans argues that media organisations help maintain the order of the 

powerful in society, working as "agents of social control38". Moreover, he states that 

this is a "white, male social order"39. Marjorie Ferguson concurs with this, declaring 

that women's magazines act as "agents of socialisation ... and promulgate.values and 

attitudes"40. She goes on to say that the roles of wife and mother are paramount in 

women's magazines41 • Therefore, these three topics may be linked for the purpose of 

looking at the number of lead stories that relate to traditional attitudes towards the 

female domestic sphere. This will be examined in more detail later, but for now it is 

interesting to note that all three women's magazines appear to disseminate traditional 

attitudes in their lead stories. 

Lead stories with.a romantic content varied from 14 to 23 per cent. In New Idea and 

Woman's Weekly romance stories concerned women more often than men and couples 

- 72 and 64 per cent respectively. It _is interesting to note that Woman's Day had a 

greater concentration of romantic stories involving couples than it did women or men. 

38op. cit., Gans (1980), p 295 
39Ibid., p 61 
40op. cit., Ferguson (1983), p 2 
41Ibid., p 189 
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Stories involving marriage were similarly spread amongst the three magazines - 13 to 

19 per cent. The category was divided evenly between females and couples in New 

Idea. Woman's Day was the only magazine that featured marriage stories revolving 

ar~mnd male subjects, with no stories involving couples. Woman's Weekly had stories 

divided relatively evenly between women and couples. 

The family featured highest of all topics in both New Idea and Woman's Weekly - 23 

and 32 per cent respectively. Women were the largest gender group focused on in all 

magazine lead stories, 83 per cent in New Idea, 67 per cent in Woman. 's Day and 70 

per cent in Woman's Weekly. Woman's Weekly was the only magazine that published 

family lead articles featuring men. 

Career scored low in both Woman's Day (four per cent) and Woman's Weekly ( eight 

per cent) and did not feature at all in New Idea. All the career stories featured women 

in Woman's Day and 75 per cent in Woman's Weekly. Woman's Weekly also ca1Tied a 

lead story involving a couple with regard to careers. 

All cover stories focusing on appearance concerned exclusively women in all three 

magazines. New Idea carried the hi_ghest number, 17 per cent, of stories about 

appearance, with Woman's Day close behind with 13 per cent. Woman's Weekly was 

significantly lower in number with only four per cent of total cover stories involving 

appearance. 
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Woman's Weekly published the most charity stories with eight per cent. New Idea 

four per cent, with both magazines all stories involved women as charity 

workers/patrons. Woman's Day had one lead story involving a couple in charity work. 

As stated above, the category of 'other' combined a variety of stories which did not fit 

into the above six categories. Woman's Day carried the largest number, with 31 per 

cent of all stories being placed in this category, compared with 23 per cent in New 

Idea and 10 per cent in Woman's Weekly. It is necessary to further discuss these 

'other' lead stories, as they appear in substantial numbers in two of the. magazines. 

This will give the reader a better understanding of why these were unsuitable for the 

above six categories. 

New Idea featured stories involving: a female movie star's past liaison with a sex 

offender; brainwashing; love/hate friendship; suicide watch; males in a female star's 

life (not romantic); an argument; 'silly behaviour' between female movie stars; 

Princess Diana's life; conversations between two members of the British royal family; 

annoyance with the British royal family; father's anguish over his son's death; 

Christmas wish. 

Woman's Day included stories on: sexist behaviour; partying; friends in the 

Caribbean; rugby players escorting a model for the day; possessiveness over a male; 

splurging money; blackmail; fighting over inheritance; snubbing behaviour; dishonest 

life; missing jewellery; Princess Diana's death; Princess Diana's life; movie star's 

apology; royal holiday; expose of a rock star's life. 
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Woman's Weekly published stories on: money; loneliness; health scare; obsessive 

fan; members of the British royal family unite . 

. The above story contents were too varied to have been placed into additional 

categories. The category numbers would have become unwieldy to have carried out 

an effective analysis, thus they were restricted. 

From the above data concerning the composition of the magazine content, one can 

view the similarities and differences between the three magazines. 

New Idea 

One can see that for the sample period people from the entertainment industry 

predominated in this magazine. This was closely followed by stories about members 

of royal families. Sports people, models and musicians were all around the same 

number. There were no lead stories about people from politics and people from the 

media were few. This magazine had the greatest nun1ber of lead stories concerning 

women. The categories of family and 'other' both shared the same number of stories 

and were both largest in number. New Idea had a high proportion of stories on 

appearance, more than Woman 's Day ~r Woman 's Weekly. Additionally, this was the 

only magazine to carry no lead stories on careers. 

One can conclude from the analysis of the cover stories in this magazine that most of 

its lead story contents revolve around traditional female stereotypes and pursuits. This 

is particularly evident in the lack of stories on careers and the abundance of stories on 

romance, marriage, family and appearance. The magazine offers women little in the 
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way of alternative content - even when one looks at the story topics under the category 

of'other'. 

Woman's Day 

This magazine was similar in its personality composition to that of New Idea, with 

people involved in entertainment ranking highest, followed by royalty then models. 

Sports ranked very low with only one lead story involving a sports person, and there 

were no lead stories about people involved in politics. While leaq stories about 

women were once again highest of the gender categories, Woman's Day had the 

largest number of stories involving couples of all three magazines. The majority of 

these couples were involved in stories about romance or families. The highest 

proportion of lead story content fell into the category of 'other'. These stories 

appeared to revolve around spending money, 'partying' and 'bitchy' behaviour. 

However, Woman's Day was the only magazine to publish a lead story on any type of 

socio-political issue, when it featured an article about the sexist behaviour of men in 

Australia. (One might surmise that it is easier to publish offending behaviour from 

our neighbours, rather than from ourselves.) 

This magazine's lead stories concent~ated on traditionally female topics. The stories 

from the 'other' category maintained predominantly conventional gender-based 

content. Personalities highlighted were overwhelmingly those from the elite of 

celebrity and royalty, with only a few from the media and none from politics. It 

appears that readers are continually presented with images of traditional female 

concerns in these lead stories. 
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Woman's Weekly 

Once again entertainment was the category with the largest number of personalities, 

followed closely by royalty. Unlike the other magazines, Woman's Weekly published 

a \ead story about a politician, the Prime Minister Jenny Shipley. However, this was 

not a story concerning her career or rise to office, it was about her home life and 

family. Possibly, this magazine has attempted to break the mould a little by 

highlighting a woman in politics, but it has failed to escape the traditional content of 

the story. There were no lead stories about sports people. Lead stories on the family 

featured more often than any other category and more than either of the other 

magazines. Romance was also significant in number. Woman 's Weekly had the 

highest number of career stories and the lowest number of appearance stories. The 

magazine's 'other' content was fairly low also. This was the only magazine to publish 

generic feature articles, one on infertility, the other a Christmas issue. 

This magazine tends to print traditional lead stories concentrating on the family and 

romance. Appearance articles were lower in numbers which could suggest a different 

age range in the readership42• Career and charity lead stories were higher in number, 

possibly indicating more of a willingness to print articles that show women 

participating in public life. However, these were few in number and the majority of 

lead story content was situated within t_he traditional domestic sphere. 

42This is supported by the AC Nielson readership index survey of 1998, where 
Woman's Weekly had higher readership numbers in the older age demographics, 
compared with its two competitors, New Idea and Woman's Day. 
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Overview 

In all three magazines there is an overwhelming concentration on royalty and 

ceJebrity in the lead stories. Most of these people are wealthy and beautiful, 

maintaining a life-style which readers would be unlikely to be able to emulate. This 

preoccupation with the rich and famous is highlighted by Ferguson, who states that 

readers are presented with "an endless procession of successful, beautiful and 

inspirational role models to envy or emulate"43 • It is noteworthy that in New Idea, 

Woman's Day and Woman's Weekly the vast majority of these 'role models' are, as 

indicated above, royalty or celebrities. Furthermore, there was only one lead story 

printed about business or professional people in the magazines - the Woman's Weekly 

article about Jenny Shipley44. However, this article did not focus on Jenny Shipley's 

career, but on her home-life in Ashburton with her husband and two children. One 

could argue that the stories involving members of the media were about professional 

people, but when one looks at the articles it is clear that these people were being 

portrayed as celebrities, especially as all of them were from the medium of television. 

Furthermore, the emphasis of the lead stories involving celebrities from the media, 

concerned their personal rather than professional lives. As colleagues in the media, 

these people were not dealt with as pro_fessionals - their philosophies on the media and 

their work were not highlighted. Instead, the emphasis lay in their private lives. This 

indicates that there was little published about people in authoritative positions that 

actually involved their professional lives. One could assert that in fact, readers were 

not offered professional pe.ople as role models. Additionally, no magazine carried any 

43op. cit., Ferguson (1983), p. 9 
44"At Home With our First Woman PM" Woman's Weekly 15 December 1997_ 
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lead stories about female sports people, all articles involved couples - usually the male 

being the sportsperson - or men. This tells us a little about the media's role in 

perpetuating stereotypes and traditional gender roles, and the maintenance of common 

va)ues as espoused by the powerful45• Thus, they function in a normative role, in 

establishing and maintaining particular patterns of behaviour. Ferguson asserts that 

the media have great potential to influence the female readership by "promoting 

historically specific interpretations of 'appropriate' female roles"46• The analysis of 

the above three magazines proves that there was a promulgation of traditional 

attitudes and values in the content of lead articles and selection of personalities, 

within this genre of magazine. This shall be explored in greater detail in Part Two of 

this thesis. 

45Both Jean Seaton and Shirley Leitch talk about the idea that the news favours the 
powerful in society: Leitch, p. 16 Curran, James & Seaton, Jean (1997), p. 281 
46op. cit., Ferguson (1983), p. 131 ' -
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2. The Medium is the Message 

The cover of a women's magazine serves a number of very important functions. It 

sets the tone and conveys to the readership the magazine's ethos. Its immediate visual 

impact is possibly a magazine's greatest advertisement47• Janice Winship says covers 

also "reveal a wealth of knowledge about the cultural place of women's magazines"48• 

This is carried out stylistically, pictorially and textually. 

Firstly, this chapter examines magazine coverlines to see how these are employed to 

attract readers. Next, the text of the magazines is examined to discover what sorts of 

messages are being conveyed, implicitly and explicitly, to the readership. Lastly, 

Coverlines versus Content 

The purpose of the coverline is to infonn the public of the contents of the feature 

article. This may be considered the site of greatest influence on the potential 

purchaser. Therefore, the coverline has to entice and persuade the public that the 

magazine is going to be a worthwhile investment. Furthennore, with increasing 

competition in the marketplace, magazines have to ensure that their publication stands 

47McCracken, Ellen Decoding Women's Magazines St Martins Press, New York, 
1993 p.4 
48 • w· hi 9 op. cit., ms p, p. 
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well against others. This thesis examined three magazmes which are m direct 

competition with each other, as they are of a similar disposition. 

F:rom the analysis of the 156 magazines in this sample, it was found that a significant 

number of coverlines did not reflect the content of the lead stories. This is a key and 

problematic aspect of women's magazines and several examples will be explored. 

"Leanne's cancer heartbreak"49 implies that Leanne Malcolm or someone close to her 

is undergoing treatment for cancer. This is in fact a charity story, as Le~e wishes to 

raise awareness of child cancer patients - a worthy cause but not what one might 

expect from the coverline. 

"April's shock split with lover"50 suggests that April Ieremia has broken up with her 

partner. The real story relates to plans for April's partner, Greg Flynn, to accompany 

a yachting crew for a number of months. This is not a split because of a soured 

romance, in fact the couple talk about how much they love each other in the article. 

Hence, this article appears, from the cover, to be about one thing when really it is 

about something quite different. 

"Lana's lush affair"51 might appear to imply that Lana Coe-Kroft is having a romantic 

affair with Marcus Lush, who also appears on the cover with her. The article mainly 

features details about Lana's television career, with the highlight of the article relating 

to Lana and Marcus Lush hosting a radio programme together. This coverline is, of 

49New Idea 7 June 1997 
50 Woman 's Day 14. April 1997 
51 Woman's Weekly 3 March 1997 
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course, a play on words, with lush representing both it's dictionary definition and 

Marcus' surname. 

Tl}.ere were many more coverlines which did not relate directly to the topic content of 

the article, but it is not necessary to highlight them all. One may assume that all of 

these coverlines are set to appeal to the readers' curiosity in order to secure a sale. 

They exaggerate and are ambiguous in order to lure the public. This is within the 

professional prerogative of the editors as they are not overtly lying to their readers, 

just misleading them. Editors may argue that this is a result of commercial ·pressures 

and increased competition. Emma Sutcliffe, the then deputy editor of New Idea, 

states that: 

I admit that coverlines can be completely ambiguous, but that doesn't 

necessarily mean that they are wrong. It just means that you choose the most 

obvious meaning, but in fact it may be the wrong meaning. I remember we did 

one before Jonah and Tania [Lomu] split up, about how they were going to 

hear the pitter-patter of tiny feet. And of course~ if you want to take that as 

meaning a baby then you take it as meaning a baby. But what it was, was they 

were getting a dog. But, see for us ifs a coverline. And everyone goes "Gosh, 

a baby" and buys the magazine. Now the coverline wasn't wrong, yes it was 

ambiguous. But the whole idea is to pull readers in. You can't outright lie 

but you can twist it and give it a double meaning. And we all do that. 52 

This demonstrates the use of ambiguous language in order to sell magazines. From 

the comment above, editors and their staff feel comfortable with employing such 

practices in order to ensure their weekly issue sells. The use of language in such a 

way is an interesting aspect of women's magazines and will now be examined. 

-- 52Interview with Emma Sutcliffe, Deputy Editor New Idea, 17 November 1998-

44 



Language 

Language is an integral factor in communication. It plays a crucial role in society as 

a _conveyor of meaning. The analysis of coverlines showed that language can be 

employed in such a way as to lead to misinterpretation. This highlights that language 

carries with it many layers of meaning. The studies of semiotics and linguistics 

explore the nature and structure of language, and are important tools in the 

understanding of language systems. In order to address the role of language used in 

lead stories in women's magazines it is first necessary to take a bri_ef-look at the 

studies of linguistics and semiotics. This is a huge field and will not be elaborated on 

extensively, rather an outline which may be implemented within the parameters of this 

thesis will be given. Roland Barthes, in his seminal work Death of the Author53 

created new possibilities in the reading of texts and has given a concise definition of 

general methods of semiotic and structural analysis from which to expand. The text 

can be seen as a "multi-dimensional space"54, containing a "galaxy of signifiers, not a 

structure of signifieds"55• Thus, the text is left open to tremendous variations in 

interpretation, but not ad infinitum. Barthes argues that "meaning pervades a text, that 

it is not some final revelation which we get only once we have finished reading it"56 ; 

that reading is a process which contim~_es to modify interpretation throughout the text. 

However, one brings to reading one's 'cultural baggage' and this affects the 

interpretation. While theorists, such as Barthes maintain that meaning is created by 

53Extracts from Barthes work featured in Rice, Philip and Waugh, Patricia Modem 
Literary Theory Edward Arnold, London, 1989 
54lbid., p. 116 
55Suleiman, Susan and Crosman, Inge editors The Reader in the Text Princeton 
University Press, Princeton, 1980 p. 19 
56Sturrock, John Structuralism and Since Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1979 p. 
58 . 
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the reader, it is ~till possible for authors (in this case magazines.) to use certain words 

in such a fashion that the overriding cultural meanings will overshadow multiple 

interpretation. 

The above would suggest that language and int~rpretation are culture-driven and this 

fact is highlighted by Leitch's statement that "words do not exist independently of one 

another or of the cultures within which they operate"57. This point is expanded on by 

John Hartley in Understanding News. He elucidates the fact that words or signs have 

values, stating: 

The value of the sign is determined wholly by their relationships with others in 

a system. Hence it follows that these signs are social. Language is a 'social 

fact' and meaning is a product of socially recognised ( conventional) 

differences. 58 

This social construction of meaning has further implications. B~cause words convey 

not only denotative meanings but connotative associations also, words can influence 

how an event is perceived by the public59 • The use of connotative and pejorative 

words colours the stories which the readers receives. Hence, the media wield 

immense power over the presentation of events and issues through the language 

employed. 

Brian Edwards laments the current condition of the media, referring to the language 

and journalistic style employed in the news. He states that 

57op. cit_., Leitch, p. 27 
58Hartley, John Understanding News Methuen and Co. Limited, London, 1982 p. 18 
59op. cit., Leitch, p. 33 
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The news was no longer a dispassionate recital of the day's events at home and 

abroad, but a dramatic and frequently melodramatic presentation of the good, 

the bad and the ugly. The language of the news was charged and decorated to 

enhance dramatic effect.60 

Although this relates to the genre of news, the premise of this statement may still be 

considered relevant to lead stories in women's magazines. Lead story content is also 

"charged and decorated to enhance dramatic effect", arguably more so than the news. 

To what extent the content of lead stories is coloured by the language employed, will 

now be examined. · 

New Idea, Woman's Day and Woman's Weekly employ in their lead stories language 

which is vernacular, in the sense that it is 'homely' and informal. Ferguson refers to 

this as a "pervasive woman-to-woman tone of voice, which skilfully and tellingly 

reinforces their supportive - and normative - stance towards the audience"61 . Further 

to this notion of the normative, Ballastei- et al. propose that: 

Discourse ... is normative, it shapes the material of social and personal 

identities, and that of social and personal relations, inscribing social practice, 

or< more simply, offering people particular ways of both understanding the 

world and acting in it. 62 

This concept of being both supportive and normative was detected in all three of the 

sample magazines. Language has been divided into three categories of topics -

feminine characteristics, motherhood and marriage - in order to examine this 

60Edwards, Brian "The Cootchie Coo News" in Comrie, Margie and McGregor, Judy 
editors, Whose News Dunmore Press Limited, Palmerston North, 1992 p. 20 
61 op. cit., Ferguson (1983), p. 165 
62op. cit., Ballaster et al., p. 4 
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supportive and. normative mfj.nner within the lead stqries. Certain words which were 

found to be particularly prescriptive have been italicised. The following are some of 

the extensive number of examples found in the lead stories. 

Feminine Characteristics 

Examples of feminine characteristics will be given for each magazine. There are a 

large number of examples in order to provide a more thorough analysis. 

New Idea 

4 Jan "eyes sparkle", "small but not anorexic" 18 Jan "impetuous star" 15 Feb "one-time party girl has changed" 

8 Mar "constant panic attacks" 15 Mar "dowdy tweedy image" 12 April "battle with PMT" 3 May "happy, carefree 

busty babe ... now a skinny shadow of her former self', "giggly, bouncy blonde" 24 May "television's superbitch", 

blonde bombshell" 7 June "vivacious presenter" 14 June "fresh, elegant", "very ladylike" 21 June "down to just 42 

kg's", "obsession to be perfect" 5 July "bombshell actress", "stay thin" 12 July "in the grip of bulimia" 

2 Aug "famously slender" 9 Aug "blonde beauty", "curvy figure" 23 Aug "stunning", "beautiful presenter" 

4 Oct "beauty" 25 Oct "long-suffering" 15 Nov "giggling like a pair of school girls" G Dec "fresh-faced star", 

"stunning looks" 

Woman's Day 

6 Jan "tomboy" 13 Jan "body to die for", "svelte star" 27 Jan "se~'Y", "bitch", "vulnerable girl" 3 Feb "new 

superbitch", "se~'Y" 17 I:eb "gorgeous" 3 March "gorgeous weather presenter" 24 March "looking slim" 

14 April "hot television sports host" 21 April "blonde beauty 5 May "willowy" 12 May "beautiful star", 

"gorgeous star" 2 June "svelte .. , sex-kitten", "hot body" 9 June "flirty princess" 30 June "pouting French 

kitten", "hot-blooded French girl" 14 July "breathtaking" 21 July "beautiful star", "bubbly brunette" 

11 Aug "reed-thin blonde", "younger, a lot thinner - and blonder than", "jealousy" 29 Sept "stunning", ''too 

thin" 6 Oct "radiant", "perfect body" 3 Oct "stunning fonner supennodel" 27 Oct "super-se~'Y", "bravery and 

courage" 10 Nov "golden girl" 

Woman 's Weekly 

20 Jan "ladylike", "megabitch" 10 March "her first love, children" 7 April "tall and curvy" 14 April "romance 

obsessed" 21 April "sexiest grandmother" 28 April "poor little rich girl" 5 May "plump 16 year-old" 

19 May "good-time party girl" 9 June "talk-show queen", "best girlfriend" 16 June "status as mistress" 
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30 June "addicted to romance", "a womanly woman" 7 July "amazonian heroine", "pin-up girl and feminist role 

model" 11 Aug "love hungry", "poor little rich girl" 25 Aug "glamorous and attention seeking" 

29 Sept "glamorous and ~mpassionate" 6 Oct gutsy and gorgeous", "homeloving" 13 Oct "sluts and whores" 

3 Nov "daughter a proper princess" IO Nov "emotional woman", vulnerable woman" I Dec "feisty", "queen of 

Camelot", "strong and dominating woman" 15 Dec "queen bee", "tomboy", "likeable, polite girl" 

There are several elements which appear in this category. The first which will be 

addressed is appearance. There are many references to appearance in the above 

examples of phrases from lead stories. Phrases of a complimentary nature included 

words such as glamorous, gorgeous, stunning and beautiful. These adjectives are 

complimentary whilst pertaining to desirable female qualities. The adjectives in the 

stories highlight the fact that lead stories in these magazines are usually about 

beautiful people. The notion that magazines are just as prescriptive as they are 

descriptive is highlighted here, with regard to appearance. Magazine lead stories 

perpetuate the notion that appearance is a quality that women are judged on and given 

credit for'3, women's status and value is often achieved through an attractive 

appearance. Furthermore, it may be argued that the female public is encouraged to 

emulate the attractive appearance of the celebrities featured in the stories. However, 

although women in lead stories, with perfect bodies were praised for their appearance, 

conversely other women were criticised for taking this desire too far. Women who 

were too thin, too large, -or 'obsessed~ with dieting were criticised or pitied in these 

stories64• The tone of these stories was that of 'sisterly' concern for the physical and 

mental well-being of the woman, with a slight patronising undercurrent; for example: 

Hollywood's highest paid actress is paranoid about ageing and is in the grip of 

bulimia, the deadly slimmer's disease. These are two of the shocking 

revelations behind Demi Moore's crumbling marriage to action hero Bruce 

63New Idea 2 August 1997, Woman's Day 13 January and 11 August 1997 _ 
64New Idea 3 May, 21 June and 5 July 1997 
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Willis. Pressures brought on by Demi's eating disorder and her obsession with 

looking young have reduced the celebrity couple to strangers. 65 

It appears that these stories make an example of excesses, while still imparting 

implicit messages which contradict this. The overwhelming message to women 

concerning appearance in these lead stories, is that they should aspire to be beautiful 

and slim, like the actresses, models and members of royalty, but they shouldn't go to 

extreme lengths to achieve it Tne feature stories in the magazines appear to 'tow the 

middle line'. But, as highlighted above there appears to be a double standard in this. 

References to demeanour in the lead stories were distinctly culturally prescribed. 

There were several different facets to the depiction of this. 'Motherly' virtues of 

being homeloving and compassionate were present. Characteristics of female frailty 

were described in terms of vulnerability, addiction and obsession. The cliche that 

women are more emotional than men was certainly sustained throughout these lead 

stories. In addition, phrases such as bitchy and attention-seeking illustrate the 

gendered way in which language was employed. The busty babe66, blonde 

bombshell67 and sex-kitten68 are all stereotypes based around the female as sex object 

Thus, it is evident that the words used to describe women's behaviour and demeanour 

come from a stock of stereotypes and conventions. Ferguson states that magazines 

work from the standpoint of "choosing the symbol or stereotype of feminine courage, 

enterprise, true love, beauty or worldly success and then dramatising that aspect"69• 

Hence, women are culturally defined by the media and represented in a way which 

65"She's Bulimic" New Idea 12 July 1997 
66New Idea 3 May 1997 
61New Idea 24 May 1997 
68Woman 's Day 21une 1997 

-- 69op. cit. Ferguson (1983), p. 164 
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conforms to traditional stereotypes. The lead stories from New Idea, Woman's Day 

and Woman's Weekly highlight this fact. This notion of gendered stereotypes also 

manifests itself in relation to different cultures. 

The depiction of a French girlfriend to a Hollywood actor can be seen as an example 

of this cultural stereotyping70. She was described as a pouting, hot-blooded French 

girl, intimating that these are characteristics inherent in the French. Furthermore, the 

content of the story suggests that French women are jealous and possessive of their 

men - that French women are culturally predetermined to behave in such a manner. 

Additionally, the language surrounding this young woman's 'Frenchness' was 

exaggerated. This sort of stereotyping may border on prejudice, for it implies that 

there are characteristics that are culturally prescribed. Consequently, it is evident that 

stories such as this express culture-bound stereotypes of womanly behaviour and 

demeanour, which may be modified depending on the culture of the woman involved. 

Motherhood 

Language associated with motherhood will be examined with reference to the lead 

stories in the three san1ple magazines. 

New Idea 

15 Feb "a mother has a privileged position" lO May "the proud mother'' , "ideal mother'' 24 May "being a mother 

... much more important to her than being a star" 9 Aug "mother-to-be ... is blooming" 4 Oct "motherhood has 

always been her real purpose in life" 11 Oct "every mother knows", "amuous mum-to-be", "determined to be a 

·· 10 woman 's Day 30 June 1997 
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hands-on-mum" 1 Nov "ducky mum-to-be", "choice was a full-on TV career or the chance to be a loving mother" 

20 Dec "caring mother" 

Woman's Day 

10 Feb "a really, really good mother" 24 Mar "determined to have a home birth" 19 May "carry on working through 

the pregnancy" 7 July "delighted to become a mother" 28 July "simply glowing" 22 Sept "wanted another baby" 

6 Oct "her biggest role - devoted mother", "purpose in life was to give life", "like many mothers-to-be, had to 

decide whether or not to put her career on hold" 13 Oct "single mum" 27 Oct "single, working mother was the 

hardest personal challenge she has overcome" 

Woman 's Weekly 

27 fan "modem archetypai solo mother'; 24 Feb "her most important job being a mum", "the devoted mum" 

14 April "determined to create the perfect family" 12 May "the two mums had plenty to share", "proud of her 

status as a hands-on-mum" 23 June "and when she can't do it all she feels guilty" 14 July "clucl')' for the real 

thing" 4 Aug "my number one priority" 1 Sept "highest priority on being a loving wife and m6tber", "children 

come first" 22 Sept "single, working mother" 20 Oct "juggling act as a high profile working wife and mother", 

"says she's no supermum" 24 Nov "no hesitation giving up television", "daughter is ... first priority . .. that's what 

being a mum is all about", "the dilemma all working mum's face", "describes herself as primarily a mum" 

1 Dec "failure to become pregnant has been a big disappointment to her and [husband]" 15 Dec "ordinary New 

Zealand mum" 

The language of motherhood in these lead articles is very interesting as it appears to 

revolve around a fairly narrow definition of what it is to be a mother. These magazine 

articles infer that motherhood is an axiom universally received through the 

supposition that '~very woman knows' 71 • Hence, motherhood is portrayed in these 

stories as being the most important aspect or 'job' in a woman's life72• It is shown as 

taking priority over a career, with status given to those women who were considered 

'hands-on-mothers'73• As many of these stories focused on women in the 

entertainment business or the media, they often related the dilemma of being a mother 

with a career. In fact, there was a preponderance of publishing stories which 

concerned this aspect of motherhood The language of these stories appeared to 

71New Idea 11 October 1997 
72New Idea 4 October 1997, Woman's Day 6 October 1997, Woman's Weekly 

4 August, 1 September and 24 November 1997 
73New Idea 10 October 1997, Woman's Weekly 12 May 1997 
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assume that all working mothers faced this dilemma. AB one of the above phrases on 

motherhood highlights, women appear to have to choose between having a career or 

being a 'loving mother' 74. This implies that women are unable to do both. This 

assumption was borne out by the many comments from women in these articles, 

stating that their children come before their careers, even though most of them 

continued to work. Additionally, they stated their willingness to give up work without 

the slightest hesitation if they thought it imperative to their child's well-being. 

Kathryn Keller believes this is a symptom of the altered economic and familial roles 

of middle-class women. She states that these women are "caught between economic 

desires and an inability to reject a traditional image of the family"75 • As most of these 

women work, this creates a dilemma in conscience about their fulfilling their role as 

mothers. Additionally, the continued publishing of this apparent dilemma confirms 

Ferguson's statement that 

women are simultaneously presented with messages on two wavelengths. 'Yes, 

get out there and show the world you are someone in your own right', but also 

'Remember you must achieve as a wife and mother, too'. 76 

Hence, the language in the lead stories from New Idea, Woman's Day and Woman's 

Weekly illustrates the traditional female role of mother as paramount in women's 

lives. All else comes second to the place of motherhood, and these stories embody the 

notion that women's prime concern should be this role. 

14New Idea 1 November 1997 
75Keller, Kathryn Mothers and Work in Popular American Magazines Greenwood 

. Press, Westport Connecticut, 1994 p. 148 
76op. cit., Ferguson (1983), p. 189 
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One may assert that the depiction of motherhood in these lead stories actually 

encourages women on both sides of this ideological fence to feel guilty. Those 

women who stay in the home raising children are constantly shown examples of 

successful women who have high profile careers whilst managing a family77. 

Conversely, there is an implication in these magazines that women who chose to work 

instead of staying at home cannot be adequately loving mothers 78. However, although 

motherhood is couched in such terms, these magazines try to validate both groups of 

women. Hence, one can assume that these magazines, in justifying both lifestyles, do 

not alleviate any of the guilt felt by working mothers or stay-at-home mothers, and in 

fact heighten it through the continued publication of such stories. Furthermore, by 

validating both lifestyles, these magazines are implying that the decision whether to 

work or stay at home is no longer a societal one, but a personal one. Susan Faludi 

states that the media site this conflict in women as "no longer with her society or 

culture but only with herself'i9. However, this is very much a conflict precipitated by 

societal conventions. Through magazine lead stories women are presented with 

images of appropriate motherhood which is sited in traditional gender stereotypes. 

Therefore, these ·stories confirm this thesis' notion that women's magazines 

perpetuate traditional stereotypes of womanhood. 

Marriage 

This thesis will now focus attention on the language associated with marriage in New 

Idea, Woman's Day and Woman's Weekly. 

77Woman 's Weekly 20 October 1997 
78New Idea 1 November 1997 
79Faludi, Susan Backlash Crown Publishers Incorporated, New York, 1991 -P.-81 
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New Idea 

4 Jan "never thought about getting married", "real horror of commitment" 18 Jan "no plans to marry" 15 Feb 

"remain loyally at his side'.' 8 Mar "desperate to hang on to the Jove of her younger husband" 5 April "she knows 

that losing [her husband] means she loses everything" 12 April "problems with her hormonal cycle ... cost her her 

marriage" 19 April "his stunning bride" 24 May "good wife" 21 Jwie "trapped in a sham marriage" 

28 _June "putting the pressure on his wife ... to have another baby" 30 Aug "dedicated her time to nursing her 

husband, she put her own goals and aspirations on hold" 20 Sept "when they bickered and made up passionately like 

any newly weds" 4 Oct "no plans to marry" 6 Dec "happily married" 

Woman's Day 

6 Jan "she has laid down the law for a marriage proposal" 20 Jan "remarried her hard drinking hubby" 3 March 

"wedding was a compromise of 'traditional with a casual 90s feel'", "debating whether to follow tradition by taking 

[husband's] name" 7 April "fretting wife", "affection-starved wife" 14 April "trying for the past year to encourage 

[boyfriend] to propose to her" 5 May "became Mrs [husband's first and last names]" 19 May "it sounds quite 
-... 

wifey, but I'm really in to it'' 26 May "I'm never going to be lonely again" 16 June "wanted a lavish wedding all her 

life" 7 July "it gets lonely being a rugby wife" 

1 Sept "renewed their wedding vows" 22 Sept "talked of marriage", "wanted to get married" 27 Oct "second 

marriage for both lovebirds" 3 Nov "fairytale union" 

Woman's Weekly 

27 Jan "patient wife" 10 Mar "who she is, not who she married'' 19 May "marriage - based on duty to a strong 

man", "behaves as a good and modest wife" 26 May "the fairytale marriage" 2 June "here comes the bride", 

"shock wedding", "a committed advocate of married _life" 8 Sept "there would hardly be a woman alive in ... 's 

position who wouldn't indulge in the fantasy of a dream wedding" 15 Sept "reached the peak of happiness when she 

said 'I do'" 29 Sept "good Muslim wife", "duty is to her husband and family" 17 Nov "it began as a fairytale", "but 

married life hasn't always been easy", "they've had to work hard to stay together and be happy" 8 Dec "happily 

married'' 

Although the institution of marriage has changed considerably over the last few 

decades, it is still portrayed in *e above lead stories in a traditional light. Whilst 

certain details - usually those of the wedding - may be debated, the concept of 

marriage is still relatively unaltered. The old-fashioned notion of the fairytale 

marriage has been sustained in these magazines. The language of these lead stories 

asserts that most women desire to be married80, that love is the ultimate goal in a 

80Woman 's Day 6 January 1997 and 14 April 1997 Woman's Weekly 8 September 
.. 1997 
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woman's life. When stories relate a woman's wish not to marry, it is usually couched 

in terms of 'no plans to marry', implying that there are no immediate plans but that it 

is a distinct possibility in the future. Weddings are lavish, joyous occasions where the 

bride is at the height of happiness81 • An example of the traditional presentation of 

marriage is highlighted in these stories by the fact that it is still considered fitting that 

a wife should take her husband's surname82, even when the majority of the women in 

the stories are known by their own surnames. Furthermore, marriage is presented as 

an institution which has to be worked at and which requires particular dedication from 

the wife. The virtuous wife in these lead stories is considered patient83 and·one who 

puts her own needs after those of her husband84• Through her devotion she reaps the 

benefit of the security that marriage provides and the knowledge that she is not alone 

in the world85. However, the wife who loses her husband loses everything86, and some 

wives will go to great lengths to secure the love of their husband87• The happiness of 

the wife is pictured as something whicll the husband is in control ot: with references 

to lonely and affection-starved88 wives. The presentation of marriage in these stories 

confirms Ferguson's claim that, "'getting and keeping your man' is still a philosophy 

which ... magazines have promoted and still promote"89• Thus, the lead stories in 

these three women's magazines are manifestations of the promulgation of traditional 

gender roles. 

81 Woman's Weekly 15 September 1997 
82Woman 's Day 3 March 1997 and 5 May 1997 
83 Woman 's Weekly 27 January 1997 
84New Idea 30 August 1997 
85 Woman 's Day 26 May 1997 
86New Idea 5 April 1997 
87New Idea 8 March 1997 
88Woman 's Day 7 July 1997 and 7 April 1997 respectively 
89Ferguson, Marjorie The Woman's Magazine Cover Photograph in Christian, Harry 

. ( editor) The Sociology of Journalism and the Press University of Keele, 
Staffordshire, 1980, p. 234 
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The data collected from New Idea, Woman's Day and Woman's Weekly supports the 

thesis that lead stories in women's magazines perpetuate, through the use of language, 

messages about women's place in society. They perform a normative function in 

sanctioning the promulgation of traditional gender stereotypes. Initially, when one 

examines the stories, it appears as if this is carried out through implicit messages. 

However, once familiar with the language of these lead stories it is evident that these 

are quite explicit messages. The language employed is not subtle, rather it prescribes 

an ideological insistence that the personal should take precedence over the 

professional90• This is professed through the use of phrases and words. which appeal 

to women as a united group, with shared experiences. Furthermore, the assertion of 

Ferguson's that magazines view that, "femininity and womanliness are so wholly 

different from masculinity and maleness that they require a separate vocabulary, 

dialogue and tone ofvoice"91 is borne out through the use of gender specific language. 

It has been proven, through the examples given, that women's magazines utilise in 

their lead stories language which frames women's experiences in terms of traditional 

roles. As McCracken states: 

The visual, verbal and sometimes olfactory signifiers in these magazines offer 

women multiple layers of signifieds; along with the pleasure come messages 

that encourage insecurities, heighten gender stereotypes, and urge reifying 

definitions of the self through consumer goods92. 

To reiterate, language used to perpetuate stereotypes which sites women's concerns 

and issues as primarily belonging in the domestic sphere does not address the 

changing condition of women in our society. These stories offer little in the way of 

90 · w· hi 76 op. cit., ins p, p . 
. 91op. cit., Ferguson (1983), p. 6 

.·. 92op. cit., McCracken, p. 8-9 
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alternative methods of dealing with issues surrounding women today. In practice, the 

stories prescribe female behaviour in accordance with traditional values of femininity. 

Images 

The cover photograph has a number of functions which will be analysed with 

reference to the three magazines examined in this thesis. Ferguson gives a number of 

factors which will be employed in this evaluation. Photographic images are displayed 

prominently on the covers of women's magazines, where they occupy the-entirety of 

the page. It may appear obvious to state that the photographs on the covers of 

women's magazines are largely of women. However, unlike women's fashion 

magazines which usually feature a model on the cover, these photographs are of the 

subjects in the lead stories. Ferguson's analysis of magazine cover photographs 

mainly involved models as opposed to celebrities, while this differs from the cover 

photographs of New Idea, Woman's Day and Woman's Weekly, the core premises can 

still be applied to this analysis. 

The cover of a magazine may be assumed to be its greatest advertisement93 ; thus, the 

cover photograph carries the ultimate 'pulling power'. As a result, photographs which 

have a visual impact are placed on the cover. Emma Sutcliffe, deputy editor of New 

Idea, states that «the cover picture is very important. You could have quite a weak 

story but a strong international cover"94. The priority and importance placed on the 

cover photograph is due to its function as a means of capturing the readership. The 

93This has been highlighted at the beginning of this chapter with references to 
_ McCracken, p. 4 and Winship, p. 9 

94Interview with Emma Sutcliffe, 17 November 1998 
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cover photograph of the three women's magazines in this thesis, usually involve a 

female celebrity. The use of the cover model - in this case a celebrity - has been 

commented on by Ferguson, who asserts that: 

To encourage a purchase she conveys information about desirable female 

states. The means or symbols by which she communicates these - youth, 

beauty, sexuality, social power, success, possession of a male - are 

simultaneously selected and reinforced by the editors in their dual capacity as 

myth-makers and cultural reflectors95. 

Thus, the cover photograph also has an ideological function, where it imparts implicit 

and explicit messages about the ethos and content of the magazine. The photographic 

styles of the three magazines vary slightly, suggesting that the magazines are asserting 

their own style, offering content which differs from one another. 

The nature of the three magazines in this study is such that all photographs on the 

cover are of the celebrities who feature in the lead story. The three magazines are all 

New Zealand editions, and as a result most photographs of overseas celebrities and 

royalty are sourced from agencies and not taken by the magazines. Photographs of 

New Zealand celebrities were taken for the issue, with the occasional exception of 

Rachel Hunter, where professional model shoot photographs are often used. Ferguson 

asserts that, "editors select cover photographs on the basis of two criteria. Will it 

identify - differentiate - a particular magazine, and will it 'sell' a particular issue?"96. 

These two points will now be examined with reference to the three sample magazines. 

_ 95op. cit., Ferguson (1980), p. 224 
96Ibid., p. 222 
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Image 1. New Idea 11 October 1997 Image 2. New Ideal November 1997 

Image 3. Woman's Day l September 1997 Image 4. Woman's Day 6 October 1997 

Image 5. Woman's Weekly 14 April 1997 Image 6. Woman's Weekly 24 November 1997 
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New Idea 

This quote from Emma Sutcliffe highlights the magazine's philosophy and policy on 

cover photographs: 

If it's an international story women sell best on the covers. Men sell only if 

they're an All Black and getting married or having a baby. The only time 

you'll see men is when they're holding a baby or when there's a wedding. And 

the only one with men was Marc Ellis and Matthew Ridge and that went 

tenibly. Boys don't sell.97 

This magazine predominantly features celebrity women on its cover. The photographs 

usually focus on the face and the female celebrity's expression was often smiling in a 

sexually provocative manner. Photographs of female celebrities wearing revealing 

outfits were featured relatively often on the covers. The images on this magazine 

cover may be considered more sensationalist than the two other magazines. Local 

photographs were few in number and mainly of couples, who tended to be looking 

straight at the camera. 

Woman's Day 

Cover photographs were almost evenly split between celebrity women and celebrity 

couples. Photographs generally focused on the face, but three quarter shots of the 

body were common. Unless the particular issue focuses on a tragedy, the celebrity in 

the photograph was in a happy mood, smiling at the camera. Photographs of couples 

generally showed them smiling side-by-side in affectionate embraces. A number of 

New Zealand celebrity wedding shots were published on the cover. 

·· 97Interview with Emma Sutcliffe, 17 November 1998 
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Woman's Weekly 

Celebrity women featured in the greatest number on the cover of this magazine. The 

photographs overwhelmingly focused on the face, which was usually smiling. 

Children featured with celebrity women on the cover, more often than the two other 

magazines. Stylistically, the photographs shot by the New Zealand photographers 

often had the 'model' looking slightly upwards towards the camera. 

All three magazines, on one occas10n each, blatantly and purposely edited a 

photograph to alter a person's appearance. New ldea98 airbrushed· Camilla 

Parker-Bowles' face to give the impression of her having had plastic surgery. 

Woman's Day9 superimposed Sarah Ferguson's head onto the body of a woman in a 

bikini. Woman's Weekly100 superimposed Camilla Parker-Bowles' head onto the body 

of a woman wearing a wedding dress. It may be suggested that the purpose of such 

devices is to create an initial visual impact which will entice the reader into believing 

that these photographs are genuine. However, it was made clear in the articles that 

these photographs had been altered. Consequently, it is not known how often 

magazines airbrushed photographs in a subtle manner to alter the appearance of 

celebrities, without this being made known to the readers. Apparently this does occur, 

as this quote from New ldea 's deputy .editor illustrates, "And they have to be pretty. 

And if they're not then we'll photo-shop it"101 • 

98"Camilla's New Face" New Idea 15 March 1997 
99''Fergie New Queen of Melrose" Woman's Day 3 Feb 1997 

. 100"Camilla's Dream Wedding" Woman's Weekly 8 September 1997 
101Interview with Emma Sutcliffe, 17 November 1998 
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Several observations can be made from the image analysis, about the implementation 

of cover photographs. 

• The majority of photographs were of women, reinforcing the ideology that these 

. are magazines about women and for women. 

• The above data illustrates that the three magazines vary slightly in photographic 

style, creating their own particular image. However, all three magazines had one 

thing in common - the majority of photographs showed the protagonists smiling at 

the camera. One may presume that a happy expression is more inviting to the 

readership and potential purchasers than an unhappy one, hence the use of such 

photographs. Additionally, it is interesting to note that even when the coverline 

was negative the photograph was generally happy. 

• Photographs of couples usually showed them smiling side-by-side or in 

affectionate embraces. Ferguson asserts that this symbolises the "cultural myth of 

greater sexuai equality"i02, where women are presented as equal partners with 

their men. However, as has been discussed earlier in this thesis, the content of the 

lead story does not always reflect this 'photographic idealisation' of equal gender 

roles. 

The prese11tation of cefebrities on the cover of magazines serves certain purposes. 

Ultimately it helps to sell the issue, as this comment by Emma Sutcliffe illustrates: 

Princess Diana, when she was alive, stories would come out about her. Often 

you know it's only 'she's wearing a blue dress' - she's such a strong cover, 

such a strong seller that she'd always be a good one. 103 

102op. cit., Ferguson (1983), p. 234 
103Interview with Emma Sutcliffe, 17 November 1998 
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Ferguson proposes that the celebrity cover 'model' is employed because she lends her 

"specific power and glamour to a magazine readers idealisations"104• This reiterates 

the argument of this thesis, that women's magazines present images of women - on 

their covers and lead stories - which readers are encouraged to view as acceptable 

representations of femininity. 

Thus, the photographic images presented on the covers of women's magazines are 

ideologically coloured. They convey ideas of femininity which are beset in tradition. 

The smiling or seductive female face on the cover precipitates the womanly-content -

and message - of the lead story. The female cover 'model' is as Ferguson states, "both 

medium and message of woman's social place"105. 

104op. cit., Ferguson (1983), p. 224 
105Ibid., p. 233 
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3. Values 

The previous two chapters have examined the recurring themes which have been 

isolated from the content of the lead stories. Because of the recurrent nature of these 

themes, it is pertinent to explore media theories on news selection and values. This 

will provide an added dimension to the exploration of the magazine content. 

News Values in Women's Magazines 

News values in the media have been explored and written about by Gans, and 

Galtung and Ruge. Factors which make an event reportable or 'newsworthy' are 

highlighted by these authors. Gans tends to concentrate on what he terms 'enduring 

values' in the news. These are the values which are inherent in the stories that are 

presented to the public. Galtung and Ruge look at the selection of the news and what 

factors influence news makers decisions on story reporting. This thesis employs 

aspects from both bodies of work which were found to be relevant to the study of lead 

stories in women's magazines. 

The lead stories printed in women's magazines are not what would traditionally be 

called news, as there is no immediacy in the content of the stories. Issues of these 

magazines are published weekly and "content is rarely dictated by overnight 

events"J06; with the exception of Princess Diana's death. Additionally, unlike news, 

106op. cit., Ferguson (1983), p. 158 
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magazines are published to entertain, not edify. Nevertheless, it is relevant to use the 

categories describing news selection that are illustrated by Galtung and Ruge. Of 

course, not all categories are applicable, but those that were found to be of use in the 

analysis of this thesis will be highlighted. 

Ethnocentrism/Proximity 

Ethnocentrism or 'cultural proximity' is an important factor in the selection of lead 

stories. Galtung and Ruge state that "the event scanner will pay particular attention to 

the familiar, to the culturally similar"107, which is certainly evident in women's 

magazines. This particular notion of 'culturally similar' revolves around topics that 

are founded on traditional feminine pursuits sited in the domestic sphere. Indeed, the 

analysis in earlier chapters of lead story content shows that stories revolve around a 

small selection of topics, dominated by romance, marriage, family and physical 

appearance. These topics are narrowly defined and are based on traditional gender 

stereotypes. The -idea that women's lives centre around a husband and a family 

predominates in the stories in these magazines. This is emphasised through the use of 

celebrity stories focusint on these subjects - the use of celebrity will be explored in 

more detail later. In these women's magazines there is little printed outside this 

culturally homogenous arena of feminine interest. Furthennore, the 'world view' that 

these magazines present is overwhelmingly white and middle-class. Representation 

from other cultures and classes is noticeably inconspicuous. 

107op. cit., Galtung and Ruge, p. 64 
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Galtung and Ruge assert that there are 'culture bound' factors which influence story 

se1ection108• Culture and society are inextricably interwoven with the media and the 

selection of news. It could be argued that the media cannot step outside its culture, 

therefore this statement is a truism. 

Elite Persons 

Events which concern elite people are more likely to be reported as .news"109. This 

fact is evident in the three women's magazines studied in this thesis. Of the 156 cover 

storiesuo studied, 153 focused on celebrities or royalty, who may be considered 

members of the elite. Galtung and Ruge confirm this use of the elite, stating, "as 

amply demonstrated by the popular magazines found in most countries, the elite can 

be used in a sense to tell about everybody"m_ The data from the three magazines 

highlights this use of the elite in presenting common situations. Many of the stories 

on the topics of romance, marriage and family were presented in such a way that they 

could relate to many of the readers. The joys of pregnancy felt by Elle McPherson 112 

may be felt by thousands of expectant mothers reading stories such as this. Magazines 

appear to d~splay the attitude that all. people are essentially the same regardless of 

wealth and status, and so elite people easily serve as "objects of general 

identification"m_ However, there is more to this use of celebrity than just 

108Ibid., p. 66 
109Ibid. 
110The exceptions being the two generic Woman's Weekly articles and the story about 
the Ingham twins also in Woman's Weekly. 
lllop. cit., Galtung and Ruge, p. 66 

. 112"Clucky Elle tells Big changes for the Body" Woman's Day 6 October 1997 
·· mop. cit., Galtung and Ruge, p. 66 -
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identification. Ferguson states that the use of celebrities is not just about feeling some 

common bond of shared human experience, but also satisfies a curiosity about their 

lives114 - a sort of voyeurism or vicarious Iiving115• This is illustrated by the 

publication of intimate details in the lives of celebrities featured in women's 

magazines. Coverlines such as "Diana dumped again"116 may be something that the 

Princess would have preferred to have kept quiet This combines the two aspects of 

the employment of celebrities: firstly it illustrates that even princesses get rejected, 

emphasising the universality of human experience. Secondly, it fulfils the public's 

desire to delve into her personal life. 

This use of celebrity as a means of identification is not however without its flaws. 

As was highlighted briefly in an earlier chapter, celebrities and royalty have a lifestyle 

that few people could match, thus their point of reference is different from that of the 

average women's magazine reader. When a celebrity such as Friends television star 

Lisa Kudrow117 talks of quitting her job to raise a child. her wealth and the advantages 

it affords are very different from most women when deciding to become a 

'stay-at-home-mum'. Additionally, when one decorates the nursery one would rarely 

spend $700 000 as Heather Locklear118 did and employ 'around the clock' nannies. 

Does the publishing of extravagant tales such as those above illustrate Gans's point 

that the media "may make fun of some of [society's] very rich members"119? This is 

in part true, there is a certain amount of ridicule in such lavish behaviour. However, 

114op, cit., Ferguson (1983), p 167 
i1sibid 

116New Idea 22 February 1997 
117"Lisa Quits" New Idea 1 November 1997 

. 118"Heather's $700 000 baby splurge!" New Idea 11 October 1997 
119op. cit., Gans (1980), p 61 
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one might presume that there is a desire amongst the readers to be able to live like 

this. Once again this relates to the voyeuristic or 'vicarious living' nature of 

magazines highlighted by Ferguson. Most women would wish to be able to live in 

such opulence, and this may fulfil a desire to see how such people actually live. 

Ferguson points out that women's magazines give readers the message that "you may 

not be exactly like me, but there are aspects of me that you as a woman may wish to 

share or emulate"120. 

Personification •..: . 

Galtung and Ruge note the importance of 'personification' in the media 121• This idea 

is composed of a number of different factors. If it is accepted that the different factors 

are not dependent on one another and one may pick out a particuiar aspect, then there 

is a specific variant that may be employed in this thesis, whereby personification 

serves to produce meaning and 'identification', through a "combination of projection 

and empathy"122• This device is employed extensively in women's magazines. 

Magazines use stories about people through whom their readers may identify. As was 

explained in the above paragraphs, this is conveyed through the publication of 

celebrity stories. Readers may empathise with the plights and joys of those whom 

they read about because magazines usually print stories which the general public 

would relate to. This is highlighted through the sheer quantity of stories about 

motherhood and romance. One could presume that the first person accounts in the 

pages of these magazines appeal to readers for the very reason that the content is 

120op. cit., Ferguson (1983), p. 167 
. 121op. cit., Galtung and Ruge, p. 67 

-- i22Ibid. 
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usuaIIy about everyday topics. Although the specifics may vary and in the case of 

celebrity narration may be far more extravagant or extreme, the sentiment is the same. 

By ensuring identification a magazine creates a powerful marketing tool to ensure 

reader numbers. 

In the context of this thesis, Ferguson's use of the term 'personalising' can be related 

to the above definition of personification, where it offers another variant to this term. 

Ferguson states that magazines use a personalising technique to "inject familiarity, 

directness and intimacy into the tone of voice and what it is talking abouf'P3• This is 

similar to Galtung and Ruge's observation of identification through projection and 

empathy. Familiarity, directness and intimacy are tools used to create reader 

identification. (Of course one may assume that this is all done for the purpose of 

revenue for the more a reader identifies with a subject, the more likely they are to 

purchase the product). Ferguson points out that the use of the personalising technique 

serves to create a bond of commonality124 . This in turn, serves in presenting events to 

readers as shared experiences which all or most of us go through. This illustrates the 

homogenous nature of women's magazines in the form of presentation of content. 

These tools are employed because it is believed they are effective. This also reflects 

the view of women that the magazines_ hold. Women are to be presented and spoken 

to as a group where members are essentially the same. This supposed commonality 

reinforces the promulgation of stereotypes and traditional attitudes. This concept of 

commonality \vill be examined in detail later in the thesis. 

_ 123op. cit., Ferguson (1983), p. 166 
-- 124Ibid., p. 7 
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Galtung and Ruge highlight from their research three things: 

1) the more factors a particular story or event fulfils, the more likely it is to be 

reported 

2) factors which made an event newsworthy will be accentuated 

3) the processes of selection and distortion will take place at every stage. 125 

One can apply these factors to women's magazines. Selection is very much based on 

specific category fulfilment Stories accentuate, often to the point of exaggeration, the 

newsworthy factors. Distortion occurs in the stories published - one only needs to 

observe how often celebrities complain about being misquoted or misrepresented to 

see the validity of this statement. This suggests that overall, events as reported are 

rather distorted from that which actually occurred. This is particularly relevant to 

women's magazines, as the view of the world they present is largely simplified and 

generalised. 

Gans defines the values which he has found in the media as "preference statements 

about nation and society, and major national or societal issues"126• Hence, his ideas on 

values are based on the interrelated nature of the media and society. His explication 

of these inherent values highlights this. Gans proposes that the media present a 

"picture of nation and society as it ought to be"127• For the purposes of this thesis, this 

notion of 'society as it ought to be' is based on traditional attitudes which perpetuate 

gendered stereotypes. As this thesis has shown these stereotypes predominately 

concern romance, marriage, motherhood and physical appearance. This is illustrated 

125op. cit., Galtung and Ruge, p. 69 
_ 126op. cit., Gans (1980), p. 41 
- 127Ibid., p. 39 
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in the stories which are published in the magazines, stories such as; "Melanie's sexy 

plan to keep her man"128, "Brooke's fears for her baby"129 and "Crafty Caroline saves 

Kennedy marriage"130. In fact stories such as these illustrates Gans' assertion that the 

media go further than the mere presentation of 'society as it ought to be' and actually 

assist in the maintenance of social control 131. These coverlines suggest that women's 

main pre-occupations concern their appearance (in order to keep their husbands 

interested), their children and their marriage. Further, these issues are portrayed and 

framed as appropriate female concerns, as they are located within the traditional 

sphere of womanly pursuits. This reinforces the notion of 'proper' female behaviour 

and attitudes. Although Gans discusses eight categories of enduring values the most 

appropriate of these, which may be applied to this thesis, are individualism and social 

order. 

Individualism 

The aspe~t of individualism which is specific to women's magazines is that of the 

representation of· self-made men and women and the concentration on the 

individual132. This first point is somewhat similar to Galtung and Ruge's notion of 

elite persons featured in fhe media. (This also has relevance to the next value where 

Gans talks about elite people in the context of social order, which will be discussed in 

the follmving paragraph). Many of the actresses, actors, musicians, models and sports 

people who appear on the covers and lead stories are 'self-made', as opposed to 

128New Idea 8 March 1997 
129Woman 's Day 21 July 1997 
130Woman 's Weekly 1 December 1997 

. 131op. cit., Gans (1980), p. 295 
· 132op. cit., Gans (1980), p. 50 
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holding status through birth or marriage. This concept possibly appeals to the media 

as these individuals may be seen to display qualities of self-reliance and determination 

which have lead to success and wealth. However, the representation of self-made 

people in women's magazines still overwhelmingly deals with everyday topics of 

home and family. 

The second point which Gans makes about individualism is interrelated with the 

first. He states that the media "pays homage to the individual ... by its focus on 

people rather than groups"133• This is evident in the cover stories in the women's 

magazines by the following numbers: New Idea 85 per cent individuals; Woman's Day 

75 per cent individuals; Woman's Weekly 77 per cent individuals. Hence individuals 

are more greatly represented than couples, and groups are non-existent. It can be 

argued that individuals are presented in such great numbers in women's magazines as 

they serve as objects of identification. The idea of 'people like you' is prevalent in 

these magazines, as was highlighted in the above paragraphs concerning 

personalising. 

Social Order 

Gans argues that social order is an important factor in the media. There are a 

number of facets to this notion of order, but only those which relate to this thesis will 

be addressed. Gans states that the media often present a romanticization of the past, 

133lbid. 
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when moral virtues were upheld134. One could argue that women's magazines still 

present this as a paradigm through the promulgation of traditional values and 

attitudes, in the content of their pages. For example, the pursuit of romance, the 

institution of marriage, and child rearing are all regarded as paramount in women's 

lives, as was shown in earlier chapters. This social order is grounded in conventional 

gender stereotypes. Furthermore, this is a "white male social order"135• Gans submits 

that the media prefer to present women who accept this form of order over women 

who deviate from it, stating: 

Nevertheless, its conception of ... sexual equality is basically assimilatory; the 

news prefers women ... who move into the existing social order to separatists 

who want to alter it.136 

This holds for women's magazines as the women depicted are habitually white, 

heterosexual, attractive and family-loving. Additionally, elite women and men, and 

that of their social order - the wealthy - feature predominantly in the media. This has 

been illustrated throughout this thesis, through the research and magazine analysis 

undertaken. Thus, the value of social order underlies the presentation of stories in the 

media. 

As has been shown, these values have been examined with relevance to the 156 

magazines studied in this thesis. The values from Galtung and Ruge and Gans that 

have been highlighted above have been found to have bearing on the topics and 

subject matter in these magazines. It appears from the examination of the above 

material, that notions of values in the media are inextricably tied up with concepts of 

134lbid., p. 59 
135Ibid., p. 61 
136Ibid. 
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ideologies and power. It becomes hard to separate news values from the conventions 

of tradition and conservatism in society. These values underpin the presentation of 

events to the public, while reinforcing certain codes of behaviour. In this case, the 

reinforcement is largely of traditional female roles revolving around the domestic 

sphere. This confirms the hypothesis that lead stories in women's magazines 

primarily represent women in a fashion that perpetuates traditional female stereotypes. 

This is imparted through the selection of values in story content. 

Part One has examined the research data from this thesis, presenting numbers and 

examples from the lead story content of the three magazines. The idea of values, 

which reflect this content has been explored, in order to examine mechanisms in the 

selection of news - or in this case stories - which are inherent in the media. Part Two 

will highlight aspects of media theory which are relevant to this thesis, in context with 

the portrayal of women in magazines. The commercial pressures that exist within the 

competitive women's magazine market will be highlighted to establish how this 

impinges on the content of the lead stories. Finally, aspects of accountability to the 

public will be explored., with particular emphasis on the mechanisms that have been 

put in place to provide the public with measures of recourse against magazines. 
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4. Power and Society 

Part One of this thesis presented and examined the data from the front covers and 

lead stories in women's magazines. These data supported the hypothesis that lead 

stories in women's magazines presented traditional images of womanhood to the 

readership. It will now be proposed that these traditional stereotypes are 

manifestations of dominant ideologies in society. Attention wili be turned to the 

exploration of how iead story content reflects particular ideologies in our society. 

Journalistic tradition prides itself on its supposed 'objectivity' or 'neutrality'. But it 

may be argued that journalists are unable to remove themselves entirely from their 

opinions and beliefs, and thus colour the way in which events are reported. As was 

demonstrated in Part One of this thesis, language is a powerful tool, which shapes our 

perceptions of events and issues. It was shown that the media employ language in 

ways which heighten stereotypes and inequalities. Fmihermore, in a society which is 

not equal - socially and economically - the media will reinforce the status quo137, 

reinforcing inequaiities. The media are generally not questioned about this 'bias' in 

their reporting, possibly because the public is so used to the way in which events are 

presented that they do not think to question why. Additionally, the media biases may 

coincide with the public's biases, thus expressing values which appeal to, and which 

the readers will empathise with. It may also be the result of events being presented 

as naturalistic which are in fact so filtered and edited138 by the time they reach the 

public, that the public are unable to distinguish the truth of the situation. This leads to 

137op. cit., Leitch, p. 121 
138Ibid., p. 31 
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the presentation of social reality as it is viewed as existing in the lead stories of 

women's magazines 

Theories Relevant to this Study 

When exploring the notion that the media act in a socialising function, it is useful to 

briefly examine the relevant media theory which surrounds this topic. 

The Frankfurt School 

The Frankfurt School of thought is a fundamental starting point from which to 

approach the idea of social control through the media. The Frankfurt School had its 

inception in the United States of America, founded by a number of intellectuals exiled 

from Nazi Germany between 1933 and 1949i39. They sought to find an explanation 

for the rise of fascism, and found it partially in the media. The writers believed that 

the United States would soon follow in Germany's footsteps and succumb to fascism. 

The Frankfurt School was fundamentally hostile to the United States, rejecting the 

American way of life. They viewed the emerging American mass culture as vulgar 

and responsible for the destruction of _'superior' European cultural tradition140• This 

notion of mass culture, was explored by the school who thought that an increasing loss 

of individuality would lead to totalitarianism. This view was expressed by 

Horkheimer, who believed that, "as the ordinary man withdraws from participating in 

political affairs, society tends to revert to the law of the jungle, which crushes all 

139op. cit., Seaton, p~ 264 
140Ibid., p. 265 
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vestiges of individuality"141 • This would be manifested through the corruption of 

"social institutions and the decline of liberal principles"142• Furthermore, the 

Frankfurt School viewed the media as the major of this. The School saw mass culture 

as_ dictating how individuals experiences the world by forming a filter through which 

individuals view the world, prior to experience143• The result of this is conformity and 

uniformity. 

The Frankfurt School saw one of the factors in the creation of a uniform public as 

stemming from the attention given by the media to entertainment and leisure. The 

Frankfurt School believed that "in a mass society leisure was constantly used to 

induce the appropriate values and motives in the public"144. Thus, this may be seen as 

being employed in a socialising function. This led them to the theory of dominant 

ideology, which may be understood as: 

a set of beliefs about and representations of social reality which serve the 

interests of the ruling class, imposed more or less intentionally on subordinate 

groups in order to avert dissent or revolt145 

There are of course, some difficulties with the Frankfurt School's theories, as they 

were founded predominantly on a generalised analysis of capitalism. Furthennore, 

theories on socialisation assume the recipients of the media are passive and lack the 

ability to see through the ideologically weighted material. However, there are strands 

that run through these theories which are useful in the study of women's magazines; 

and some of the premises have relevance to this study. 

141Ibid., p. 266 
142Ibid., p. 266 
143op. cit., Ballaster et al. p. 17 
144op. cit., Seaton, p: 268 
145op. cit., Ballaster et al., p. 21 
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Elements from theories proposed by the Frankfurt School may apply to the 

presentation of material in women's magazines. Firstly, the function of the genre of 

entertainment, as it serves in the maintenance of social control, may be related to this 

stl).dy. If one views women's magazines as belonging to the genre of entertainment, 

then one may conclude that through this medium, socialisation occurs. Ferguson 

argues that women's magazines act in a socialising role, providing women with 

examples of appropriate female behaviour and role models. This leads to the second 

point that may be taken from the Frankfurt School's theory. The material in the lead 

stories of the women's magazines appears to be ideologically weighted: These 

magazines reproduce ideologies that are bound in traditional value systems. Lead 

stories which revolved around the traditionally female domestic sphere predominated. 

Thus, one may assert that this concurs with the Frankfurt ideology that representations 

of social reality that serve the ruling class are promoted by the media 146 . 

Functional The01y 

Denis McQuail, in his chapter "Media-Society Linkages", writes with a particular 

emphasis on functional aspects of media theory. This is an approach which is 

especially useful when -looking at !lledia-cultural relations from a sociological 

perspective. Hence, it may be employed in this thesis, as the framework of functional 

theory is conducive to pointing out relationships between the media and society. 

McQuail asserts that this perspective views the media as largely acting in the 

maintenance of common values147 within society, with an accent on order and control. 

146fuid. 

147op. cit., McQuail, p. 78 
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This manifests itself in a mobilising role where the media "promote certain key values 

and behaviour patterns"148. Before the associations between this and the subject 

matter of this thesis are explored, it would be useful to highlight the five functions 

which McQuail proposes as "basic ideas about media purpose for society"149. These 

include the following: 

Information 

Correlation 

Continuity 

Entertainment 

Mobilization150 

Insofar as women's magazines are concerned, these five functions are relevant in 

demonstrating how the media act in promoting certain values. There are specific 

factors within these functions which may be applied to _this study, and these factors 

will be highlighted for each function, with relevance to the research which has been 

undertaken. 

Information 

The media provides the public with information about "events and conditions in 

society" and "relations of power"151 • Lead stories in women's magazines provide this 

information to their public. This is of course tailored to the female market, which this 

genre of media target. The events and conditions of society that they tell women 

about are overwhelmingly those of elite persons, and largely revolve around 

traditionally female topics, as has been highlighted in Part One of this thesis. Through 

148Ibid., p. 79 
t49fuid. 
150Ibid., p. 79-80 
151Ibid., p. 79 
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the way in which magazines present the stories, they tell the public about power 

relationships in society. These relations of power are, as Gans has stated, relations 

which are sited in the domain of white, male power structures152. This leads to the 

next factor. 

Correlation 

Women's magazines display this function of correlation by "providing support for 

established authority and norms" and "socialising"153, through the content of their lead 

stories. Magazines may be regarded as providing a normative function-in society, 

which perpetuates the presentation of traditional roles for women. This is reinforced 

through lead story content which, as demonstrated in Part One, focuses on 

'appropriate womanly topics', such as romance, marriage, motherhood and physical 

appearance. Magazines also act as socialising agents, whereby these appropriate roles 

are presented as normal and naturai. 

Continuity 

Women's magazines are situated in the dominant culture of our society, thus 

expressing this culture may be considered natural. Lead stories aid the maintenance of 

the 'commonality of values"154, through content which emphasises traditional values 

and attitudes. Furthermore, women's magazines address their readers as a common 

group who share a sense of belonging, which Ferguson refers to as a "bond of 

commonality"155• 

152op. cit., Gans, (1980) p. 61 
153op. cit., McQuail, p. 79 
is4Ibid. 
155op. cit., Ferguson (1983), p. 7 
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Entertainment 

Women's magazines belong to a genre of the media which is published for 

entertainment value. They seek to provide in McQuail's words, "amusement, 

diversion [ and possibly even] the means of relaxation"156. The story content might be 

considered light material, as it does not generally challenge on an intellectual level. 

Furthermore, women's magazines tend to this function by promoting the notion of 

'shared experiences', where women are represented and addressed as a common 

group. It may be argued that these stories fulfil a 'sisterly' role, by providing 

examples for women to look to for advice and comfort. 

Mob ii ization 

The media may be viewed as 'campaigning' for societal objectives. This has a 

certain amount of relevance in the context of women's magazines if one views them 

as political. If one agrees with the notion that politics pervade our lives in many 

different guises - often on levels that the majority of the public are unaware of- and if 

one views the promulgation of certain social values as existing within a political 

agenda, then this function becomes relevant to women's magazines. This survey 

shows that lead stories iri women's magazines are largely centred on the presentation 

of values and order in our society. 

As has been argued, McQuail has isolated certain functions which the media carry out 

'Within society. These criteria may be employed in the observation of media purposes 

156op. cit., McQuail, p. 80 

83 



in women's magazines. By examining the political aspect of these purposes one can 

observe how these are reflected in the content of1ead stories. 

Political Functions 

One may question the relevance of examining ideologies in the medium of women's 

magazmes. It may appear that women's magazines are apolitical and therefore 

exempt from criticism. Seaton writes that "it can be argued, there is scarcely a joke or 

lyric that does not reflect a social attitude, and one with political consequences"157• 

This thesis argues that women's magazines are political since they present particular 

ideologies to the public which often stem from political agenda and which have 

political ramifications. The political idea in this thesis is not that of the governing of 

parliamentary government; but rather an ideological entity which pervades many 

aspects of human life. Gans in his book Popular Culture and High Culture argues that: 

taste culture is ultimately political, insofar as it depicts one view of society to 

the exclusion of others, or reinforces one set of values and attitudes rather than 

another158• 

Hence, this thesis concurs with this position. It is relevant to view women's 

magazines as tied to political systems, through which dominant ideologies are 

presented to the readership. How are issues which result from political institutions 

manifested in women's magazines? 

157op. cit., Seaton, p. 278 
158Gans, Herbert Popular Culture and High Culture Basic Books Incorporated, New 
York, 1974, p. 108 -
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Women's magazines continually situate women's issues within the domestic sphere. 

This study has found that women were presented with issues, in the content of the lead 

stories, that overwhelmingly involved traditionally female concerns. As was 

highlighted in Part One, the majority of content of the stories comprised aspects of 

motherhood, marriage/romance, and appearance. Furthermore, stories were presented 

in such a way that these issues, although believed to be common to women, could 

only be resolved through individual action. For example, the stories which focused on 

a mother's dilemma of providing child care whilst working, portrayed the problem as 

a personal one. The magazines never addressed the issues that caused the problems of 

inadequate child care, or the fact that this responsibility falls upon the woman, rather 

than the man, as political issues - in the sense of politics which has already been 

discussed - everything is couched in terms of personal responsibility. Paradoxically, 

the women's magazines addressed the readership as a common group, yet implied that 

problems or issues have to be approached on a personal/individual level. As Ballaster 

et al. assert: 

In other words, women's magazines are so structured, ideologically and 

formally, t~at they cannot offer political resolutions to what they consistently 

define as personal problems 159• 

It appears that women's magazines reject the idea of issues being addressed from a 

political perspective, yet there were many issues depicted in the lead stories of these 

magazines which stem from political ideologies. 

159op. cit., Ballaster et al., p. 174 
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The Presentation of Social Reality 

Media theory has examined notions of power in the media, in relation to the 

pr~sentation of social reality. Leitch argues that the media favour the interests of 

existing power structures, be they social, political or economic160• In her view, these 

ideas are inherent in the structures surrounding news selection and presentation. As 

was discussed in Part One of this thesis, there are values which influence news 

selection, which can be broken down and analysed. The selection of particular values 

is one of the first factors in the shaping of media presentation. As Galtung· and Ruge, 

and Gans, point out, the value judgements made in news selection are based on culture 

and society. Seaton states that, "the values which infonn the selection of news items 

usually serve to reinforce conventional opinions and established authority"161• This 

convention and social order as Gans has asserted, is predominantly a white, male 

social order162• 

By controlling which events and issues are given prominence, the media have an 

effect on influencing what the public know and how they learn it. Thus, the media 

have the power to limit public debate to certain topics, which are deemed 

newsworthy. Leitch elucidates this poip.t: 

This power of exclusion by the news media involves the ability to select what 

is and what is not 'newsworthy' along with the ability to delineate the context 

within which that deemed newsworthy is set163• 

160op. cit., Leitch, p. 16 
161op. cit., Seaton, p. 277 
162op. cit., Gans (1980), p. 61 
163 • L . h 26 op. cit., e1tc , p. 
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This newsworthiness generally arises from dominant ideologies in society, based on 

the maintenance of social order. Thus, it has been argued that the media act as agents 

of socialisation164, or social control165
. This may be applied to women's magazines as 

well as the news media, for they tell women what issues and topics deserve their 

attention. Furthermore, in this topic content, women's magazines perpetuate the 

presentation of traditional values and attitudes. Ferguson sums up these points with 

reference to the power that magazine editors hold in the control of content: 

They are able to confer status upon - or withhold it from - individuals, issues 

and events by rendering them, or refusing to render them, visible OJ?}4-eir 

pages. In all these respects women's magazine editors confirm their setting of 

boundaries on the female world. This is what invests their agenda-setting with 

social significance: the extent of their potential influence on the female 

audience, in promoting historically specific interpretations of 'appropriate' 

female roles, is very greati66
. 

Thus, magazines wield a significant amount of power in the socialisation of the 

female public. This has been illustrated in Part One of this study, where most of the 

content analysed was sited in the traditionally female domestic sphere, reinforcing a 

socially prescribe~ role. But how is this social order reflected in the lead stories of 

women's magazines? Do the three women's magazines studied in this thesis attempt 

to shift this imbalance? _ 

The idea that women's magazines act as agents of social control/order, as has been 

examined by Ferguson, holds that these journals socialise through instructing women 

in appropriate behaviour and attitudes. She states that women's magazines: 

164op. cit., Ferguson (1983), p. 2 
165 . s . 284 op. cit., eaton, p. 
166op. cit., Ferguson (1983), p. 131 
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provide the syllabus and step-by-step instructions which help to socialise their 

readers into the various ages and stages of the demanding - but rewarding -

state ofwomanhood167 

This function may be isolated in the three women's magazines in this study. The lead 

stories from the sample period demonstrated that these magazines promote traditional 

values to their readers, through the story content. The content of these lead stories 

may be seen to have provided information through employing celebrities as examples 

of appropriate and inappropriate behaviour. These included: appropriate attitudes 

towards motherhood, where a woman's child becomes her number one pri_~ri_ty in life; 

aspects of a woman's appearance and the attainment of beauty; the proper qualities in 

a wife/partner. These examples illustrate the notion that women's magazines, through 

their lead stories in this instance, act in maintaining a traditional social order. Thus, 

these magazines reinforce the definitions of the powerful, prescribing female 

behaviour to accord with this. 

One may argue that the fact that women's magazines exist addresses the imbalance 

of women's issues_ being peripheral to the dominant - male - ideology, for they site 

women as central in their discourse. Winship puts it thus, "Woman is placed first 

here; she is centre stage .and powerful"168. But when one examines what this power 

consists of, it is evident that it is situated in the domestic sphere. Women's 

participation in society is confined to the interpersonal, this being confirmed by the 

content of the lead stories in New Idea, Woman's Day and Woman's Weekly. These 

lead stories centre women's main concerns as pertaining to personal, domestic issues 

such as motherhood, romance and appearance. As Ballaster et al. have found, "few 

167op. cit., Ferguson (1983), p. 185 
168 · w· hi 12 op. c1t., ms p, p. 
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magazines have opposed the position that women's first duty is unpaid labour in the 

home, even where she does undertake paid work outside it"169. This position was 

illustrated in the women's magazines that featured in this study. Furthermore, this 

study highlighted the lack of lead stories focusing on careers or business and 

professional people. This may lead to the view that the 'woman's world', highlighted 

by the lead stories, in these magazines reproduces oppressive ideologies of gender, 

maintaining the existing social order. Moreover, these women's magazines, through 

the content of their lead stories, make no attempt to shift the imbalance in society, 

which privileges the already powerful and reinforces traditional values .. 

Thus, relations of power in society are manifested in women's magazines, that 

predominantly promote traditional values to their readership. In the three sample 

magazines in this study, this was manifested in stories of motherhood, appearance, 

marriage/romance. As has been explored in this chapter, through the content of lead 

stories, the readership were presented with issues which stemmed from oppressive, 

traditional ideologies, but which appeared only to have personal solutions. These 

magazines do not appear to offer collective solutions, or challenge why certain issues 

are particular to women. These magazines overwhelmingly reinforced the status quo, 

not encouraging their readership to qllcestion or reject the institutions which promote 

inequalities in society. 

169op. cit., Ballaster et al., p. 121 
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5. Conceptions of Femininity 

This thesis argues that the media perpetuate myths and stereotypes of femininity in 

the lead stories of women's magazines. The emphasis of this thesis is on lead stories, 

as they appear as the 'flagships' of the magazines and constitute an essential element 

in the representation of femininity. Attention will now be given to looking at the 

representation of femininity and the ramifications of this. 

Women's magazines obviously centre their content around women· and ·womanly 

topics, because of the very nature of the genre. But Ferguson states that women's 

magazmes: 

are about more than women and womanlv thin!!s. thev are about femininitv 
..,,I ~ ✓ ~ . - ·..,,1 

itself - as a state, a condition, a craft and an art form which comprise a set of 

practices and beliefs. 170 

Hence, they not only describe the day-to-day issues and events that women deal with, 

but also depict what it means to be a woman. This thesis has argued that the depiction 

of women in lead stories of women's magazines is based around a traditional 

stereotype of femininity, where conventional pursuits and attitudes are encouraged. It 

is instructive to explore the ways in ~hich these magazines shape their topic content 

and what they are 'telling' women in relation to this argument. 

170op. cit., Ferguson (1983), p. 1 
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Femininity 

Women's magazines may be seen to play a role in society, in defining notions of 

femininity. It is necessary to briefly look at the concept of femininity before 

exammmg the way in which magazines represent it. The Concise Oxford 

Dictionary171 states that the word feminine means, "Of women; womanly"172. This is 

of course, a very broad definition and implies that any characteristics that a woman 

may possess may potentially be termed 'feminine'. This also takes into account the 

numerous facets of woman's lives in our society. Thus, one may assume that 

femininity is a general and inclusive term which highlights the variety of 

characteristics inherent in women. Further to this point, one may also assume that 

femininity is a natural construct, in that it is 'of women'. If the definition of 

femininity, as shown above, is an inclusive term, then one would expect the 

representation of femininity in women's magazines to accord with this. However, this 

is not the case. . Lead stories in women's magazines appear to promote a notion of 

femininity that is narrow in its definition. It focuses on aspects, which have been 

highlighted in Part· One of this thesis, that are sited predominantly in the traditionally 

female domestic sphere. 

There are two points which will be explored in conjunction with the representation 

and depiction of femininity in the lead stories of women's magazines. The first is that 

women's magazines offer women a very narrow definition of femininity, or what 

171 op. cit., Sykes (editor) 
172op. cit., Sykes, p. 383 
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might be termed, 'appropriate femininity'. The second, is that women's magazines 

promote a notion of femininity that is culturally prescribed. 

Femininity, as represented in the lead stories of the women's magazines in this study, 

is defined within a narrow field. Feminine characteristics are enmeshed in 

stereotypes and traditional attitudes. Within these magazines there is a definite 

division between what constitutes femininity and masculinity, and characteristics may 

not transgress their bounds. Femininity is expressed in terms of the 'personal', where 

"emotional, sexual and personal issues"173 are given a privileged position.- This may 

appear a positive characteristic of women's magazines, as they privilege women's 

issues in their pages. However, this in fact limits women's experience exclusively to 

the personal, ignoring the wider issues which surround them in society. As Ballaster 

et al. assert, "Fundamentally, then, women's magazines cannot recognise the 

collective noun 'woman' as a political category, since the interests of 'woman' are 

always already conceived of as personal"174. Thus, femininity and its representation in 

the lead stories of women's magazines is circumscribing, restricting content to a 

narrow number of topics that are centred in the domestic sp11ere. 

This study has demonstrated that repi:esentations of femininity were overwhelmingly 

based on an attractive appearance, a caring and nurturing demeanour, traditional 

mothering responsibilities, and love and devotion to a man. The content of the lead 

stories substantiates the emphasis of this narrow definition of femininity. This was 

largely constructed through the representation of motherhood, which will be 

173op. cit., Ballaster et al., p. 174 
174lbid. 
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illustrated later in this chapter. This study will now examine femininity as 

represented through appearance and demeanour. Chapter Two of this thesis 

highlighted the language that surrounded the depiction of feminine characteristics; the 

implications of this depiction will now be explored. The language of the lead stories 

showed that to be feminine one has to possess certain qualities. Ferguson states that: 

In society, as in these journals, the subject of beauty is significant, and this 

significance in both arenas reflects the extent to which a woman's worth is 

defined in terms of her appearance. The status bestowed by the wider culture 

is reinforceq. through the [magazine's] beliefs and practices175 . 

The cover stories perpetuated this significance by focusing a large amount of attention 

on women's appearance. Furthermore, excerpts from the lead stories have shown that 

magazines reinforce this notion of beauty, where emphasis was given to being 

attractive and slender. Celebrity women were described by the following phrases: 

Bombshell actress176, famously slender177, blonde beauty178, beautiful 

presenter/star179, stunning180, gorgeous181, willovvy182, breathtaking183 and 

glamorous184• 

These phrases were used repeatedly to describe a number of celebrities. The 

importance placed· in these cover stories on a woman's physical attributes, confirms 

the premise that a woman's value is often constructed through her appearance. 

Women who deviated from this conventional notion of feminine beauty were 

175op. cit., Ferguson (1983), p. 42 
116New Idea 5 July 1997 
177New Idea 2 August 1997 
I78New Idea 9 August 1997, Woman's Day 21 April 1997 
179New Idea 23 August 1997, Woman's Day 12 May 1997, 21 July 1997 
I80New Idea 23 August 1997, 6 December 1997, Woman's Day 29 September 1997, 3 
October 1997 
181 Woman's Day 17 February 1997, 12 May 1997, Woman's Weekly 6 October 1997 
182Woman 's Day 5 May 1997 
183Woman 's Day 14 July 1997 
184Woman 's Weekly 25 August 1997, 29 September 1997 
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described as 'dowdy'185 or as 'tomboys' 186• Consequently, beauty appeared to be 

portrayed as paramount to a woman's worth and an essential element in the 

construction of femininity. 

The emphasis on appearance and beauty as an essential aspect of femininity, was 

present not only in the presentation of the celebrity in the story, but also in a high 

vohune of story content. Both New Idea and Woman 's Day carried a significant 

number of cover stories on appearance, 17 and 13 per cent respectively. 

The blonde beauty has a few healthy new curves that she's rapt to show off:187; 

and 

Sensational ... has a body to die for. The svelte star ... 188; 

The emphasis on highlighting physical appearance confirms Ferguson's statement 

that: 

physical beauty is more than a goal in its own right; it also symbolises a 

separate power structure within female society. Among women, the difference 

lies between those who hold the scarce resource of beauty and those who do 

not, between the 'haves' and the 'have nots' 189 . 

Thus, this preoccupation with the body and beauty was found in these magazines, 

where status is conferred through appearance. Since the possession of beauty was 

perceived to be such a vital component of femininity, it is probably not surprising that 

stories involving diets, plastic surgery and eating disorders predominated in the 

content of appearance stories. The depiction of these topics was rather contradictory 

185New Idea 15 March 1997 
186Woman 's Day 6 January 1997, Woman's Weekly 15 December 1997 
187"Heather's Diet Secrets" New Idea 9 August 1997 
188"Million Dollar Body" Woman's Day 13 January 1997 
189op. cit., Ferguson (1983), p. 42 
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insofar as they often described the wonders of a celebrity's new diet and how fabulous 

she looked as a result, yet they also tended to condemn women who were perceived as 

having 'gone too far' with dieting or plastic surgery. This sets up a paradox and 

complex contradiction within magazines. On the one hand, they propound the idea 

that beauty is an essential element in a woman's femininity; and on the other, they 

appear to condemn women who exceed the 'proper' limits in attaining that beauty. 

One may assert that women's magazines are proposing that femininity is a quality 

that is not naturally inherent but cultivated, insofar as certain elements of it - in this 

case appearance - may be externally acquired. Ballaster et al. state that women's 

magazines "offer the reader an idea of femininity as a goal to be worked for and 

understand women as objects of male desire"190• If one examines the importance 

placed on appearance in the cover stories of the magazines studied, then this notion is 

confirmed. This leads to the second proposition that women's magazines promote the 

idea that femininity is culturally prescribed and attained; that it is something that a 

woman has to learn and work at. This would appear to contradict the definition of 

'femininity' as it -exists in the Concise Oxford Dictionary191 . Supposing that the 

Concise Oxford Dictionary is correct, that femininity is that 'of woman' then it is 

unclear why femininity-has to be l~arned. This thesis proposes that women's 

magazines are in fact promoting a narrow definition of femininity that accords with 

traditionally held values. 

190op. cit., Ballastef et al., p. 124 
191op. cit., Sykes (editor) 
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One may argue that the idea that femininity is in part culturally acquired is true in 

that different cultures have different concepts of what it means to be female, so it 

should follow that femininity can constitute a variety of attributes in different 

societies. But this is not the notion of culturally acquired femininity that women's 

magazines are promoting. Femininity in the cover stories was promoted through 

confonnity to a narrow set of traditional beliefs about a woman's place in society. 

Ba11aster et al. hold that: 

The assumption of femininity as simultaneously natural and culturally 

acquired through labour [the pursuit ofbeauty, child care etc.] sets ~p_a 

complex tension for the reader. On the one hand she is addressed as already 

'woman' - this is, after all, the ground on which she is identified as reader. On 

the other hand, there is a clear gap between what is and what the magazine 

claims she 'ought' (to desire) to be. Femininity, therefore, becomes [sic] 

both a source of anxiety and a source of pieasure because it can never be fully 

achieved 192• 

This idea is consistent with the lead story content of the three magazines in this study. 

This is illustrated by notions in the cover stories content of 'the perfect body' and 'the 

perfect mother'. They prescribe femininity to their readers, which is bound in myths 

and stereotypes, and therefore unattainable. 

Thus, the concept of femininity and how it is represented to readers has explored 

ideas of culture bound stereotypes and unattainable ideals. This leads to examination 

of how women's magazines address women as a cultural group. Joke Hennes asserts 

that, "Woman's magazines' emphasis on 'woman' and 'femininity' ... remains 

unsettling, given that they are still overwhelmingly heterosexual in orientation and 

l92Ibid. 
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predominantly white in colour"193• This statement will be examined to see if it has 

any bearing on the women's magazines in this study. 

Homogeneity 

Women's magazmes address their readers as an homogenous group. The 

construction of this group is based on biology, where gender is the difference. Or as 

Ferguson states, "sex is the ultimate dividing line"194• The construction of femininity 

in society has been used as that "against which 'man' defines himself'·1gs_. Gender 

distinction has been "crucial for social order; in pre- and post-capitalist societies 

alike"196, and can now be seen employed in women's magazines in much the same 

way. Furthermore, as Ba11aster et al. note, magazines construct an homogenous group 

which is "primarily achieved by the invocation of its supposedly 'natural' opposite -

men"197• The binary opposition of men and women has become institutionalised in 

the text of the woman's magazine. Her difference is accentuated and refined to form 

an 'essential' feminine being. As Ferguson highlights, "everyone born female is a 

Cfil1didate for their·[magazine's] services and sacraments"198, and women's magazines 

appear to take this premise to an extreme, where everyone who is female is thought to 

have the same concerns and beliefs. 

193Hennes, Joke Reading Women's Magazines Polity Press, Cambridge, 1995, p. 9 
194op. cit., Ferguson (1983), p. 186 
195op. cit., Ballaster et al., p. 20 
196Ibid. 
197Jbid., p. 9 
198op. cit., Ferguson (1983), p. 1 
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The idea of women as a common group is established, not only in the topic content of 

magazine stories, but also in the language used in the stories. McCracken asserts that, 

"magazines figuratively assimilate an idealized individual consciousness to a similarly 

idyalized group consciousness as one of their primary narrative strategies"199. Such 

references as "we women" and "as every woman knows" confirm this perspective of 

women as an homogenous group. Research for this thesis found that this was 

especially evident when lead stories centred on motherhood. Quotes like "as every 

mother knows"200, carried an implication that all women who were mothers had some 

sort of universal knowledge and shared outlook on life. Winship states that- this idea 

of a common group is a fallacy, but one that women's magazines appear willing to 

perpetuate: 

the 'we women' feeling magazines construct is actually comprised of different 

cultural groups; the very notion of 'we' and 'our world', however, constantly 

undercuts those divisions to give the semblance of unity- inside magazines.201 

This point is reiterated by Ballaster et al. who state that "despite status, wealth, class 

and race distinctions, the magazine assumes a shared experience between women"202. 

But this shared female identity is paradoxical and has further implications. When 

magazines assume that women are a common group, they are in fact assuming that 

they share the same cultural values. This manifests itself through publications 

assuming that the· readership is heterosexual, white and middle class203 • To a large 

extent this echoes the lifestyles of the celebrities in the lead stories - although most of 

them would be considerably wealthier than the readers. Furthermore, celebrities show 

199op. cit., McCracken, p. 299 
200"Heather's $700 000 baby splurge" New Idea 11 October 1997 
201 • w· h' 77 op. cit., ms 1p, p. 
202op. cit., Ballaster et al., p. 9 
203op. cit., Ballaster et al., p. 125 
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the readers that "you may not be exactly like me, but there are aspects of me that you 

as woman may wish to share or emulate"204• However, there are consequences in 

creating, or assuming an homogenous group, and addressing women as such. 

It is this homogenous notion of womanhood that leads to the employment of 

traditional stereotypes. If all women can be assumed to have similar concerns, which 

are predominantly sited in the domestic sphere, then it follows that traditional 

attitudes will prevail when addressing these. This is underlined by Ferguson who 

asserts that there is an assumption that women's magazines: 

by definition are a separate, specialist genre devoted to 'female interests', and 

that their devotions accord with the presumed homogeneity of the exclusively 

female culture they reflect205• 

Hence, it can be assumed that stories published in magazines are going to reflect that 

homogenous culture of the feminine. Gans argues that: 

many reality judgements are stereotypes, accurate or inaccurate, which 

journalists borrow from elsewhere because of their availability and familiarity 

both to the journalists and the audience206• 

This is heightened in women's magazines; as a specialist genre they reinforce 

stereotypes that will address their constructed 'homogenous' readership. The 

stereotypes in the lead stories of the three magazines in this thesis, were bound up 

with traditional gender attitudes. These centred on appearance, motherhood and 

marriage. Presenting women in this stereotypical way does not address the reality of 

204op. cit., Ferguson (1983), p. 167 
. 205Ibid., p. 159 

.. 206op. cit., Gans (1980), p. 201 
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women's lives today, and may set up an internal conflict in women, as they no longer 

live up to the traditional image of woman as mother and homemaker. 

Motherhood 

In perpetuating stereotypes, it appears that women's magazines are attempting to 

socialise women into a feminine role. Ferguson states that: 

In promoting a cult of femininity these journals are not merely reflecting the 

female role in society; they are also supplying one source of definitions of, and 

socialisation into, that role207. 

This definition of the female role in society is centred around the domestic sphere. 

This was demonstrated, in Part One of this thesis, by the high numbers of lead stories 

which focused on traditional gender pursuits. This concurs with Ferguson's 

observation that it "is remarkable ... how little expansion has occurred in the subject 

categories"208. The role of woman as mother and wife is still presented in 

overwhelming numbers. Motherhood is viewed as being the biggest purpose and job 

in a woman's life.· This was presented to readers of the three magazines examined in 

this thesis, through quotes such as these: 

and 

... gently rubs her expanding tµmmy and declares openly that motherhood has 

always been her real purpose in life209. 

... preparing to play her biggest role - devoted mother to her first child. "I 

always knew I was going to be a mother, that my purpose in life was to give 

life"210_ 

207op. cit., Ferguson (1983), p. 184 
208Ibid., p. 159 
209"My baby was a surprise!" New Idea 4 October 1997 
210"Big Changes for the Body" Woman's Day 6 October 1997 
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Although these excerpts are based on a quote from the celebrity involved, it is still 

interesting to see what they are implicitly telling the readers. The language that 

surrounds these quotes is implicitly prescriptive. It suggests to women that the 

gr~atest ambition in their lives is to give birth, that motherhood surpasses any other 

pursuit they may have. It also implies that a woman's life can only be truly fulfilled 

through the state of motherhood. All else gives way to the responsibility of parenting 

a child. It is interesting to note that these magazines assume that this responsibility 

should naturally fall upon the mother, generally no, or little acknowledgement is made 

of the father's input into child care. This was highlighted by the data from·the three 

magazines. Men were occasionally featured in cover stories with their families, but 

no direct references were made to their role in parenting. Additionally, when men did 

feature it was never presumed that their careers would conflict with parenting. 

Emma Sutcliffe believes that there is a difference in the depiction of mothers in the 

three magazines. She states that: 

New Idea will run stories on celebrity mothers who continue to work and they 

don't like t~e fact that they're leaving their children, but they continue to 

work. Woman's Weekly will run stories on "I gave up my job for my child", 

and Woman's Day would do exactly the same. So you take the same topic but 

you take a different angle. All 9f our stories, when it comes to a celebrity 

mother, will always be "I'm at work, I want to be with my child but I'm 

choosing work and I'm trying to balance the two"211 • 

The validity of this statement will be tested with excerpts from the three magazines, to 

establish if there is in fact a great difference in the depiction of working mothers 

amongst the three magazines. 

211Interview with Emma Sutcliffe 
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This leads to the representation of working mothers in the lead stories of women's 

magazines. Most of the celebrity women presented in the stories had high profile 

careers, usually in the entertainment industry. The assumption of the magazines was 

that once a woman became pregnant that she would automatically consider resigning 

from her job. This was explicitly stated in magazines with quotes like: 

and 

The choice was a full-on TV career or the chance to be a loving mother. The 

demanding TV series ... is no place for a first time mother. So it was no 

contest212 • , 

... the baby, which is more important than anything ... Like many· 

mothers-to-be, had to decide whether or not to put her career on hold213 • 

The choice of language here is highly prescriptive. In essence, the first excerpt is 

telling \1✓omen that they can not be loving mothers if they pursue a career, that they 

have to choose between a career or motherhood. As Keller states, "the value of 

exclusive motherhood is still viable in traditional women's magazines"214• 

Furthermore, these stories presume that all women would naturally want or are 

financially able to stay at home with their children. There is a notion of this being a 

biologically detemi.ined characteristic amongst women, where staying at home to look 

after a child full-time, is a natural instinct. However, this sort of value statement sets 

up a huge amount of internal conflict for women, as many women in our society work 

sometime during the upbringing of children. This also highlights the difficulty of 

using celebrities in magazines, namely that it is unlikely that many readers would be 

able to make the same decisions as celebrities. To reiterate, this is an inherent 

problem in using the lives and experiences of celebrities as examples for readers with 

212"Lisa Quits" New Idea 1 November 1997 
213"Big Changes for the Body" Woman's Day 6 October 1997 
214op. cit., Keller, p. 161-162 
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'everyday' lives. The second excerpt, while recognising that there is a choice between 

working and full-time parenting, is still couched in terms whereby it is assumed that a 

mother should give up work for her child. 

The reality of our society is that many families have to rely on a dual income and 

thus, a large number of mothers need to work. Because of the high proportion of 

working mothers in our society, women's magazines would be potentially isolating a 

great number of readers if they did not present images of women with careers. But 

when they do present career women with children, they are depi.cted ·as being 

primarily concerned with the care of children, before their careers. This is 

demonstrated by these excerpts: 

... being a mother ... much more important to her than being a star215; 

and 

and 

... highest priority on being a loving wife and mother ... children come 

first216· 
' 

... no hesitation giving up TV for [her daughter]. "My daughter is my first 

priority. If she needs me I'm there. That's what being a mum is all about"217• 

This presentation of women who would give up their careers at 'the drop of a hat' is 

not necessarily a constructive image to present to women. Keller proposes that this 

preoccupation with the priority of being there for one's children over everything else, 

relates to. the fact that "all justifications for working must relate to this powerful 

215"Heather's Motherhood Bombshell" New'!dea 24 May 1997 
216"Jane's Supermum Secrets" Woman's Weekly 1 September 1997 
217"My Ella comes first" Woman's Weekly 24 November 1997 
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image of the 'good mother'218". In other words, in order to alleviate feelings of gujlt 

for working, women feel the need to assert that they are caring mothers who would, if 

need be, give up their careers; that really their priority is their child. 

The point was made earlier that not many women in the readership would be in the 

same privileged position as the celebrities presented in the lead stories. It may not be 

financially viable for them to leave their jobs without it impacting on their quality of 

life. Also, there may be women with children amongst the readership who want to 

pursue a career, and the constant portrayal of women who assert that family is the 

most important aspect of a woman's life may lead to feelings of guilt. In fact these 

magazines do highlight this guilt in a couple of their lead stories: 

... and when she can't do it all she feels guilty219, 

and 

... juggling act as a high profile working wife and mother220. 

Thus, it appears apparent that working and raising a child is "a juggling act", that 

when one cannot fulfil one's obligations to work and family, feelings of guilt ensue. 

It may appear that these statements are validating the difficulty attached to working 

and raising children. But it appears t9 backfire and lead to prescriptive notions that 

women are expected to achieve in all aspects of life. These magazines perpetuate the 

expectation that women have to do it all, and they have to do it all perfectly. 

218op. cit., Keller, p. 162 
219"Rachel's New Health Scare" Woman's Weekly 23 June 1997 
220"Liz Gunn Triumphs Over Family Crisis" Woman's Weekly 20 October f99-7 
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Emma Sutcliffe of New Idea, views the magazine's philosophy on printing stories 

about the dilemma of choosing between work and staying at home as thus: 

I don't think there is a single woman out there who has a baby and says "right, 

let's go back to work". I truly believe that a lot of women have that dilemma 

and it's guilt either way. You stay at home, you give up work for a year or two 

and you feel absolute guilt ridden that you're not at work. Or you go to work 

and you're absolutely guilt ridden that some stranger is raising your baby. I 

don't think it's a matter of reinforcing a dilemma, there is a dilemma and I 

think it's a matter of acknowledging the dilemma and letting mothers know 

"you're not the only one faced with these things"221 • 

But this may be considered as looking at the problem from a one-sided position. The 

fact that a dilemma exists is probably largely precipitated by the fact that these 

conflicts are ever present in the media. From Sutcliffe's statement it appears that 

editors feel that there is a dilemma there to begin with, so it is acceptable to publish 

stories which will actually highlight and thereby possibly reinforce, the internal 

conflict. This confirms that the media reinforce traditional values. It appears that 

editors feel comfortable with promoting these conflicts with little apparent concern 

for the consequences. 

When one examines the excerpts from the above paragraphs it is evident that the 

three women's magazines present motherhood and working mothers in a fairly 

congruous manner. The only magazine which actually highlighted mothers working 

and trying to balance the two aspects of their lives was the Woman's Weekly. New 

Idea often took the stance that one could not be a 'loving mother' and work at the 

same time. Woman's Day assumed that an expectant mother would have to take time 

221Interview with Emma Sutcliffe, 17 November 1998 
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out of her career, or that she would have to think very seriously before deciding to 

work and raise a child. This thesis is not suggesting that motherhood is not a valuable 

and rewarding job, or that women should concentrate more on their careers than on 

their families. It is suggesting, however, that there needs to be a more balanced 

representation in the content of magazine cover stories, where women are viewed as 

having options other than full-time motherhood, once they have children. 

Additionally, magazines need to attend to the roles that they are depicting to women 

in their lead stories. These magazines appear to be implying that although a woman 

may have a career, "covertly, she carries within her the cultural clone of the wife and 

mother of yesteryear whom she is still expected to replicate"222• This confirms the 

notion that in the lead stories of women's magazines, yesterday's stereotypes are still 

presented as viable options for women in today's society. 

This chapter has examined the concept of femininity and how it is represented in our 

society, through the medium of women's magazines. It has been shown that 

femininity is based on an ideal that is portrayed as being simultaneously natural and 

culturally acquired. Representations of femininity through the content of lead stories 

focus on a narrow definition of the term, which is sited in traditional gender 

stereotypes. Ideals of oeauty and motherhood were highlighted to demonstrate the 

way in which the lead stories prescribe appropriate feminine behaviour and attitudes 

to their readership. This examination has shown that the thesis that woman's 

magazines promulgate traditional values is supported by its content. 

222op. cit., Keller, p. 189 
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6. Commercialism 

"We often sit here and cringe at the stories that we write, but it is 

market-driven"223• 

This comment from Emma Sutcliffe underlines the fact that women's magazines are 

harnessed to commercial imperatives. Women's magazines are, in Judy McGregor's 

words, "the purest media example in this country of the direct application of 

capitalism to celebrities. [They] are motivated by profits not ethics"224• TJiis chapter 

looks at some of the mechanisms which surround magazines, in relation to market 

forces and commercialism. The three women's magazines in this study coexist in the 

market, where they are in fierce competition with one another for readers. With 

ever-increasing competition, they are under pressure to catch the attention of the 

reader. 

Table 8. Circu1ation225 Numbers for New Idea, Woman's Day and Woman's 
Weekly. 

1990 1995 1998 
New Idea prior to NZ edition 75,110 63,444 
Woman's Day 144,503 211,480 162,182 
Woman's Weekly - 156,445 132,961 126,486 

The erosion of circulation numbers (Table 8), in the years 1995 to 1998, is indicative 

of the commercial pressures that exist amongst these three magazines. Due to the 

similar nature of the magazines, they are all vying for potential purchasers, within a 

similar market, which is contracting rather than expanding. 

223lnterview with Emma Sutcliffe, 17 November 1998 
224McGregor, Judy ''Cheque Mate" The Listener 27 July 1996, p. 94 
225Circulation relates to the number of copies sold. 
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Table 9. Readership226 Numbers for New Idea, Woman's Day and Woman's 
Weekly 

1990 (Jan- Dec) 1995 (July- Dec) 1998 (July - Dec) 
New Idea prior to NZ edition 518,000 409,000 
Woman's Day 612,000 816,000 813,000 
Woman's Weekly 1,060,000 876,000 962,000 

Readership numbers (Table 9) show that reader numbers appear to be relatively 

stable, although New Idea has a significantly smaller readership than either Woman 's 

Day or Woman's Weekly. Woman's Day has the greatest number in circulation, but 

Woman's Weekly has the highest number of readers. New Idea has considerably fewer 

numbers, than either of the other two magazines, in both circulation and readership. 

Thus, as Table 8 and Table 9 show, circulation and readership numbers amongst the 

three magazines highlight the competitive nature of the magazine industry to secure 

readers. Hm.vever, there is a notable similarity in all three magazines in content and 

portrayal of women, which suggests that formulas and patterns predominate in 

production. In other words, they compete not by offering something different but by 

offering more appealing versions of the same formula, hence the importance of the 

cover and lead story in these magazines. Structures inherent in the market, which lead 

to the commodification of products, will be examined. The term 'commodification' 

refers to the idea that the woman's magazine is an item produced for profit. 

226Readership relates to the number of magazine copies believed to be read. 
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The Market 

Supporters of the free market argue that it is the only way to secure freedom of the 

press. Media magnate, Rupert Murdoch, believes that "market competition is the key 

condition of press and broadcasting freedom"227. Liberated from the constraints of 

government regulation, the market can potentially offer a wide range of media 

products to a growing public. Hence, t½.e free market is meant to encourage and 

enable risk-taking and diversity. Keane argues that in theory, the free market creates 

competition, enabling the public to select products which best suit them and ensuring 

- theoretically - that prices are kept low. Furthermore, supporters of the free market 

believe that it caters to "both mass and minority audiences"228, and that "if a 

viewpoint is not expressed in the press, this is only because it lacks sufficient 

following to sustain it in the market-place"229• But in the age of conglomerates, this 

view is rather inadequate, as it presumes that everyone has equal access to media 

production and services. This is not the case, as the majority of New Zealand's media 

services are owned by a small number of organisations. Keane points out that, the 

ownership of the media has become "highly integrated, oligopolistic and 

bureaucratic"230• Thus, the inherent conservative nature of the market produces media 

products that are formulaic, reproducing established patterns that are known to sell. 

Keane identifies this as a form of market failure231 . The more competitive the 

environment, the more conservative the formulas. This is demonstrated by Table 8 

227Keane, John The Media and Democracy Polity Press, Cambridge, 1991 ( this 
edition 1996) p. 53 
22sibid. 
229op. cit., Curran, p. 287 
230 · K -89 op. cit., eane, p. 
231Ibid., p. 90 
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and Table 9, where there is fierce competition amongst the three sample magazines. 

It has been shown throughout this thesis, that the content of these three magazines is 

very similar in nature, highlighting the formulaic patterns to which the magazines 

adhere. Thus, one can argue that, in this respect the free market does not actually 

secure the ideology of a free press, where a multiplicity of views is produced. 

In free market ideology the market is accountable to the public, because as Curran 

points out, "newspapers and magazines must respond to their readers if they are to 

stay in a competitive market"232• Leitch states that "news [or in this c.ase0 magazine] 

products must present what news consumers will accept"233 . 

The idea that the media create products that fulfil a need or desire in the public is in 

fact a complex one. In television journalism, media vvriter Ron Powers234 highlights 

what he calls 'cybernetic news'. Although applied to television, Powers' thinking can 

usefully throw light on the situation with women's magazines. The study of 

'cybernetics', as explained in the Concise Oxford Dictionary, is the "science of 

systems of control ·and communication in animals and machines"235 • In Powers' view 

cybernetics collects information from the audience/readers to establish their likes and 

dislikes: 

What did people want (not need, but want) under the rubric of"news"? What 

pleased them most? Amused them? Gratified them, charmed them236. 

232op. cit., Curran, p. 287 
233 . L . h, 32 op. cit., e1tc p. 
234Powers, Ron The Newscasters Leisure Books, New York, 1980 
235op. cit., Sykes ( editor), p. 254 
2~ • p 10 op. c1t., owers, p. 
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This has been employed to establish patterns in the broadcasting media, but can be 

transported to the study of women's magazines. Powers argues that there is a reversal 

of the journalistic process - the imparting of information to the audience - where 

information is collected about the audiences' likes and dislikes and a product is 

created to gratify this. Obviously, the media will print what sells, and as has been 

argued above, these products would not sell if there was not a demand for them. This 

idea is expressed by those who work in the industry. Emma Sutcliffe says: 

you don't print it if it doesn't sell, because ultimately we're here to make 

money. So long as people are buying it, we'll run it. It's the market, it's 
• 4. .... 

money, it's very market-driven237• 

But this comment appears to imply that the market and moneymaking come first and 

as long as the public will buy what the market is selling, they will continue its 

production. This conflicts with the ideology that a free press best serves the interests 

of the public, in meeting their informatiorJentertainment needs. In fact, it emerges 

that variety is sacrificed in preference to formltlas. To reiterate, although the free 

press, in theory, provides variety, in reality it often produces fonmtlas. And thus, as 

long as a product r_emains profitable it will continue to be produced. The commercial 

imperatives overpower the ideal to produce, in Curran's words a "free, diverse and 

representative"238 media. _ Hence, it could be argued that media products are primarily 

conceived of as commodities. 

237lnterview with Emma Sutcliffe, 17 November 1998 
238op. cit., Curran, p. 288 
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Commodification 

The commodification of media products is evident in women's magazines. Ballaster 

et-al. view women's magazines as a "commodity, a product sold in the capitalist 

market place for profif'239• This has clear consequences for the content and form that 

the magazines take. It has been emphasised that in a competitive market, producing a 

profitable item is imperative. It appears, ti1rrough t½.is study, that the content of the 

three magazines is formulaic. Patterns that have proven successful and profitable 

continue to be repeated. Furthermore, there is an element of the aforementioned 

cybernetic, whereby the magazine producers anticipate the readerships reaction, 

reproducing ideals and values which are expected to appeal. Powers states: 

Its propellant is cybernetics, the comparative study of the human nervous 

system and the human brain, toward the end of determining what gratifies, as 

opposed to what is useful or necessary240• 

This is couched in terms of 'giving the readership what they want', but actually may 

be viewed as creating that want. 

The infonnation function of the media can erode the entertainment function. But, 

carefully used, entertainment can help to draw important information to the consumer. 

In other words, entertainment can be a good servant to information. Emma Sutcliffe 

says that magazines are "information, educational and fun"241 . However, this is not 

evident from the research undertaken in this study,. There was only one cover story 

out of 156 that focused on an issue concerned with imparting information to the 

239op. cit., Ballaster et al., p. 2 
240op. cit., Powers, p. 14 
241Interview with Emma Sutcliffe, 17 November 1998 
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reader42• Thus, even though cover stories are the 'shop windows' for the magazines, 

there is no evidence from this study that the women's magazines use their 

entertainment skills to highlight issues that may better inform their readers. This is 

the result of the commercial function, where profit is more important than informing. 

It is evident from Table 8 that the significant circulation of nearly 350 000, in a 

relatively small COlUitr/43, illustrates t½e conservatism in the market McCracken 

underlines this conservatism, stating that "the immense circulations and profits of 

these publications suggest that the master narratives they construct succeed quite well 

in channelling women's desire into consumerism"244• The production of a gratifying 

product, which avoids any controversial material - anything which may be considered 

difficult- clearly succeeds. ·This is evident by examining the considerable numbers in 

readership of the three magazines in this study. However, these numbers are 

declining, which further compels commercial conservatism, as there is little incentive 

in modifying established formulas, for risk of decreasing circulation numbers. 

Furthermore, the commodification of women's magazines in essence commodifies 

women's issues and lives, into saleable items. 

This study has demonstrated that the three magazines compete through familiar 

themes and patterns. Yet they package their products, with different individual slants 

on this similar material. Emma Sutcliffe argues that, "you take the same topic but you 

take a different angle"245. However, this study has shown that the lead story content of 

242"Why 1 in 10 NZ women can't have a baby" Woman's Weekly 10 February 1997 
243New Zealand has a population of approximately three and a half million. 
244op. cit, McCracken, p. 301 
245Interview with Emma Sutcliffe, 17 November 1998 
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these three magazmes is overwhelmingly similar. The similarity of percentage 

numbers in lead story content, topics and personalities246 amongst the three 

magazines; proves that the makeup of these magazines was consonant. Even in the 

front cover photographs, while there were a few subtle differences, overall the 

magazines presented similar images. It could be argued that this is the result of an 

in-built conservatism in production, as highlighted earlier with regard to formulaic 

practices, which manifests itself in the presentation and substance of such magazines. 

The idea that once a successful formula has been established, it should be maintained, 

is apparent through the research in this study. Once again this would.goilgainst the 

free market ideology of a diverse media, as - in this case - it is notably invariable. 

In this thesis it has been argued that the homogenous nature of these three magazines 

is reflected in the discourse of the lead story content. The discourse of these 

magazines favoured "the interests of the dominant class"247, and was uniformly 

prescriptive in nature, espousing traditional values to a supposedly homogenous 

readership248• As Ballaster et al. state: 

the 'ideal' or 'implied' reader of most women's magazines is self-evidently 

middle-class, white, and heterosexual. This inclusivity of address effectively 

marginalises or makes deviant black, working-class or lesbian women. Here, 

then; is an example of a fonnal; textual feature of the women's magazine - the 

246Refer to Chapter 1, for percentage details on personalities and topics. 
247Gamham, Nicholas "Public Service versus the Market" Capitalism and 
Communication. Global Culture and the Economics of Information Sage, London, 
1990 p. 121 
248This was explored in Chapter 5, where ideals about femininity and motherhood 
were discussed in relation to dominant ideologies in society. It was shown that the 
discourse on these subjects was similar in all three magazines, although they view 

·· themselves as conveying different perspectives. -
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intimacy of the editorial or journalistic 'we' - which works to define its 

content or theme, woman249. 

This idea of creating an 'homogenous' female readership, who will benefit from the 

'doctrine' as espoused by the editors, runs through all three of the sample magazines. 

But this creates an artificial view of the world, from which only artificial solutions can 

be given. Keane states that "market-based media are not seamless and trouble-free. 

They cannot homogenize and pacify their audiences"250, although it appears that they 

attempt to do just that. This does not concur with the ideology that the free market 

supplies the public with a varied and diverse media. This shows that the fre-e market, 

and in this case the culture industry, as Keane states, "mass produces mass deception, 

by encouraging individuals to identify with the media in order to escape from 

everyday drudgery"251 • Indeed, women's magazines offer their readers this very 

escape, by producing a world where "all stories have happy endings"252• 

A Case Study: Cheque Book Journalism 

No area illustrates the pressures of the market more than the practice of chequebook 

journalism. This will -now be examined, with reference to· the three sample 

magazines. The three women's magazines in this study make no secret of the fact that 

they partake in chequebook journalism. This statement from Emma Sutcliffe 

describes the intricacies of this practice: 

249op. cit., Ballaster et al., p. 9 
2so . K 68 op. cit., eane, p. 
251Ibid., p. 67 
252Interview with Emma Sutcliffe, 17 November 1998 
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we fight for them [stories] viciously with other magazines and the bidding goes 

on all night ... when it comes to chequebook journalism - people think that 

one magazines got the story - they didn't 'get' the story, they had the 

chequebook to match the story. It doesn't mean that they are better journalists, 

doesn't mean they had a better lead or that they found out about the story. We 

all find out about it at the same time. It's whoever can write the biggest 

cheque, gets the story253. 

The ethics of chequebook journalism has come under particular scrutiny in the last 

couple of years in New Zealand. This stems, in part from the women's magazines' 

practices and reflects the ethical concerns that media products have j!J.~reasingly 

become tradable commodities. 

An example of the commercial pressures on women's magazines has been 

highlighted by the recent resignation of Wendyl Nissen, editor of Woman's Day, a 

staunch supporter of paying for stories. She resigned over issues of chequebook 

journalism. ACP management states that Nissen overspent her budget for "big gee 

wow bonanzas"254, by 60 per cent. Nissen argues that Bruce Cotterill, ACP's 

Managing Directo~, "didn't understand the magazine. I had to keep explaining why 

' 
we had to pay for stories and it just got frustrating, so I stopped asking him"255 • 

Nissen believes that the management is only concerned with cost-cutting and would 

subsequently source stories from Australia, decreasing local content. However, the 

management disregarded her comments about local content, saying they were nothing 

but "gossip mongering"256• Nissen points out the importance of paying for stories in a 

253Interview with Emma Sutcliffe, 17 November 1998 
254"Hair flies as editor quits over chequebook journalism" National Business Review 
19 February 1999 
255"Budget row blew her day", Sunday Star Times, 21 February 1998, p. A3 
256op. cit., National Business Review 

116 



competitive market, "Yes, I paid for stories and I make no apologies for that. I have 

to and that's always been a good formula"257• Two points can be made from the 

comments made by Nissen. Firstly, it demonstrates the fact that magazine editors 

believe that chequebook journalism is a crucial factor in the battle for reader numbers. 

Table 10 demonstrates that circulation numbers for Woman's Day and Woman's 

Weekly highlight the fact that these two magazines are in fierce competition with each 

other. Secondly, it highlights points made earlier about the media adhering to 

formulaic patterns, in order to secure circulation numbers. Nissen clearly believes 

that chequebook journalism is an integral part of the woman's magazine; scr much so 

that she was prepared to resign for it. 

The commodification of celebrity's lives, through the practice of chequebook 

journalism, poses a number of issues. . The nature of paying for an interview, may 

mean that the agenda is predetermined. Awkward questions may not be asked, 

because of a contractual agreement between the two parties. This comment from 

North & South's Warwick Roger, highlights this fact: 

The main thing wrong (and there are many) with chequebook journalism is 

that it abrogates the purpose of journalism, which is disclosure. By entering 

into a deal' in which money changes hands, the journalist is, in effect, 

agreeing to publish what the subject tells him or her rather than what the 

journalist can find out. The journalist is constrained: the subject has editorial 

control 258• 

257op. cit., Sunday Star Times 
258Roger, Warwick editor-at-large North & South, in Tucker, Jim "Chequebook 

·· Journalism" Media Ethics Lecture Series, August 1997 -
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Hence, such transactions do not necessarily bring the public a full and representative 

story. This fact is reiterated by the University of Canterbury's Head of Journalism, 

Jim Tully: 

chequebook journalism gives considerable power to the source of their agent 

to impose conditions which journalists should strongly resist but eventually 

accept in order to do a deal - limiting the topics covered; declaring some issues 

'off-limits'259. 

Thus, the practice of chequebook journalism actually creates barriers in information 

gathering. By paying individuals for stories, women's magazines produce a market 

where the celebrity is able to set the boundaries. It could be argued that the practices 

which manifest themselves from the ideologies of the free market have, in fact, 

undermined "the credibility of journalists who should be committed to truth-telling 

and independence in their information gathering"260• 

The competitive nature of the free market creates greater competition between rival 

publishing houses. By emphasising the use of celebrities, women's magazines have 

created an environment where they need celebrity stories. They are all competing for 

the same material and are unwilling, or don't feel able, to opt out. Again the example 

of Wendyl Nissen illustrates this; her managers want to opt out, she does not. Thus, to 

be the first to 'tell the story' becomes paramount in securing readers, because 

readership figures can 'make or break' a magazine. As a result of such factors, 

celebrities are repeatedly approached by magazines for their 'stories'. Emma Sutcliffe 

says that the magazines: 

259Tully, Jim "Chequebook Journalism" Canterbury's Digest, August 1997_ p. 2 
260Ibid. 
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wave money under their nose and say 'you're sure you don't want to do this 

story?'. You're meant to keep waving money under their nose until they break 

... you have to make them sell themselves out"261 . 

The ramifications of such a practice question the ethics of these tactics. Encouraging 

celebrities to 'sell themselves' for 'good copy', undermines the ethics of journalism 

and the credibility of the magazine. This may be seen as a factor of the free market, 

where production and revenue take precedence over journalistic ideals. 

Another issue that arises from the practice of chequebook journalism, is~~~ ethics of 

paying for stories from those with criminal records. This has relevance in this study 

with regard to the Ingham twins262, who shot to fame after they stowed away in a 

Taiwanese ship and claimed they had swum ashore through crocodile-infested waters. 

It has been suggested, by Jim Tucker263, that they have, in effect, been rewarded for 

their misdemeanours, by receiving money for their story by magazines. Tucker argues 

that this is wrong, because it will create a market for those who have broken the law 

to tell about their crimes. In effect, this may be saying to people that 'crime pays'. 

However, convers~ly it may be argued that this enables people to tell their story, 

which is fundamental to the idea of a free press. This highlights the intricacies of this 

complex issue. 

One can postulate that chequebookjournalism is going to remain at the forefront of 

women's magazine journalism, regardless of the ethical issues, as McGregor believes, 

"the only restraint likely on cover stories such as that on [ex-criminals] will be if they 

261Interview ,v:ith Emma Sutcliffe, 17 November 1998 
262"Stowaway Twins Shock Farewell" Woman's Weekly 13 October 1997 
263op. cit., Tucker lecture 
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don't sell"264. This also highlights the point made throughout this chapter, that the 

function of the cover story is to sell the magazine. 

Overview 

This chapter has explored the nature of the market that surrounds women's 

magazines. It has shown that although supporters of the free market maintain it is the 

best way for the media to function, there are in fact flaws within this system. The 

commodification of media products has led, in the case of the women's 0 magazines 

studied, to a uniform product. Furthermore, only the products which are expected to 

be profitable are published, failing to cater to a diverse readership. When one 

considers the figures on readership, in Table 9, it is evident that combined, nearly two 

out of three New Zealanders read one of the magazines during the second half of 

1998. This is an enormous readership, and yet the content of these magazines remains 

formulaic. It has been shown that often the ideals of journalism give way to the free 

market. In other words, the commercial imperatives of the market erode some 

journalistic ideals: The impetus behind publishing becomes the need to generate 

profit, not to provide the public with free, diverse and representative media, nor to 

inform them. This is highlighted by Ferguson, who argues that editors view their duty 

as first to commercial imperatives and second to their readers265, which has been 

demonstrated throughout this chapter. 

264 . L · . 94 op. cit., 1stener, p. 
265op. cit., Ferguson (1983), p. 140 
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7. Accountability to the Public 

During this thesis an examination has been made of how three women's magazines 

have depicted women in their lead stories. It has been shown that the content of their 

lead stories overwhelmingly deals with celebrities and the intimate details of their 

lives. This study has examined the way in which the content of these lead stories is 

generally concerned with the promotion of traditional values in society. This chapter, 

however, will deviate from this subject a little and examine the mechanisms within 

the industry, which provide individuals with the right to take action against the media. 

This is relevant to this thesis because, although this study principally deals with the 

content of the lead stories, that content still deals with the personal aspects of people's 

lives. Hence, it is pertinent to examine how the media may be held accountable for 

the content they may publish. 

There is no statutory body in New Zealand which regulates the print industry, 

including magazines. The New Zealand Press Council has been set up by the industry 

and the journalists union to provide a self-regulatory body from which to field 

complaints by the public. It has not, up until now, regulated magazines as the Press 

Council is a voluntary body and, in general, magazines had no wish to join previously. 

Subsequent to the death of Princess Diana in 1997, the media have been subject to a 

certain amount of scrutiny with regard to their journalistic practices. Although the 

majority of lead story content in the sample magazines concerns overseas celebrities, 

121 



nevertheless questions do arise over magazine accountability within New Zealand. 

What regards to the implementation of standards are there within this medium? In an 

increasingly competitive and aggressive market - as was highlighted in Chapter Six -

issues surrounding journalistic practices may increase. These issues will be explored 

with regard to the Press Council and self-regulation. 

It has been a theme of this thesis that, although women's lives have changed over the 

last few decades, the lead story content of women's magazines maintains the tradition 

of romance, marriage, motherhood and appearance. Although the three magazines in 

this study deal largely with overseas copy, there are regular lead stories that concern 

New Zealand celebrities. 

Table 10. Numbers of New Zealand and Overseas Personalities in Lead 
Stories 

New Zealand Overseas 
New Idea 12 
Woman's Day 20 
Woman's Weekly-66 28 

40 
32 
24 

As Table 10 shows, amongst the three magazines there are a number of lead stories 

which deal with New Ze~land personalities. New Zealand does not generally have the 

intrusive 'tabloid~type' media that is prevalent in overseas countries. However, as 

there are a significant number of New Zealand sourced stories, it is relevant to 

examine what facilities are in place to provide a check on media practices. With an 

266The number of New Zealand stories also included the two generic articles, as the 
article on Infertility concerned New Zealand women, and the Christmas issue 

·· concerned New Zealanders. -
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ever-increasing competitive market, the New Zealand. media may become more 

aggressive in their story gathering, which may impact on the rights of individuals. 

The Press Council 

A significant change occurred in January 1999, when magazines published by Nevi 

Zealand's two largest newspaper publishers, Independent Newspapers Limited and 

Wilson and Horton, came for the first time within the jurisdiction of the New Zealand 

Press Council. From the magazines surveyed in this thesis, these included the 

Woman's Weekly published by Wilson and Horton, but neither New Idea published by 

Pacific Magazines nor Woman's Day published by Australian Consolidated Press 

(ACP). The joining of the Press Council by some magazine publishers may lead to 

greater accountability to the public, and perhaps encourage other magazine publishers 

to join. For complainants measures of recourse have been traditionally expensive and 

time-consuming, as they generally involve the judicial system. It is important to 

examine how the Press Council will incorporate magazines for the first time. 

The Press Gouncil was established in.1972 by the Newspaper Publishers Association 

and the New Zealand Journalists Association. It was the first private industry 

self-regulatory body in New Zealand. Newspaper "publishers saw the value of 

self-regulation as against government statutory regulation, which was an issue in those 

days"267• The composition of the Press Council is currently seven public members, 

including Sir John Jeffries, the Chairperson, and five industry representatives. The 

·- 267Interview with Sir John Jeffries, Chairman of the Press Council, 19 October 1998 
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chairperson has always been either a retired High Court judge or Court of Appeal 

judge. Apart from obvious legal expertise, this provides the Council with someone 

who has had experience in dealing with issues where fairness and impartiality are 

crucial. Furthermore, Sir John states that it is imperative to "keep the balance of the 

Council in favour of public representation"268, hence there is a greater representation 

from the public than from the industry. In the past, members of the Council were 

selected but, currently, public advertisements call for nominees. An independent 

committee, on which the Chief Ombudsman sits, has been set up to choose the 

nominees. The Council is funded entirely by the industry and Sir- John Jeffries 

believes that strong industry input is essential in the running of the Council. In its 

introductory pamphlet, the Press Council describes itself as having three main 

functions: 

• To consider complaints in the print media, which deal with editorial content. 

• To preserve the established freedom of the New Zealand Press. 

• To maintain the character of the New Zealand Press in accordance with the 

highest professional standards.269 

The Press Council cannot impose any monetary fines, but a report of the Council's 

findings is printed by the 'offending' publication. 

The Incorporation of Magazines 

The process of encouraging magazines to join the Press Council has been lengthy. 

Formal discussions with the magazine publishers through their trade organisation, the 

. 268Interviewwith Sfr John Jeffries, Chairperson of the Press Council, 19 October 1998 
:. 269"A Brief Introduction" Pamphlet written by the New Zealand Press Council-
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Magazine Publishers Association (MP A), took place for more than a year. Prior to 

this, infonnal discussions were held after the Privacy Act was passed in 1993. 

Previously, the Press Council had been encouraging all publishers to join, but it had to 

be a consensual decision by the different publishing organisations within the MP A 

As Phil O'Reilly, Executive Director of the Newspaper Publishers Association (NPA), 

observes, "You can't force people to be self-regulatory, people have got to feel as 

though they want to do H1at. So we weren't getting all players coming along all at the 

same pace"270• In addition, different publishing houses held differing perspectives and 

philosophies, which made it difficult for them to reach a collective decision: Finally, 

the Press Council wrote to the MP A and said "please let your members know, 

individually, that they are welcome to join anytime"271 . 

Up until now, the Press Council has had no code of practice for its members to 

observe. But the Press Council is currently working on a Statement of Principles, 

which will provide a written code on the Council's framework for dealing with 

complaints. Previously, the Council has taken the position that it would not produce a 

written code, because it was felt that "press freedoms and ethics are subjective"272• 

However, the Press Council has decided that a written code would benefit the public 

and the industry best, by providing a clear framework. This code will take the form of 

general statements about how journalistic practices and issues will be viewed and 

dealt with. This will, of course, include the recent addition of magazines; but no 

separate standards will be applied to them. It is believed by members of the Press 

270Interview with Phil O'Reilly, Executive Director Newspaper Publishers Association 
and member of the Press Council, 20 October 1998 
271Ibid. 
272lnterview with Phil O'Reilly, 20 October 1998 
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Council that it is not necessary to provide a separate code for magazines. Phil 

O'Reilly explains: 

you don't need to worry about 'these are the rules for magazines, these are the 

rules for newspapers'. The public will get confused about that and you'll also 

get double standards in journalism. But there are some basic issues: truth, 

honesty, fairness. No matter what form of journalism you practice, if it is true 

journalism, th~re are some things that are true to all of us.273 

Additionally, it is recognised that different publications appeal to different 

readerships, thus regard for the intended audience has to be taken into account. This 

will result in interpretations being made which hold with the Statements of Principles, 

which will be applied to the publication in question. Hence, all publications will be 

covered by a universal Statement of Principles. 

Consequence of Princess Diana's Death 

The inclusion of magazines under the Press Council could possibly be viewed as a 

public relations exercise after the bad press which magazines encountered after the 

death of Princess Diana. The massive public outcry over the treatment by the media 

of famous personalities, called into question many of the practices carried out by the 

media. Did this have an effect on how the media have subsequently operated, and 

spurred magazines into joining the Council? Sir John Jeffries and Phil O'Reilly 

believe that this was not the case, but Rick Neville, Chief Operating Officer of 

273Interview with Phil O'Reilly, Chief Operating Officer Independent News12._apers 
·- Limited, 20 October 1998 
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Independent Newspapers Limited (INL), thought there was some validity m the 

supposition. Rick Neville observed that: 

we saw what happened and we saw how the press ended up in such odium in 

the UK. And there were all sorts of intrusion and privacy issues raised by that. 

And the Fleet Street editors soon got themselves together, and tried to behave a 

bit better. Yes, I do think that did provide some focus towards it274. 

Thus, he believed that the death of Princess Diana expedited the move by some 

women's magazines to join the Council. However, Rick Neville added that this was 

something which INL had been contemplating for some time. In fact, the initial 

discussions between the MP A and the Press Council had been taking place since the 

time of the Privacy Act, 1993. 

Although Phil O'Reilly considered that the inclusion of magazines - women's 

magazines in particular - under the Press Council, was not a direct result of Princess 

Diana's death, he did acknowledge that it provided a slight push in the right direction. 

He commented that, "the death of Diana assisted the cause somewhat in making 

magazines realise that they could be at the forefront"275, of controversy. Additionally, 

the New Zealand magazines were unable to defend themselves against allegations of 

intrusive practices. In fact, most branches of the media came under fire during the 

period following Princess Diana's death. But as Phil O'Reilly was able to say on 

behalf of the newspapers, "well, in New Zealand if that sort of thing was going on, 

you'd be able to complain to the Press Council"276• Hence, he believes that this event 

274Interview with Rick Neville, 22 October 1998 
275Interview with Phil O'Reilly, 20 October 1998 
276lbid. 
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pushed the debate along, so that magazines could avoid claims of inappropriate 

practices and criticism in the future. 

Sir John Jeffries stated firmly that he did not consider the inclusion of magazines 

under the Press Council to be a response to Princess Diana's death. He pointed out 

that the debate over the inclusion of magazines had been ongoing, both from within 

the industry and by the public. Sir John Jeffries says there had been a push "towards 

all branches of the print media being under the control of the Press Council, so that 

the public of New Zealand has available an independent complaint" tesolution 

body"277• This, he believes, was the main impetus behind the joining of magazines to 

the Press Council, and that the furore surrounding the death of Princess Diana, was an 

incidental occurrence. 

Findings and Penalties 

With the incorporation of magazines - especially women's magazines - the issue of 

penalties emerges. Would a need would arise for the Council to impose monetary 

fines on ma&azines for breaches of conduct? Sir John Jeffries does not think so: 

The only sanction that the council has, and it is a very powerful one, is that . . . 

the publication that is the subject of criticism or an upheld complaint, must 

print the substance of the decision of the Press Council. And I assure you that 

that is regarded as a strong sanction, because they do not like to be wrong, 

because their professional reputation is called into question278• 

277lnterview with Sir John Jeffries, 19 October 1998 
21slbid. 
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He believes that this is a sufficient penalty. 

With newspapers, the findings of the Press Council are published in full and in 

'legalese'279, within the offending publication. This was seen to pose a potential 

problem for magazines. In particular, the space that lengthy decisions might take up 

and Jhe legal style of the Council's findings. Moreover, would the findings actually 

be read, when printed in full? If the findings occupy a whole page readers may 

· believe them to be an advertisement and tum the page. This would, in fact, reduce the 

severity of the Press Council's penalty. Phil O'Reilly questions whether anyone 

would read the findings: 

When they are done in legalese, in the way that they are for dailies - which is 

much closer to the editorial style of dailies - people are more likely to read 

them. IfI saw a legalese-type document in the Woman's Weekly or Woman's 

Day, I'd just tum over, I'd go 'that must be an advertisement'. No one would 

read it. The very point of self-regulation is that if you read the mistake you 

should be reading the judgement saying that was a mistake280• 

So a solution had to be found to ensure that magazines would comply with the 

fundamental premises of the Press Council: that when transgressions occur they have 

to be made known to the public. The eventual compromise was that a judgement no 

longer had to be published word-for-word, but instead a "full and fair summary of the 

decision"281 must be given. Rick Neville, notes that: 

There's a bit of a collision between judicial language and propriety, and 

journalists' plain English, they are different species. But magazines can't 

279The term 'legalese' has been taken from the interview with Phil O'Reilly, 20 
October 199 8 
280Interview with Phil O'Reilly, 20 October 1998 
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totally change the style of the decision to suit the style of Hello! magazine or 

something like that282• 

Thus, a solution has been found, with regard to the style of judgements published, to 

ensure that the Press Council's penalties are effective. This has been one of the 

developments made by the Press Council to incorporate the inclusion of magazines. 

Another problem which may arise with the inclusion of women's magazines, could 

be the placement of the published judgement. It will be unacceptable for a magazine 

to publish the Council's findings where it is unlikely to be read, ·n- must be 

"reasonably prominent given the nature of the story"283• If a controversial story is in 

the first few pages, then it is reasonable to expect the publication to print the findings 

in the same place. Rick Neville says that, "we talk to our editors from time-to-time 

and try to make them understand that it is counterproductive to print it elsewhere"284. 

This underlines the responsibility felt by publishers to ensure that their publications 

comply with the requirements of the Press Council. This has been the case for 

newspapers and will also apply to magazines. 

In this way, the Press Council has addressed issues which have arisen specifically 

from the inc;orporation of magazines,.and endeavoured to find solutions which will 

ease their transition into the Council's jurisdiction. The abridged form which a 

judgement may take, highlights the Council's flexibility in ensuring that mechanisms 

put in place with the recent inclusion of magazines will work effectively. 

282Interview with Rick Neville, 22 October 1998 
283Interview with Phil O'Reilly, 20 October 1998 

·· 284Ibid. 
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Privacy Issues 

All branches of the New Zealand media are exempt from the provisions of the 

Privacy Act (1993), in relation to their news-gathering activities. It is the Press 

Council's responsibility to deal with ethical issues relating to breaches of privacy 

within the print media. The Press Council deals with complaints about invasion of 

privacy, outside the bounds of t½.e Privacy Act, as it has done before the Act ever crune 

into place. Sir John states that "privacy issues are dealt with on ethical grounds"285 by 

the Council. The Privacy Act covers the gathering and holding of information by 

agencies. The Privacy Act sounds, from its title, more wide ranging than it actually is. 

It does not deal with many of the issues which may arise from intrusive magazines. 

There are no provisions, that relate to physical intrusion or prying, for example or the 

taking of invasive photographs. It may be argued that, at the moment, the Privacy Act 

has little bearing on the women's magazine branch of the media. However, the 

Privacy Act may be amended when it next comes up for review. At the time it was 

passed, the Select Committee exempted the news media from the provisions of the 

Privacy Act, but warned that this status would be reviewed if the news media did not 

regulate itself286. Thus, it is important that the industry be seen to be dealing 

satisfactoril)' with issues- of privacy to forestall any likelihood that the Privacy Act 

would have a greater breadth. 

One way in which the print media meets the requirement of the exemption, is 

through the Press Council. It could be argued that the Press Council keeps the 

285Jnterview with Sir John Jeffries, 19 October 1998 
286Shellock, David "Privacy and Journalists", Privacy Seminar, July 1996 
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potential of the Privacy Act being amended, at bay. But, Phil O'Reilly says that he 

does not think that the Press Council is the key to keeping the print media exemption 

from the Privacy Act, although he believes that the exemption will remain because: 

we are responsible about the way we handle privacy issues. There have been 

next to no complaints to the Privacy Commissioner, of any substance, of the 

media breaching privacy"287• 

However, with the recent inclusion of magazines under the Press Council, an increase 

in privacy issues may result Sir John Jeffries concurs with the position that women's 

magazines are "more likely to be involved in [stories ofj personal matters'~~8! that may 

cause controversy, thus it is imperative that all magazines come under the Council. 

Although the composition of the lead stories in women's magazines show that the 

majority are sourced from overseas289, this does not mean that issues of privacy should 

be ignored. A significant number deal with private details of New Zealand 

personalities, and for this reason it is important that mechanisms are put in place to 

deal with breaches in privacy. 

It is apparent tha~ most of the lead stories in women's magazines are concerned with 

the lives of celebrities, as has been shown in this study. This may mean that the Press 

Council will not suddenly be inundated with complaints about breaches of privacy. 

Sir John Jeffries thinks that there are likely to be more complaints, but that this will 

not occur suddenly. Sir John Jeffries' says: 

A lot of stories are women's interest or human interest stories which are 

published by women's magazines, concern personalities. Not just well-known 

personalities, but sports men and women and what is printed about them is 

287Interview with Phil O'Reilly, 20 October 1998 
288Interview with Sfr John Jeffries, 19 October 1998 

·· 289Refer to Table 10. 
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outside the boundaries of their sporting achievements. Also television 

presenters and people who are in the public eye. Well, people are interested in 

them. But you can't say anymore that the ethical considerations you use 

should be the same for the public - people who are in the public eye have got 

to expect that290• 

Phil O'Reilly agrees, adding that women's magazmes usually buy stories from 

overseas, and that this will have no real impact on privacy issues in New Zealand. He 

does state, however, that if the New Zealand media suddenly became very invasive in 

the lives of New Zealanders, then special controls would have to be put in place291 . In 

addition, he highlights the double standard that exists amongst a lot of celebrities on 

issues of privacy: 

For instance, you see celebrities selling their wedding and then asking for 
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not others and still have privacy'. And I say that you have much less, much 

less than you had when you started selling parts of your private 1ife292• 

Hence, privacy issues are more complex than would first appear. Additionally, once 

an individual lodges a complaint with the Press Council, they waive their right to legal 

redress. It remains to be seen if this will impact on the number of complaints made to 

the Press Council. However, matters that concern breaches in privacy which do go to 

the Press Council, will be dealt with on an individual basis. This will mean that there 

will be no need for the Privacy Commissioner to become involved in affairs which 

arise from magazines. Phil O'Reilly believes that the integrity of the print media will 

prevent the involvement of the Privacy Commissioner: 

290Interview with Sir John Jeffries, 19 October 1998 
291Interview with Phil O'Reilly, 20 October 1998 
292Ibid. 
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Our defence against the Privacy Act is not going to be the Press Council. It 

will help, but it is one foundation pile holding up the house, but it's not the 

critical one.· The critical one is media responsibility overall. And even the 

women's magazines demonstrate a fair amount of responsibility, even if you 

said they are more intrusive. And they are293 • 

Thus, the Press Council has endeavoured to integrate the magazines, in compliance 

with its principles to safeguard the privacy of individuals, while maintaining the 

ability of the print media to 'do their job'. 

Self-Regulation 

of government statutory regulation. By creating a body which was self-regulatory294, 

the print industry could minimise input ( or interference) by government. But is there 

a vested interest within the industry for coming under the Press Council, to avoid 

interference from other bodies? According to Rick Neville, "some might say that, in 

that we would prefer not to have a government-appointed body regulating us, because 

we think that's a backwards step in terms of preserving press freedoms"295 • He also 

believes the print media in New Zealand tend to uphold standards and avoid the 

excesses of their counterparts in many other countries. 

Sir John Jeffries believes the members of the Press Council do not feel obliged to 

protect the industry. He says: 

293fuid. 
294The Press Council is funded entirely by the industry. 
295Interview with Rick Neville, 22 October 1998 
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I have a personal commitment, as does every other member of the Council, to 

bite the hand that feeds us when required ... there are far more complaints 

that are not upheld than are upheld But, that is not evidence of bias towards 

publications. There is a determination to be fair to complainants. And 

sometimes, I think I can say this to you, the representatives of the industry 

are harsher than the public members on transgressions296• 

Rick Neville reiterated this point, saying that in his experience, as a past member of 

the Council: 

it is the lay people who tend to have understanding and empathy and not be too 

tough on publications ... people who get appointed, from the in~us!TY, tend to 

be very senior people and are chosen obviously for their integrity297. 

Thus, members of the Press Council, from the print industry, fulfil their obligation to 

the public through upholding high standards in decision making. Both members from 

the Press Council and workers within the industry, deny that the Council panders to 

the industry, priding itself on its fairness and impartiaiity. 

The industry being tough on its own members, as both Sir John Jeffries and Rick 

Neville have highlighted, is in the industry's best interest. Phil O'Reilly makes no 

bones about his view that 'best interest' is both economically self-centred, as well as 

public spirited: 

I do it to make money for my guys and to defend their income streams. And 

self-regulation is the key way of doing that, so I don't do it just to be nice. 

And I don't do it just to give the public the right to complain, although that is a 

key part of the process. And I don't do it just to look good in front of the 

Minister of Commerce or the Minister of Justice, although it does those things 

296lnterview with Sir John Jeffries, 19 October 1998 
297Interview with Rick Neville, 22 October 1998 
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as well. What it's actually all about is defending our capacity to run a 

business"298• 

Thus, the role of self-regulation, is important for the print media, for several reasons. 

The Press Council is clearly concerned with the preservation of industry standards and 

ensuring the industry are accountable to the public. The industry is concerned with 

the preservation of press freedoms and easing their ability to run a business. But this 

does not mean that the two cannot coexist and ensure that both the public and the 

industry benefit from the work of the Press Council. 

Press Council Visibility 

The Press Council provides the print industry with a means for assisting 

self-regulation and freedom from government interference. Additionally, it provides 

the public with a mechanism for dispute resolution. But how accountable to the 

public is the Press Council? All three interviewees believe that the Press Council is 

accountable to the public, yet they highlight one major flaw. The Press Council is not 

visible enough. It is felt that the public are not sufficiently aware of the Press 

Council. Phl,l O'Reilly says: 

the Press Council is not having the same growth in complaints [as the 

Advertising Standards Authority], they are still tricJding along at whatever it 

has been for some time - about 60 or 70 reviewed, and that's not a lot"299• 

He believes that the lack of complaints indicates a lack of public awareness about the 

Council. With the recent inclusion of magazines, complaint numbers may increase. 

298Interview with Phil O'Reilly, 20 October 1998 
.. 299fuid. 
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However, according to Phil O'Reilly300, that number may still be insufficient in order 

for the Press Council to be seen as demonstrating effective self-regulation. Therefore, 

in order for the Council to be truly effective, it needs to increase it's public profile. 

Phil O'Reilly asserts that this is a fundamental factor in securing public confidence in 

the Council and in the industry. He maintains that, "in order to be a properly 

market-driven organisation you should encourage complaints, because that's the only 

way we'll get public confidence"301 . With Sir John Jeffries as chairperson, the push 

will be to take a proactive stance, and inform the public about the role of the Council. 

Summary 

The mechanisms which provide the public with a means to complain about breaches 

by the media, have been addressed In particular, the incorporation of magazines 

under the Press Council has been explored. It is apparent that a few changes were 

needed within the Press Council with this development. However, the Press Council 

has worked to provide an efficient and effective mechanism for the resolution of 

complaints. It is now the decision of individual publishers to join the Council. Sir 

John Jeffrie~ believes that those yvho have refused to join should explain themselves, 

telling the public why they have made that decision. He states, "it has become 

irrational to be outside the Press Council and those who choose to be outside should 

tell the public why. Should strongly tell the public why and explain themselves"302. 

With reference to the magazines in this study, this would apply to the Woman's Day 

3o°Ibid. 
30llbid. 

·· 302lnterview with Sir John Jeffries, 19 October 1998 
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publisher, Australian Consolidated Press, who has refused to join the Press Council, 

even though they have done so in Australia. It is possible that with increased public 

awareness of the functions of the Press Council, added to the inclusion of certain 

magazine publishers, that the public will demand that all magazines come under the 

Council. Phil O'Reilly puts it this way: 

If you consider that women's magazines are at the cutting edge of 

controversial journalism in New Zealand, then you would say it is imperative 

for them to give themselves solidarity. And give themselves an alternative 

form of dispute resolution other than going to the courts and telling the public 

to 'get stuffed'303• 
. -· .. 

The next year or so will prove to be a crucial period in the development of the Press 

Council and it will be interesting to see which magazines view their responsibility to 

.-. 303Interview with Phil O'Reilly, 20 October 1998 
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Conclusion 

In conclusion one can observe that there are many factors which impact on the 

depiction of women in women's magazines. Insofar as the media play a vital role in 

our society, by controlling the information which the public receive, it is important 

that analyses are made, in order to understand how the media operates and how it can 

be improved. This thesis has undertaken this and produced a work which highlights a 

number of factors in the media portrayal of women which are subject to criticism. 

By combining a feminist media perspective with the insights of traditional media 

analysis, this study has examined the front covers and lead stories in three New 

nature of this study has been to explore the mechanisms used within the lead stories in 

the portrayal of women. 

This thesis has tied the findings from the research data into aspects of media theory 

from Galtung and Ruge, and Gans. By using theories of news values by these 

theorists, insight into the factors which effect news selection was gained. This was 

then related to the lead stories, which found that some factors in news selection can be 

universally applied to women's magazines or the news. The factors which magazines 

employ in the selection of their stories tend to be culturally detennined. Hence, 

culture impacts on the presentation of content in lead stories. Furthermore, these 

stories contain value statements, which present a picture of "society as it ought to 
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be"304• Thus, women's magazines convey to their public value messages about the 

place of women in society. 

It has been highlighted throughout this thesis that the lead stories in the sample 

magazines portray women's concerns as primarily those situated within the domestic 

sphere. The emphasis placed on traditional female gender behaviour and values is 

evident from the analysis of the content of these lead stories. Through an 

investigation of the language employed, it appears that lead stories are used as 

examples to promote 'appropriate' female behaviour. The implicit messages in the 

content suggest that a woman's primary concerns in life should be her appearance, 

finding true love, and the raising of children. The words used to describe women 

were stereotypical, emphasising aspects of beauty and emotional traits. 

Im bedded in the lead story content is an ideological insistence that the personal takes 

precedence over the professional. The lead story content explores the dilemma faced 

by working mothers, without addressing any of the issues surrounding this, such as 

inadequate child-care facilities and the inequalities in gender relations that make the 

upbringing of children primarily a woman's task. These stories presume that full-time 

child-rearin~ takes precedence over .the pursuit of a career; that women should 

naturally want to stay at home with their children. Furthermore, lead stories fail to 

acknowledge the fact that dual-income households are a reality in our society today. 

Moreover, the lead story content largely ignored careers, only focusing on them when 

they impacted on a mothers ability to raise her children. 

304op. cit., Gans, p. 39 

140 



Women's magazines address their readership as an homogenous group. This group 

is portrayed as being white, heterosexual and middle-class. This provides the 

magazine with a standard formula for addressing problems and issues. However, this 

overlooks the differing social, economic and racial groups that the readership actually 

comprises. By promoting the idea of an homogenous readership, magazines may 

isolate women to whom this does not apply. Thus, through the employment of the 

'generalised other', women's magazines lack a sufficient diversity in the way they 

portray women and their issues. 

Women's magazines present the content of their stories as apolitical. They 

constantly site women's issues as existing within the domestic sphere, failing to 

acknowledge that many of these issues stem from political inequalities. These 

magazines portray women's issues as personal which means that they "cannot offer 

political resolutions to what they consistently define as personal problems"305 • 

Conversely, however, they present ideologies which are tied to dominant political 

institutions or agendas. Thus, they favour the interests of existing power structures, 

socially, politically-and economically. 

As stated earlier, women's magazines convey to their public value messages about 

the place of women in society. The social order in these values underlies the 

presentation of the stories in these magazines. Furthermore, the values inherent in the 

media are tied to concepts of ideologies and power in our society. They promote 

'appropriate' female behaviour which, as has been examined, is sited predominantly 

in the domestic sphere. Thus, they reinforce "conventional opinions and established 

- 305op. cit., Ballaster et al., p. 174 
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authority"306 which, as has been examined, is predominantly a white, male social 

order3°7 . 

. Women's magazmes act m the maintenance of common values in society. 

Moreover, they display a normative function in sanctioning the promulgation of 

traditional gender attitudes. Through the content of their lead stories, the magazines 

impart implicit messages to their readers about the issues that women ought to be 

concerned with. Through their normative function they maintain particular patterns of 

behaviour that are seen to be appropriately 'womanly'. This has been demonstrated in 

this thesis, through the examination of the use of celebrity 'role models' in the lead 

stories. As has been explored, these celebrities were employed to provide examples of 

appropriate behaviour and attitudes to the readership. 

External factors which have an impact on women's magazines have been explored. 

The commercial pressures that exist in the market highlight the fierce competitive 

nature of women's magazines. With increasing competition and a decreasing 

readership, these three magazines aim to secure profit through the improvement of 

their products. The magazines appear to offer different content but, on examination, 

the three magazines are uniformly formulaic. Additionally, the competitive market 

has increased the employment of chequebook journalism. The impact that this 

practice has on the quality of the product has been examined by the use of a case study 

on this subject. It is clear that editors make no apologies for their use of chequebook 

journalism, viewing it as a way to secure revenue. It was highlighted that there are 

. 306op. cit., Seaton, p. 277 
·· 307op. cit., Gans (1980), p. 61 
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ethical questions that accompany this practice, which impact on the credibility of the 

publication . 

. The implementation of standards with regard to women's magazines has been 

examined. AB this is the first year that some women's magazine publishers have come 

under the New Zealand Press Council, it was pertinent to explore the ways in which 

this would make magazines more accountable to their public. The Press Council has 

made specific adjustments, which were highlighted in Chapter Seven, to ease the 

transition of magazines into the Council, to ensure that the incorporation of women's 

magazines runs smoothly and provides the public with a good form of recourse. 

Thus, this thesis has explored the many factors that pertain to women's magazines. 

The objective of this work was to highlight the content of lead stories in order to 

establish whether magazines presented traditional images and stereotypes to the 

readership. It has been proven that women's magazines did perpetuate traditional 

attitudes of womanhood in the content of lead stories. The overwhelming 

concentration of content focused on aspects of motherhood, marriage/romance and 

appearance, demonstrating this thesis' hypothesis. Thus, one can conclude that this 

form of worrien' s magazine is steadfastly traditional in the portrayal of women; their 

lives, issues and attitudes. 
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Appendix I 

Coverlines of the Three Magazines 

New Idea Woman's Day Woman's Weekly 
4 January 1997 6 January 1997 6 January 1997 
"Kylie Madly in love ... "April Slams Shocking "Cheeky Confessions 
Terrified of Marriage" Sexists" from Paul's Past" 
11 January 1997 13 January 1997 13 January 1997 
Jonah and Tanya's. "Million Dollar Body. "Di Plans to Reveal New 
Fantasy Honeymoon" Lana's Amazing Danger Man" -. 

Money" 
18 January 1997 20 January 1997 20 January 1997 
"Bless My Baby! "Desperate Pam Weds "Joan Collins in NZ" 
Madonna's Secret Again" 
Christening Photos" 
25 January 1997 27 January 1997 27 January 1997 
"Diana's Shock Secret "T ___ :,c, __ L ...... ~ K--.-- .. "0t..---+1n.-rl Cl+ C-1-..... .,..n 

JClllllH,l lU lVlUllJ ..:,11u1ua.uu u~ u~a.1.:, 

Marriage Proposal" Bullyboy Lover" Pregnancy Pact" 
1 February 1997 3 February 1997 3 February 1997 
"Soapie Queen Melissa's "Fergie new Queen of "Rachel Comes Home" 
Nude Shoot!" Melrose" · 
8 February 1997 10 February 1997 10 February 1997 
"Gillian's Shame. "Rachel Speaks Out, No "Why 1 in 10 New 
Accused Sex Monster More Spoilt Hollywood Zealand Women Can't 
Boasts about Their Brats" Have a Baby" 
Affair" 
15 February 1997 17 February 1997 17 February 1997 
"Brainwashed! Fears for "Mark Phillips Weds "Love. Our Greatest TV 
Trapped Jemima" Heiress" Romances" 
22 February 1997 - 24 February 1997 24 February 1997 
"Diana Dumped Again" "Elle's Snock Sex "Judy's Quest to Save 

Change" War Tom Kids 
1 March 1997 3 March 1997 3 March 1997 
"Matthew and Marc. Our "Karen's Wedding Day "Lana's Lush Affair" 
Love/Hate Relationship" Tears" 
8March 1997 10 February 1997 10 February 1997 
"Melanie's Sexy Plan to "Furious Rachel's "Diana Returns to Her 
Keep Her Man" Marriage Bombshell" First Love" 
15 March 1997 17 March 1997 17 March 1997 
"Camilla's New Face" "Tom and Nicole Let Rip "Fergie and Andrew. We 

in Rome" Love Our Girls Too Much 
to Part" -

-
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22 March 1997 24 March 1997 24 March 1997 
Elle's Wedding Dream" "Dramatic Arrival for "The Offer Jude Couldn't 

Jennifer and Michael's Refuse. 
Son" 

29 March 1997 31 March 1997 31 March 1997 
"Carolyn's Stolen Kisses. "Together Again! Tern "Rachel's Millions Save 
JFKjn's Marriage and Angie sizzle in the Her Marriage" 
Rocked" Caribbean" 
5 April 1997 7 April 1997 7 April 1997 
"Wife's Despair over "Jacko's Wife Reveals "Brooke,' At Last I'm 
Caroline's Affair" Michael's Amazing Love Proud to be Big'" 

Letters" 
12 April 1997 14 April 1997 14 April 1997 
"Lover's Lunch Sparks "April's Shock Split with "New Mum Jane's 
Disaster" Lover" Struggle For Lasting 

Love" - -

19 April 1997 21 April 1997 21 April 1997 
"Chris and Ruth Cricket's "Matthew and Marc Strip "Tina Heartbreak in NZ" 
Wedding of the Year" for Rachel" 
26 April 1997 28 April 1997 28 April 1997 
"Liz and Hugh Shock 'We "Star's Kiss'n'Tell. "Loaded But Lonely. 
T-·l!:!Vf~n't M~cJe T .ove For Shortland St's Biirn-est Sex ----- -------- ·- - - -- -·<.,.,v- - - -- - Desolate Di Turns to 
Years!"' Scandal" Charles" 
3 May 1997 5 May 1997 5 May 1997 
"Pan1ela Anderson Out of "faside Brooke's Lavish "H/fr· Fer,...;='s nie4-s YY lJ ' 0 11., J.J ~ 

Control" Wedding Party" Don't Work" 
10 May 1997 12 May 1997 12 May 1997 
"Lana's Mum Lashes Out "Friend's Shock. Rebel "Rachel and Jude's 
'My Daughter has Never Jennifer's Red-hot Strip!" Hollywood Antics" 
Been a Bimbo"' 
17May 1997 19May 1997 19May 1997 
"Lonely Friend's Star "Ali and Simon Flee to "Jemima's Bizarre 
Confesses 'I Can't Get a Tropical Love Nest" Double Life" 
Girl"' 
24 May 1997 - 26 May 1997 26 May 1997 
"Heather's Motherhood "Love and Romance. "Kiri's Lifelong Battle for 
Bombshell" Suzanne Paul's $70 000 Love" 

Honeymoon" 
31 May 1997 2 June 1997 2 June 1997 
"Supermodel Diana" "Courteney' s Anorexia "Shortland St Scoop. 

Bombshell" Wedding Shock for 
Ellen" 

7 June 1997 9 June 1997 9 June 1997 
"Leanne's Cancer "Defiant Di Flaunts Rich "Sad Oprah's Decision to 
Heartbreak" New Playboy" Quit" 

-
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14 June 1997 16 June 1997 16 June 1997 
"Madonna as You've "Pregnant Cindy's "Mistress Camilla's Royal 
Never Seen Her before" Shotgun Wedding" Triumph" 

21 June 1997 23 June 1997 23 June 1997 
"Lisa Marie in Suicide "Lisa Marie Battles Health "Rachel's New Health 
Watch" Horror" Scare" 

28 June 1997 30 June 1997 30 June 1997 
"It's Time for Baby No. "Bitter Elle, George's "Di's Passion for Exotic 
3" Lover was So Catty" Men" 
5 July 1997 7 July 1997 7 July 1997 
"Drug Scandal Rocks "Michael Jones protects ''Xena Shoves Rachel 
Hollywood" Wife from Shock News" Aside" 
12 July 1997 14 July 1997 14 July 1997] 
"Demi's Famous Body. "Rachel's Outrageous "Robyn's Darlirig Little 
She's Bulimic" Holiday Splurge" Star" 
19 July 1997 21 July 1997 21 July 1997 
"Meet the New Warrior" "Brooke's Fears for Her "Caroline Finds Her 

Baby" Prince" 
26 July 1997 28 July 1997 28 July 1997 
"I'll T ~llVP. NZ For Mv "TntP.mP.t ~P.Y ~r.Hntfa I. "MHo-o-iP.'~ Rllii Rov 

- -- ---- • - - ·- - -- -·-J -·-oo-- - -~---J 

Man" Blackmailed Elle's Gutsy Addiction" 
Fight Back" 

2 August 1997 4 August 1997 4 August 1997 
"Diana's Pregnancy "Family Anguish. Battle "Susan Wood, Single, 
Bombshell" Over Jemima's Millions" Sexy and Successful" 
9 August 1997 11 August 1997 11 August 1997 
"Heather's Diet Secret's" ''Princess Di Snubs the "Elvis' Tragic Legacy. 

Kennedys" Why Lisa Marie Can't Let 
Jacko Go" 

16 August 1997 18 August 1997 18 August 1997 
"Personal Trainer Tells "Shattering New Book. "Marriage Over. Paul's 
All, 'My Six Years With Priscilla and Elvis A Life Promise to His Children" 
Diana"' - of Lies" 
23 August 1997 25 August 1997 25 August 1997 
"Petra Reveals 'The Men "Princess in Love. Di and "Di and Dodi's Love 
in My Life"' Dodi's Intimate Antics" Plot" 
30 August 1997 1 September 1997 1 September 1997 
"Jonah's Back and Ready "Frenzied Search. "Jane's Super Mum 
For Action" Reckless Rachel's Lost Secrets" 

Millions" 
6 September 1997 8 September 1997 8 September 1997 
"Rod and Rachel's Shock "I Saw Di Seduce Dodi"308 "Camilla's Dream 
Move 'We've Had or "Diana Special Wedding" 
Enough"' Tribute" 

.-. 308Pulled from the shelves due to the death of Princess Diana. 
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13 September 1997 15 September 1997 15 September 1997 
"Goodbye Diana" "The World Weeps For 'Wilderness Wedding. 

Diana" Phil's Tears of Joy For 
Leanne" 

20 September 1997 22 September 1997 22 September 1997 
"They Were So in Love" "Dodi Al-Fayed. He "Tragedy Reunites Fergie 

Made Diana Blissfully and Andrew" 
Happy" 

27 September 1997 29 September 1997 29 September 1997 
"The Rift that's Broken "Angela Lashes Out, Slim "Jemima's Final Pledge to 
Fergie's Heart" and Sexy ... But Not Diana" 

Sick" 
4 October 1997 6 October 1997 6 October 1997 
"My Baby Was a "Clucky Elle Tells Big "Lucy Triumphs over 
Surprise!" Changes For the Body" Obsessed Fan" 
11 October 1997 13 October 1997 13 October 1997 
"Baby Love. Heather's "Diana's Brother Finds "Stowaway Twins -Shock 
$700 000 Spending New Love" Farewell" 
Spree" 
18 October 1997 20 October 1997 20 October 1997 
"Cheeky Winona Upsets "Diana in Her Own "Liz Gunn Triumphs Over 
Melanie" Words" Family Crisis" 
') '- ltnt/'\h<>r 1 007 '>7 n,-,tnh<>r 1 007 27 October 1997 ~.J '-'VL-VV~..l ..l ../ ./ I _.., I '-'VI.VLIV..I. ..L J _, I 

"Edward and Sophie Get "Lucy's Love Joy, My "Paul Reveals: The Great 
Serious" Perfect Love Match" Years of My Life" 
l November 1997 3 November 1997 3 November 1997 
"Lisa Quits!" "Lisa Marie and Jacko in Tragedy Reunites Feuding 

Love Again" Sisters" 
8 November 1997 10 November 1997 10 November 1997 
"Diana. A Different "Tm So Sorry Rachel'. "Fergie and Charles Unite 
Story" Critics Humble Apology" at Last" 
15 November 1997 17 November 1997 17 November 1997 
"What They Talked "Charles and Harry's "Queen Elizabeth's 
About" Holiday of Healing" Lasting Love Secrets" 
22 November 1997 24 November 1997 24 November 1997 
"Fergie Hits Back, 'I'm _ "Fergie Risks Death For "Jude's Promise, 'My Ella 
Sick of Saying Sqrry'" TV Fame" Comes First'" 
29 November 1997 1 December 1997 1 December 1997 
"How Much More Can "My Sexy New Body" "Crafty Carolyn Saves 
She Take?" Kennedy Marriage" 
6 December 1997 8 December 1997 8 December 1997 
"My Baby Dilemma" "Michael and Paula's "Shortland St Lovebirds 

Years of Terror" Tiffany and Johnny Take 
the Plunge" 

13 December 1997 15 December 1997 15 December 1997 
"I Just Want My Son "John and Leanne's "Jenny, At Home with 
Back" Triumph. Xmas Joy For Our First Woman PM" 

Heartbroken Stars" -
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20 December 1997 22 December 1997 22 December 1997 
"Camilla's Power Play" "Gorgeous Photos. "Paul Holmes, My 

Jemima's Lavish Nursery" Turbulent Year" 
27 December 1997 29 December 1997 29 December 1997 
"What Lisa Really, Really "Fleur Speaks From the "Merry Xmas" 
Wants" Heart, 'My Love Affair 

With Paul"' 
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Appendix II 

New Zealand New Idea: Persons, Frequency, Country and Category 

Person No. times in 12 months 

Women 

Melissa George 

Lisa McCune 

Elle McPherson 

Kylie Minogue 

Chantal Hochuli 

Suzi Aitken 

Suzy Cato 

Petra Bagust 

Lana Coe-Kroft 

Rachel Hunter 

Leanne Malcolm 

Princess Diana 

Sarah Ferguson 

Jemima Goklsmith-Khan 

Camilla Parker-Bowles 

Sophie Rhys-Jones 

Princess Diana & 

Sarah Ferguson 

Gillian Anderson 

Pamela Anderson 

I 

1 

2 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

8 

2 

2 

2 

1 

1 

1 

2 

150 

Country 

Australia 

Australia 

Australia 

Australia 

Europe 

NZ 

NZ 

NZ 

NZ 

NZ 

NZ 

UK 

UK 

UK 

UK 

UK 

UK 

USA 

USA 

Category 

Entertainment 

Entertainment 

Model 

Music 

Royalty 

Entertainment 

Entertainment 

Entertainment 

Entertainment 

Model 

Media 

Royalty 

Royalty 

Other 

Royalty 

Royalty 

Royalty 

Entertainment 

Entertainment 



Carolyn Bessette-Kennedy 

Melanie Griffith 

LisaKudrow 

Heather Locklear 

Madonna 

Demi Moore 

Lisa Marie Presley 

Winona Ryder 

· Michael Hutchence 

Matthew Ridge & 

Marc Ellis 

Matthew Perry 

Couples 

Chris & Ruth Cairns 

Jonah & Tania Lomu 

Matthew & Sally Ridge 

Rachel Hunter & 

Rod Stewart 

Liz Hurley & 

Hugh Grant 

Princess Diana & 

Prince Charles 

1 

1 

1 

3 

2 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

2 

1 

1 

1 

1 

151 

USA 

USA 

USA 

USA 

USA 

USA 

USA 

USA 

Australia 

NZ 

USA 

NZ 

NZ 

NZ 

NZ 

UK 

UK 

Other 

Entertainment 

Entertainment 

Entertainment 

Music 

Entertainment 

Other 

Entertaimnent 

Music 

Sports 

Entertainment 

Sports 

Sports 

Sports 

Model 

Entertainment 

Royalty 



New Zealand Woman 's Day: Persons, Frequency, Country and Category 

Person 

Women 

Elle Macpherson 

Angela Bloomfield 

Lana Coe-Kroft 

Angela Dotchin & 

Angela Bloomfield 

Rachel Hunter 

April Ieremia 

Lucy Lawless 

TT--- ...... f"'\.1 .... .- ...... 
1'..i:1.U;;u v1::,c;u 

Suzanne Paul 

Fleur Revell 

Princess Diana 

Sarah Ferguson 

· No. times in 12 months 

4 

1 
l 

1 

1 

6 

1 

1 
1 
J. 

1 

1 

Jemima Goldsmith-Khan 

4 

2 

2 

Pamela Anderson 1 

Jennifer Aniston 2 

Courteney Cox 1 

Cindy Crawford 1 

Melanie Griffth 1 

Lisa Marie Presley 1 

Priscilla Presley 1 

Brooke Shields 2 

152 

Country 

Australia 

ft.T'7 
l'IL, 

NZ 

NZ 

NZ 

NZ 

NZ 

,._T'7 
J. "jL, 

NZ 

NZ 

UK 

UK 

UK 

USA 

USA 

USA 

USA 

USA 

USA 

USA 

USA 

Category 

Model 

Entertainment 

Entertainment 

.. · 
Entertainment 

Model 

Media 

Entertainment 

11.K.o.,-l;n 
l. V .1..\ •. ,\.1.J..Q. 

Entertainment 

Entertainment 

Royalty 

Royalty 

Other 

Entertainment 

Entertainment 

Entertainment 

Model 

Entertainment 

Other 

Entertainment 

Entertainment 



Princes Charles & Harry 

Mark Phillips 

Earl Spencer 

Couples 

Michael & Maliena Jones 

April Ieremia & 

GregFlyn 

Alison Mau & 

Simon Dallow 

Leanne Malcolm & 

John Hawkesby 

Temuera Morrison & 

Angela Dotchln 

Jennifer Ward-Lealand & 

Michael Hurst 

Princess Diana & 

Dodi al-Fayed 

Paula Yates & 

Michael Hutchence 

Nicole Kidman & 

Tom Cruise 

Michael Jackson & 

Debbie Rowe 

Lisa Marie Presley & 

Michael Jackson 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 
1 

1 

1 

3 

1 

1 

1 

1 

153 

UK 

UK 

UK 

NZ 

NZ 

NZ 

1'.1'7 
l. 'IL, 

NZ 

NZ 

UK 

UK 

USA 

USA 

USA 

Royalty 

Royalty 

Royalty 

Sports 

Medfa 

Media 

l\.A"orl~n 
.l.V.L\.IU.1-U 

Entertainment 

Entertainment 

Royalty 

Music 

Entertainment 

Entertainment 

Music 



New Zealand Woman's Weeklv: Persons, Frequency, Country and Category 

Person · No. times in 12 months 

Women 

Princess Caroline 

Princess Caroline & 

Princess Stephanie 

Judy Bailey 

Jude Dobson 

Liz Gunn 

Maggie Harper 

Rachel Hunter 

Ingham Twins 

Lucy Lawless 

Leanne Malcolm 

Robyn Malcolm 

Jenny Shipley 

Kiri Te Kanawa 

Susan Wood 

Joan Collins 

Jemima Goldsmith-Khan 

Sarah Ferguson 

Camilla Parker Bowles 

Princess Diana 

Jane Seymour 

Lisa Marie Presley 

Brooke Shields 

· · Tina Turner 

1 

1 

1 

2 

1 

1 

4 

1 
1 

2 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

2 

2 

2 

4 

2 

1 

1 

1 

154 

Country 

Europe 

Europe 

NZ 

NZ 

NZ 

NZ 

NZ 
1'T'7 
l.'IL, 

NZ 

NZ 

NZ 

NZ 

NZ 

NZ 

UK 

UK 

UK 

UK 

UK 

UK 

USA 

USA 

USA 

Category 

Royalty 

Royalty 

Media 
. 

Enteitaimnent 

Media 

Entertainment 

Model 

r\+t..= .. 
\,_.11,.J_J_\.,l. 

Entertainment 

Media 

Entertainment 

Politics 

Music 

Media 

Entertaimnent 

Other 

Royalty 

Royalty 

Royalty 

Entertainment 

Other 

Entertainment 

Music 



Oprah Winfrey 

Paul Holmes 

Couples 

Lana Coe-Kroft & 

Marcus Lush 

Angela Dotchin & 

?? 

Alison James & 

Stelios Yiakmis 

Robyn Malcolm & 

Peter Elliot 

Princess Diana & 

Dodi al-Fayed 

Sarah Ferguson & 

Prince Andrew 

Queen Elizabeth & . . 

Prince Phillip 

Carolyn Bes~_ette-Kennedy & 

John F. Kennedy jnr. 

Features 

Infertility 

Christmas 

1 

4 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

2 

1 

1 

1 

1 

155 

USA 

NZ 

NZ 

NZ 

NZ 

NZ 

UK 

UK 

UK 

USA 

Entertainment 

Media 

Entertainment 

. " 
Entertainment 

Entertainment 

Entertainment 

Royalty 

Royalty 

Royalty 

Other 
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