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I am a lover of boats and communication;

and a lover of magazines as teachers.
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Preface

A good editor believes that he/she is really doing something worthwhile. He/she never stops looking for ideas and never stops thinking about what can be done to improve the magazine. He/she is always trying to make the next issue better—more entertaining, more useful, more informative—than the previous one.

Ed Holm, editor, American History



I was working as the publications editor for a private secondary school in Massachusetts several years ago. The school’s administration had gotten into the habit of holding a brown-bag lunch once a month at which members of the faculty and staff would tell their coworkers what they really did all day. It was a great way to raise everyone’s opinion of their peers and help us all get to know one another.

Eventually, it was my turn. I stood at the front of the room, while my friends and acquaintances ate their turkey sandwiches and twisted open their bottles of carbonated sugar, and I told them about the daily life of an editor. They listened politely, laughed at moments when I tried to be funny, and finished off their desserts.

Afterward, several of them came up to me and expressed amazement at the myriad facets of an editor’s world. “I always thought,” one friend commented, “that editors spent their days hounding writers for manuscripts and fixing obscure little grammar mistakes.”

I assured him that if my days were like that, I would have thrown myself off a bridge long ago.

 

The purpose of this book is to show the complete magazine-editing picture. Editors work with people far more than they work with words. We care about articles that are exciting, funny, shocking, surprising, and delightful far more than we care about sentences that meet arcane, dowager-driven rules of grammar.


The editor’s job has very little to do with working with text. It mostly involves managing the overall process, soliciting articles, and working with the organization. I thought editing was about working with words—but editors do very little work with words. Mostly we work with authors and ideas.

Sandra Bowles, editor, Shuttle, Spindle & Dyepot



Yet, in the public mind, magazine editors are not treated well. In one stereotype, we spend our days charming and chuckling at chic cocktail parties, shimmering under sequins and silk, sipping champagne, and swapping erudite witticisms pregnant with literary innuendo. We introduce the rich to the powerful, the beautiful to the daring. We drive expensive cars, frolic in upper-crust apartments, and never seem to sleep, and yet the publication comes out on deadline without fail, raising the cultural consciousness of all those who read it—or at least those who buy it and let it rest conspicuously on their coffee tables.

In another stereotype, we are the consummate word nerds. We toil like archaeologists over intricate manuscripts, muttering not-very-naughty curses as we ferret out dangling modifiers, crush passive sentences, and slay errors in noun–verb agreement. We delight in using lay and lie correctly, we take deep offense over construction that falls even slightly askew of parallel, and we crumble to near hysteria when we find otherwise promising texts riddled with misused hopefullys, misplaced participles, and malignant misappropriations of any slang coined since the Great Depression. If we get invited to cocktail parties at all—which is rare—you’ll find us sitting quietly in a corner, pale and cheaply dressed, demonstrating to some poor, trapped soul that we are capable of forming the proper plural of any word that comes to mind.

In yet a third incarnation, we are arrogant, loud, power-hungry dynamos who bark at writers, intimidate secretaries, and scream into the telephone loudly enough to be heard without the benefit of actually dialing the number. We keep our sleeves rolled up, our chins thrust forward, and our beefy arms flapping in the air as we thrash and flail our way through conversations. We don’t say “Good morning” or even “Hello,” we walk quickly wherever we go (whether a crowd is in our way or not), and we interrupt people with such phrases as “I don’t give a damn,” “You got that right, buster,” and “You have until Thursday—or else!” Our veins pulse with hypertension, our foreheads sweat from dawn until dinner, and our only real friends are antacids and scotch.

This book presents editing—and editors—in a more realistic light. We editors do enjoy the company of literary people, and we love to talk about article ideas and publishing challenges. But our social calendars don’t fill up any faster than those of seamstresses or violin teachers, and when a fancy party does come along, we dust off our only dazzling suit and hope that people don’t remember it from the last event. We do take great delight in the grace and elegance of well-written prose, but we also take our noses out of manuscripts long enough to raise children, pursue interesting hobbies, and keep up with professional baseball. And while we have been known to raise our voices from time to time, we don’t enjoy confrontation unless it brings about the results we need to put out an impressive publication month after month after month.

As people, editors are pretty much like everyone else. But we do have fascinating jobs that are remarkably varied, intellectually challenging, and unusually fun.

 

Human beings are precious creations, brimming with color, complexity, and contradiction. In this strange and wonderful world we occupy, all people find themselves pressed into certain roles: parent, police officer, priest, partygoer. These roles give us certain tasks to accomplish, and they let other people draw certain assumptions about us. In general, these roles and assumptions enable us to function as a society—but they also rob us of some of our humanity.

Each of us plays numerous roles, and we “change hats” with a reasonable degree of swiftness and grace. Take me, for example. I am associated with quite a few roles:

 


	man	son

	husband	brother

	father	Quaker

	writer	environmentalist

	professor	inexplicable Red Sox fan

	American	and so on



 

Each of us has a similar list of roles we play, relationships we maintain, and expectations that we strive to fulfill. When I worked as an editor, that role was added to my list as well. But “editor” by no means described me, my ambitions, my worldview, or my hopes and dreams any more fully than does “brother” or “American” or any other label.

This is true for all editors. And yet, for the purposes of employment relations, an editor on the job is foremost an editor. We are asked to foreground that aspect of our lives while we are on “company time.”

And so this book will teach you how to be an editor—which is somewhat, but not entirely, different from teaching you how to edit. Toward the end of this book, you’ll learn how to keep your modifiers from dangling and your sentence structures parallel. Such knowledge is useful for editors, but it by no means represents the full compass of our skills and interests. In these pages, I will introduce you to scores of real-life editors who will talk about their real-life jobs. And as they will tell you, editing is primarily about people. Each human being we meet is a source of ideas, insights, and information that we don’t already possess. Being arrogant serves no purpose; people tend to shy away from blowhards, and we want people to talk with us at great length. Being abrasive doesn’t help, either. Nor does wallowing in superficial chatter or hiding from the world between the pages of a manuscript. Grammar is important, sure, but I’d take a truly dazzling but grammatically sloppy manuscript any day. I can fix grammar, but it’s nearly impossible to inject life, passion, humor, and intensity into a moribund manuscript.

So we editors work with people. We work with writers, whom we encourage, challenge, and inspire. We work with publishers, with whom we negotiate over the very souls of our publications. We work with artists and photographers, circulation managers and advertising directors, graphic designers and printers and even copy editors. Above all, we work with readers. We struggle constantly to learn what they are thinking, what they want to know, and what really annoys them. They represent our very existence, and they decide whether we succeed or decay into miserable failure.


I like magazine editing, probably because it suits my weaknesses as well as my strengths. As someone with an attention span measurable only by extremely sensitive equipment recently developed for SDI, one of the things I like best about editing is that I never have to do anything for longer than 27 seconds. Some editors complain about interruptions; I love interruptions. Without interruptions, I couldn’t function.

Casey Winfrey, editor in chief, American Health



It is in this maelstrom of people that editors function, and we love it. When it all clicks—when a sparkling idea is researched thoroughly and converted into breathtaking prose, when the photos capture the essence of the topic and the cover art drives it home, when the layout and design create harmony on the page, when the printer gets it all on time and delivers it on schedule, when the readers take delight in receiving our latest issue and enjoy the time they spend with our handiwork, when the advertisers beam with satisfaction at the audiences we marshal with our talents—then we editors are the happiest people in the world. And when it doesn’t all click, we still take comfort in the secure knowledge that we have jobs that we love, lumps and all.

What an Editor Really Is

Before we jump into specific questions about editing, it might be a good idea to talk about what an editor really is. An editor—despite the insistence of some—is not necessarily smarter than you are. She’s not necessarily a better writer. She’s not necessarily more experienced, older, wiser, or better looking than you, either. She has no secret stash of Good Judgment, no hidden reservoir of Deep Insight, no private supply of Extra-Strength Farsightedness.

She’s just a person who likes to read a lot.

In fact, that’s the best way to think about an editor. Not some Powerful Icon who jumps from Socialite Luncheon to Writer’s Reception in well-tailored silk suits, making career-crushing decisions about writers and articles. Just a reader. But a very important reader. An editor is the first person to see a manuscript before it will be scoured by a hundred thousand highly critical readers after it’s published.


Most editors are not well paid. There are a handful of slots where the compensation is decent, but only a handful. Most of us ended up in this field not because we intended to become editors or expected to earn big bucks but because we were seduced by the idea that we would get to read all the time.

Diane Lutz, editor, Muse



We’ll define an editor this way: an editor is Reader Number One.

That’s it. Nothing overly daunting. Nothing fiercely powerful. Just Reader Number One. Readers Number Two through Hundred Thousand will come later, but to begin with, writers have the luxury of trying out their manuscripts on one reader first.

That’s quite a luxury. Writers get close to their material, and often, they get so close that they can’t see some fairly major problems. But an editor, reading from a greater distance, can see things the writer misses. An editor can point out that the article’s introduction is confusing or that the tone is inappropriate for the topic or that key information is nowhere to be found. An editor can explain that the article drags on too long or uses overly difficult vocabulary or fails to consider alternative points of view. An editor can mention that the ending isn’t nearly as funny as the writer thinks it is or that the article jumps around from point to point haphazardly and without any apparent logic or that the terribly clever pun the writer offers in the lead is actually based on a limerick that most fourth-graders learn under the slide at recess.

Armed with that feedback, the writer can fix these problems before showing the article to the rest of the world.

So writers can benefit enormously from this helpful First Reader. But, of course, the editor isn’t just any Reader Number One. The editor knows the tastes, desires, needs, and overarching worldviews of the rest of the magazine’s readers better than anyone else. She knows their passions, their fantasies, and their sense of humor. And she can help the writer deliver an article that those readers will love.

Good editors take no delight in rewriting someone else’s copy; if an editor has to make heavy revisions, then he has failed somewhere along the line. Perhaps the topic wasn’t that interesting after all. The idea might not be right for his magazine. He left too little time for the writer to do thorough research. He failed to follow up with the writer during the research and writing stage. Or maybe he just chose the wrong writer for the job. Whatever the reason, he is now stuck with the job of dismantling and rebuilding an article that the writer was supposed to have delivered in good shape. This task does not bring with it feelings of power, importance, and superiority. It makes editors feel stupid.

So editors work hard to keep things from getting to that point. We try to find good ideas that our readers will adore. We try to assign those ideas to good writers. We try to work with those writers steadily—from assignment to article—to fend off any surprises, pitfalls, or colossal missteps. We’re on the phone a lot, “chatting” with writers in a casual and cheerful way, all the while making sure that everything is on track.

And editors can never forget about their readers, either. In addition to working closely with writers and all the others, we do our best to keep in touch with readers. We can’t possibly know who our readers are and what they want to read if we lock ourselves in small offices and ask our secretaries to screen out all those pesky calls from the General Populace. Instead, we read mail from readers, we make and receive telephone calls that let us hear what readers are thinking, we attend conferences and other meetings that let us have some nice face-to-face conversations over coffee and doughnuts, and we hold focus groups, conduct surveys, and take other steps to keep us abreast of the things that are on our readers’ minds.

That’s how editors spend their days—multiplied many times over. We work with readers. We work with writers. We work with other editors. We work with graphic designers, publishers, printers, proofreaders, photographers, advertising managers, circulation directors, marketing gurus, secretaries, interns, and the cleaning crew. And crammed somewhere amid all these meetings, phone calls, faxes, e-mails, voice mails, beeper signals, and lively lunches at inexpensive but clean restaurants, we find the time somehow to close the door, disconnect ourselves from the outside world, put our feet up, and read some good manuscripts.

This book answers fundamental questions about magazine editing, using the best experts in the world: magazine editors themselves. I contacted more than a hundred editors from all kinds of magazines—large and small, famous and obscure, sexy and mundane, profound and trivial—and I asked them to address some basic questions about audiences, missions, goals, and success. They were generous with their time and thoughts, and their responses give shape to the chapters that follow. They don’t always agree—they are editors, after all—but they offer views into the realities of magazine editing that can’t be found anywhere else.

I also offer my own thoughts and suggestions, based on my thirteen years of experience as an editor. I hope the information is helpful.

The book is organized into three “layers”:

• The Big Picture (audience, mission, and so on)

• The Big Questions (sense, fit, tone, and such)

• The Small (but Important) Stuff (grammar, spelling, punctuation, and the like).

These layers are followed by a chapter about the business of magazine editing and, to wrap up, a chapter about the thrills of magazine editing and how to get started on your career.

The layers represent the fundamental philosophy of this book. Most magazine-editing textbooks get it backward, diving right into the trivia of grammar and punctuation before addressing the larger concerns of audience and tone.

Most editors don’t work that way, though. They don’t get manuscripts in the mail and begin searching for dangling participles. Instead, they read a manuscript and think about it, asking themselves whether it meets the readers’ needs, whether it makes sense, whether it fits in with the rest of the articles planned for that issue. Grammar and other tweaks come last in the process, not first. There’s no point in correcting the grammar of a paragraph if you’re only going to delete it later because it doesn’t make sense.

So this book journeys through the editing process the way most editors do: from the big questions down to the tiny ones. In so doing, it considers many of the facets of an editor’s professional life—even though it is unlikely that you, a few relaxing weeks after graduation, will be called on to grapple with all of them. If you pursue a career as a magazine editor, you’ll probably start as a fact checker or a copy editor. This book covers those jobs, but it doesn’t stop there. In fact, it doesn’t even start there. Eventually, you’ll be promoted, and you’ll need to know about some of the larger issues of magazine editing. This book covers those topics, too.

So to give you that complete picture, we’ll look at how editors come up with ideas for magazines in the first place, how they define their audiences, how they determine their readers’ needs and then strive to meet them, how they keep their magazine focused from issue to issue and year to year, and how they know whether or not they are doing a good job. Gradually, we’ll work our way down to grammar and punctuation.

Some Notes on This Book

The research for this book took place over many years, and so not all the editors’ affiliations are current. Some have gone on to other magazines. Some have retired. The affiliations mentioned in this book were accurate at the time the comments were gathered, and the wisdom offered by these editors remains on target.

It’s also important to note that this book is centered rather firmly on a commercial, for-profit model of magazine enterprise. But as Jay Rosen, chair of the Department of Journalism at New York University, pointed out to me one day, the commercial reality is not the only reality. I offer the advice in this book because I want to help students secure editing jobs at magazines, and the commercial sector offers a large number of opportunities. But Professor Rosen is quite correct: there are other ways of looking at the world.
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Layers 1

The Big Picture

Be fearless.

Margot Slade, editor, Consumer Reports





1. From Spark to Flame:
How to Conceptualize a Magazine

So. A woman marches into the room and plunks $250,000 onto the table.

“I have a job for you,” she says without a smile. “I want you to take this money—a quarter of a million dollars—and use it to create a magazine. Any magazine at all. I don’t care what it looks like. I don’t care what it is about. I don’t care about any of the decisions you make. I have just one demand. I’m going to return in five or ten years, and I’m going to want my money back—with interest. Deal? Deal.”

And with that, she turns and walks out the door.



Once your pulse returns and you are again able to breathe, you realize that despite the remarkable opportunity that has been tossed your way, you face a considerable challenge. How will you go about creating a magazine from scratch? And one that will be commercially viable at that?

What on earth are you supposed to do next?

Few editors are handed such a delightful surprise, but by working through the problems inherent in this challenge, we can explore the situations that occupy most magazine editors’ days. Contrary to popular opinion, editors don’t spend the bulk of their time fidgeting with arcane rules of English grammar. They don’t devote their lives to arranging words on a page. They don’t grind away from nine to five trying to capture the most elegant way to describe the first lady’s evening gown or the homeless man’s shoes. They do those things, to be sure—but such tasks don’t take up the majority of editors’ daily schedules. Editors spend most of their time working not with words but with people. Editing concentrates on the magic of human communication, and so its primary attention is directed to the people involved in that communication.

Mercifully, that’s the fun part.

In the Beginning

So—we have deposited the $250,000 into our shiny new bank account, and now we’re sitting at our kitchen table wondering what to do with it. Sure, we’ll have to hire some editors and writers, some graphic designers and photographers. We’ll have to negotiate a contract with a printer and figure out how to distribute the magazine to subscribers and newsstand shoppers.

But first we have to decide what our magazine will be. What will we write about? What will we focus on? What will make our publication shine in the midst of a muddy morass of mediocre magazines?

It is said that magazines rank second in the Grand List of business start-ups and failures. Restaurants are first. In other words, except for restaurants, more magazines are born each year—and more magazines are buried each year—than any other business. The failures often follow a common theme. A magazine emerges with fanfare and enthusiasm, holding forth great promises of outstanding writing, riveting graphics, stunning photography, and solid editing. People buy copies off the newsstands because they are curious about the newcomer, just as people flock to the new restaurant in town just to see what it is all about. Some of the newsstand buyers become subscribers to save money and make getting the magazine more convenient. Armed with figures showing the rising trend in subscriptions and newsstand sales, the advertising team marches from one corporation to another, chatting up marketing directors and ad-placement specialists, lunching with vice presidents and managers, pushing demographic statistics in front of owners and CEOs. It is at this moment that the fate of the magazine is cast. If the circulation is strong, if the demographics are impressive, if the look and the feel and the character and the tone of the magazine all seem right, then advertisers smile and reserve full-page ads and double-page spreads with color pictures and expensive fold-outs. But if the numbers produce a shrug or a frown, the advertising dollars fall short of expectations.


Any start-up requires some money, but you don’t necessarily need a lot.... WoodenBoat was started with only $14,000, one-third of it borrowed, [and it now has] a market value of perhaps $2–4 million. So, if the idea is really a good one, it has the ability to grow in value. In fact, if you’re both impassioned and ambitious, you can create an extremely successful publication enterprise.

Jon Wilson, editor, WoodenBoat



At this point, some magazines vow to produce outstanding issues anyway, spending money to support the quality of the publications and hoping that the advertising will catch up. If the gamble pays off, a magazine can continue into the future without having tarnished its look—or its credibility. But if the gamble fails, the magazine empties its bank accounts and screeches to a shuddering stop. Such was the fate of New England Monthly, an excellent magazine that attracted top-quality writers, photographers, illustrators, designers, and editors. The magazine began with promise, producing issue after issue that offered readers tough reporting and engaging writing. (And boosting the career of Jonathan Harr, the eventual author of A Civil Action.) But, as editor Dan Okrent lamented to me one day, corporations in New York were unconvinced that New England was a community, and so they were reluctant to spend money pursing that community. The advertising dollars diminished, and the magazine eventually folded.

Other magazines fade out gracelessly. As income dwindles, a magazine’s budget is trimmed, with less money available for top-notch writers and photographers. The cutbacks take the shine off the magazine’s image, frustrating efforts to attract new readers and faithful subscribers. The circulation numbers begin to wane, reducing advertising revenue even further. The magazine’s budget is scaled back even more in an effort to stretch the remaining revenue until advertisers and readers finally come to their senses. Talented employees are laid off. The quality of the paper is downgraded, so the magazine has a less sophisticated feel. The pay for writers is slashed, so only untested writers respond to the call. Less color is used throughout the magazine, issues grow thin and offer fewer articles, and photography and art are kept to a minimum.

With the reduction in quality comes another drop in circulation; fewer readers feel that the magazine is worth its subscription price. But still, the money continues to cascade out the door like sand through a sieve. Further cuts are inflicted on the staff. The magazine reduces the frequency of its publication from monthly to quarterly, or from quarterly to semiannually. The look and feel of the magazine continue to decline, making advertisers even more reluctant to buy ads in it. Desperation measures fail to reinvigorate the cash flow. The magazine’s quality continues to plummet as good, hardworking employees are laid off. Eventually, the magazine declares bankruptcy—and its ability to influence the world comes to an end.

Eureka!

Magazines collapse for many reasons—indecisive leadership, insufficient capital, and so on—but perhaps none is as important as the initial idea. The best writing in the world won’t salvage a magazine that focuses on a useless topic. The Sandpaper Collector has no chance of success if the number of sandpaper collectors in the country hovers around three. Bad writing can kill a good idea, but good writing can’t save a bad one.

The process of thinking broadly about a magazine goes on for the life of the publication; it doesn’t end once the first issue is on the stands. Editors think continually about the character of their magazines, the tone of their magazines, the content of their magazines, and the changing nature of their magazines—and they work hard to make sure that their readers’ needs are being met.

But how can an editor tell whether the idea will fly or die, or whether the current idea is still standing tall or is getting weak in the knees? The answer lies in the rational decisions that people make.


National Geographic follows a 113-year tradition of exploring the world under the Society’s mission: “For the increase and diffusion of geographic knowledge.” The magazine and all aspects of the Society, including television, Web, and Traveler, Adventure and World magazines, view geographic knowledge in the broadest sense. The magazine fulfills this mission by mixing stories on Minor League baseball and stockcar racing in with more traditional historical and topical pieces. Also, since September 11, National Geographic aims to provide more stories contributing relevance and perspective to news events. We do this while working ahead under a longer planning time than most weekly news magazines and other magazines. Above all, the magazine stresses strong storytelling.

Peter Porteous, assistant editor, National Geographic



A classic Psychology 101 statement goes something like this: people spend money for two reasons only—to solve a problem and to enhance pleasure. That statement is a good beacon for those who want to edit magazines. If we don’t enhance pleasure (say, by publishing funny spoofs of political bickering) or solve problems (say, by teaching readers how to dress well on a tight budget), we don’t stand much chance of success.

That’s what happened to the general-interest magazines—Look and the original Life, for example—that were so popular around the middle of the twentieth century. By reaching for audiences that were too broad, they were unable to deliver enough material to solve enough problems or enhance enough pleasure for each individual reader. The reader who wanted political articles found a better supply of them in Time, The Nation, and other publications. The reader who wanted sports information was happier with Sports Illustrated and Field & Stream. The reader who wanted fashion tips gravitated toward Cosmopolitan, Vogue, Glamour, and similar magazines. When television—the ultimate general-interest medium—came along, Look and Life and their counterparts lost their last unique angle, and advertisers departed in droves.

I encountered this problem personally when I became the father of twins. My wife and I, brand new to the child-raising business, decided to subscribe to a parenting magazine. We were looking for tips, tricks, hints, shortcuts—anything that would let us sleep an extra hour, worry a little less, maintain some semblance of order in our overrun little house, and file away into permanent memory all the moments of joy and beauty that were taking place around us.

But the magazines we looked at didn’t do the job. Most of them were divided into sections by age group; each issue had one article about raising newborns, one article about six-month-olds, one article about one-year-olds, one about two-year-olds, and so on. So in any given issue, this fat and expensive magazine gave us just one article that mattered to our lives. And we could tell that unless we had more kids, that would never change. We would always care about just one article in each issue.

So we didn’t subscribe to any of them. We bought a few good books, talked a lot to family and friends, and muddled through as well as we could.


American Archaeology is a popular archaeology magazine. I want it to inform and entertain a broad audience. My magazine has to be more sophisticated about archaeology than, say, a general-interest publication, and it has to present archaeology in a way that most everyone can understand.

Michael Bawaya, editor, American Archaeology



The problem was that the magazines we looked at were too broadly defined, too loose, too wide open. They weren’t focused enough to help us.

The solve-a-problem-or-enhance-pleasure reality also means that we have to stuff our egos in a drawer. Putting out a magazine that features “whatever we happen to think is interesting this month” isn’t likely to survive. Why should anyone trade their lunch money for a haphazard collection of articles that might—or might not—be useful or interesting to them? Potential readers are much more likely to buy magazines that they can count on, magazines that are clearly focused and that attempt to do something beneficial for the people who purchase them.

What this means to us is simple and painful. We might know in our hearts that a magazine about the interpretation of cloud shapes is just what this country needs. It would be riveting, engaging, dynamic. It would make people laugh; it would make people cry. We’re just sure of it. And besides, our immediate circle of friends agrees that it would be a great publication.

So we cash in our savings bonds and launch Water Vapor Wonderland. And then, much to our astonishment, we discover that hardly anybody from Maine to California is willing to hand over the change in her pockets for our precious magazine. We love it, but it doesn’t solve anyone’s problems or enhance anyone’s pleasure. Copies of the first issue dry up and die on the newsstand shelves. And then we quietly “suspend publication” and send our résumés to fast-food outlets and car washes.

So basing a magazine on our personal whims is probably not a great idea. What can we do instead? Smart editors turn not to their own psyches but to their readers. What audiences out there have needs that aren’t being met? If you can find a good number of people who are not being served well by other magazines, you have an opportunity to create a winner.


Car and Driver is about 50 years old. It’s a car magazine. The concept is simple: We test cars. We are the biggest car magazine in the world possibly because we are more honest in our opinions and more clever in the way those opinions are presented. So, we don’t wonder once a month what the concept is. We know.

Steve Spence, managing editor, Car and Driver



Readers as Leaders

To pull this off, editors begin by asking themselves who could benefit from another magazine, and what would that magazine be about. When Seventeen was launched, the editors had a clear target: teenage girls interested in fashion, fitness, and fun. When People was launched, the editors had an equally clear quarry: readers interested in celebrities and other extraordinary people. When Sports Illustrated was launched, the editors courted people interested in sports and their relation to the larger world.

Not too many years ago, Men’s Journal was created. The founding editor was Jann Wenner—who also had started Rolling Stone. At the time that Men’s Journal hit the newsstands, very few magazines were aimed directly at men. Esquire is an outstanding magazine. GQ is consistently popular. Heartland USA covers a niche in the men’s market well. But compared with the galaxy of women’s magazines, the list of men’s magazines was pretty short—especially if you eliminated the ones that carried pornographic photography.

That vacuum represented an opportunity. If someone could create an interesting, well-written magazine that dealt with issues that men cared about—careers, fitness, sex, relationships, money, sports, and the like—then success would be virtually ensured. Enter Men’s Journal. A quick flip through the pages of the magazine will underscore the accuracy of the thinking behind it; the number of large, expensive ads is staggering. Men’s Journal works because it targeted a segment of the market that was not overwhelmed with magazine titles.

Frances Huffman, the editor and publisher of U. Magazine, saw a similar vacuum on college campuses:


U. Magazine’s primary philosophy is that it is for college students by college students. In addition to publishing the work of student writers, photographers and illustrators, we try to publish a cohesive package that appeals to college students and is written from the student perspective. We cover everything from campus news and student lifestyles to technology and entertainment—pretty much anything that students would be interested in.



In other words, Huffman keeps the readers’ expectations foremost in her mind. She knows who those readers are—college students interested in campus news and student situations—and she makes sure that U. Magazine delivers the kind of material her readers want.

Editors who sign on at existing magazines have to understand the audience just as thoroughly. Magazines have to earn readers’ loyalty over and over again, and that loyalty will evaporate quickly if editors start publishing material that falls short of readers’ expectations. George C. Larson, editor of Air & Space, knows what his readers want, and he tries to deliver it in every issue:


Way before X-Files brought the Cold War paranoia theme to television, we had sensed an upwelling of curiosity about the hyper-secrecy of that period. We launched a series on the Cold War that delved behind the scenes into personal experiences and tales from the hidden archives. An earlier perception about our audience’s interest in far-out astronomy launched our series “Astronomy’s Most Wanted” with six stories that right now are front-page.



By remembering why his readers buy his magazine, Larson is able to publish the fresh and engaging articles that keep his subscribers coming back.

The bottom line: magazines can survive only if they discern an audience that needs the kind of services that magazines can provide—and then deliver those services. If the audience is too broad, too small, too loosely connected, or too scattered, a magazine will have a difficult time enticing readers and pleasing advertisers. But if an editor can find an audience that needs something, and if that audience is cohesive and sizable and embraces the kinds of people that advertisers want to reach, the magazine has a shot at success.


Never lose sight of who the readers are and what they want.

Jean LemMon, editor, Better Homes and Gardens



Smart editors begin their thinking with readers. The topic comes second.

Topical Storm

With a prospective audience firmly in mind, editors must ask another question: What should my magazine be about? To put it another way: What does my audience need?

Sometimes, the audience needs information and inspiration about a social cause. Magazines have been launched to fight hunger, for example, or to minimize the number of fatalities on the highways. These magazines draw together readers who care about that cause, and the editors deliver the hard information necessary for effective action and the uplifting stories necessary for continuing motivation.


As founder, publisher, and editor of Ebony, I am pleased to say that Ebony came into being 50 years ago to celebrate Black excellence. In a world of negative Black images, we wanted to provide positive Black images. In a world that said Blacks could do few things, we wanted to say they could do everything. We believed in 1945 that Black Americans needed positive images to fulfill their potential. We believed then—and we believe now—that you have to change images before you can change acts and institutions. Without ignoring continuing problems, we wanted to highlight breakthroughs and to tell Black Americans that there is no defense against an excellence that meets a pressing public need. We wanted to focus on the total Black experience and celebrate Black women and men, youth and elders, workers and professionals, politicians and preachers as well as entertainers. The concept worked in 1945 and it is still working now.

John H. Johnson, founding editor, Ebony



Sierra is one of the prime magazines aimed at improving the environment, and editor Joan Hamilton relies on the talents and insights of her entire editorial staff to make sure that the publication’s content is on target:


We have editorial retreats about twice a year, and meetings once a week. Editors are expected to keep up on news in their field, through reading, telephone calls and travel, and bring fresh new ideas to our meetings. Editors of departments meet with me each issue to talk about what they have and how we should tailor it for our readers. Commissioned manuscripts are circulated to the entire staff for comment, before an editor and I decide how to shape them.

We also put our heads together with freelance authors. They tell us what they want to write, and we tell them whether that subject and approach suits our readers. The best freelancers know our magazine well and consistently offer lively, appropriate ideas.



By surrounding herself with people who are knowledgeable and up-to-date on environmental issues—and by keeping current herself—Hamilton can count on editing a worthwhile and appreciated magazine each month. Because she knows that her readers care about the environment, she can use that topic as her guiding light.

Other magazines focus on hobbies or areas of personal interest. Quilters Newsletter Magazine, for example, has a clearly defined audience because it has a clearly defined topic; quilters want to read about quilts and quilting. Shuttle, Spindle, & Dyepot aims at readers interested in spinning and weaving. MacAddict targets Macintosh-computer users and gives them the practical information they need to get the most out of their machines. As founding editor Cheryl England writes, “We have a central theme, which is to be the ultimate hands-on guide for Mac enthusiasts. At least 70% of the mag must fulfill that promise by bringing helpful advice or step-by-step articles or buying guides to our readers. The articles must all be accessible to the common person—not just the people in our office who get immersed in tech every second of every day.”


Utne Reader was conceived as a general-interest digest of the “alternative” press, a filter designed to provide busy readers with the best material from hundreds of magazines they’d never seen or wouldn’t have the time or energy to find. The editorial content focuses on personal growth and social change.

Craig Cox, executive editor, Utne Reader



The hobbies can be intellectual as well as material. Naval History targets people who want to learn more about seafaring ships of old (and not so old). Editor in chief Fred L. Schultz sums up the magazine’s focus by pointing to advertising copy he wrote for the magazine:


Embark with Naval History magazine on a dramatic bimonthly voyage above, below, and on the surface of the high seas, en route to hard-fought distant shores and exotic ports. Through gripping first-hand accounts, exhaustively researched—yet entertainingly written—narratives and interviews with notable naval veterans and the world’s foremost historians, Naval History brings you the best in historical literature and art—from ancient Greek mariners through the Age of Sail to the World Wars, Korea, Vietnam, and beyond—all with a distinctly salty flavor.



Once again, a solid understanding of the reader leads to a solid understanding of the topic. Naval History readers aren’t looking for the kind of how-to advice that you’ll find in a magazine about photography or woodworking, but they do pursue a serious hobby—and they want information that will help them in that pursuit.

Along similar lines—but with a very different mission—some magazines strive to meet their readers’ spiritual needs. On the Line, for example, considers both its audience and its religious mission in charting its course. As editor Mary Clemens Meyer notes, “The purpose of On the Line is to provide leisure reading for kids ages 9 to 14 (and up) that promotes Christian values. The magazine emphasizes God’s love, the importance (worth) of each person, appreciation for people’s differences, interest in many cultures, care for the environment as God’s creation, Bible learning, and dealing with everyday problems.”

Geography offers another means by which the common interests of an audience can be brought together. Nearly every area of the country has a regional magazine, from New York to L.A. Weekly and from Florida Monthly to Alaska. The editors of these magazines know that their readers care about the city or region: its history, its architecture, its nightlife, and its future. Tom Slayton, editor of Vermont Life, put it this way:


There are two, perhaps three things uppermost in my mind as I plan the magazine. First, I know our readers want lots of beautiful pictures of Vermont. That is what the magazine is known for.

Second, I try to have something in the magazine for everyone—active sports for the younger reader, history articles for the older reader, house-and-lifestyles features for women, outdoors/hiking articles for men, some topical articles for resident Vermonters and some articles (inns, places to go, travel pieces) for travelers and fantasy travelers.

Third, I try to shape the magazine so that it conveys a distinctive sense of place: photos and articles that could have come only from Vermont. We often do town profiles because Vermonters love their home town and like to see it featured, and travelers like to know about interesting places to go.

Also, we try to have stories from all geographic areas of Vermont. Realistically, this is impossible to do in any one issue. But over the course of a year, I like to touch as many geographic bases—north, south, Champlain Valley, Connecticut Valley, central Vermont—as I can.



In addition to those specific focal points, some magazines embrace a broader range of their readers’ interests. Rather than zeroing in on one particular facet of their lives, these magazines strive to give readers useful and entertaining articles about several topics that might appeal to them. According to editor Brad Pearson, for example, Heartland USA “regularly includes an eclectic mix of short, easy-to-read articles on hunting and fishing, spectator sports (motorsports, football, basketball and baseball), how-to, country music, human interest, and wildlife.” That statement, which also appears in the magazine’s guidelines for writers, gives the editors the necessary direction to keep their 900,000 readers—described as “active, outdoors-oriented blue-collar working men”—satisfied.

So once a solid audience has been identified, editors try to figure out what those potential readers want to know. No one will read a magazine just to support the editor financially. They will read it only if it meets their needs. Magazines that do meet the needs of a large and well-defined audience tend to build strong subscriber bases, attract enthusiastic advertisers, and stay in business.

The Character Issue

However they determine what their readers need and want, some editors also rely on their own internal compasses to give their magazines character. The danger, some feel, is that excessive attention paid to readership surveys and focus groups could result in a confused, scattered, and boring publication. No one wants to read something that was edited by a committee.

At Muse, for example, editor Diane Lutz insists that a magazine with a strong personal identity will fare better than one shaped by a general survey of readers:


In my opinion, the best magazines reflect the intellectual interests, personality and taste of one person or perhaps a few people who collaborate closely.

I have never understood the notion that editorial policy could be determined by market research. This strikes me as akin to driving 60 miles an hour looking into the rear-view mirror. If readers are asked what they want, they usually list a few predictable and uninspired topics. They never list an author. They haven’t given it much thought, after all, since they’re not editors. A magazine that tried simply to meet their requests would be hollow and lack the uniqueness that attracts a loyal readership.


I think a magazine should reflect its editor’s vision and personality. The best magazines always have. Punctuation is the least of it, but style is the essence of it—a style that suits the reader to a T. Keeps them reading.

Mimi Handler, editor, Early American Life

 

I assume our readers have a strong interest in American archaeology and that they prefer that their science be presented in a readable fashion. I also make the risky assumption that, if I think a story is interesting, many of them will, too.

Michael Bawaya, editor, American Archaeology



The editor selects the material not in the hope of pleasing marketing directives but rather in the hope of finding or creating a community of like-minded readers. Ideally the editor gives the readers not what they think they want but what they discover they want after reading the magazine. The editor sets taste, not follows it.



David J. Eicher, editor of Explore the Universe and managing editor of Astronomy, maintains a similar—but not exclusive—reliance on the universality of the editor’s own tastes. He notes that Astronomy is guided “by numerous factors, from our own long experience in the field and knowledge of the article and illustration possibilities, to coverage of breaking news events and developments, to responding to reader requests and questions, to developing story ideas with science journalists and hobbyists.” In short, editors talk to a lot of people, do a lot of reading, and then make the best choices they can.

The important thing to remember is that editors don’t just dream up an idea and hope that people will like it—at least, the successful editors don’t. Instead, they explore the needs and wants of potential audiences, especially audiences that are not well served by other magazines; figure out how to meet those needs and wants better than anyone else; and then put that plan into action.


There are two schools of thought on the way to achieve editorial excellence.

	Figure out what readers want and give it to them.

	Take your own enthusiasms and passions and give them to your readers.


I think combining the two is the way to edit a magazine and achieve that elusive grade of “excellence.”

Susan Ungaro, editor, Family Circle


 
If we want to repay that woman her $250,000—with interest—then focusing on readers and their needs represents our best chance at success.



2. Who Is Out There?
Finding and Understanding Audiences

Our readers love to know what to buy and how things work. They love to be surprised. They don’t mind getting their hands dirty or saving a buck here and there, but they’re not interested in learning how to make a masthead light from a mayonnaise jar.

Charles Barthold, editor, Yachting



Magazine editors create each issue to please—or at least satisfy—an audience that exists somewhere in the “real world.” But sitting in an office, surrounded by filing cabinets, furniture, and photos of the family while staring into the blue glow of a computer screen, editors face some enormous challenges: How do you know who your audience is? How do you know who your audience should be? How do you go about defining your audience so that you get the readers you want?

The founding editor answers these questions at the beginning, and all the subsequent editors—of every rank—are responsible for maintaining, testing, exploring, supplementing, and tweaking that understanding. The goal is to develop and keep an audience that is focused, large, and active. Failure to pay attention to an audience often means that you don’t have one.

For a magazine to be commercially viable, it must have a potential audience that is large enough to warrant strong advertising rates and sales, but defined enough to inspire members of that potential audience to buy the publication. If the target audience is too small, advertisers will ignore the publication. If the target audience is too broad, the publication will struggle to keep each reader satisfied.


A good editorial staff must be constantly reading and talking with others on the phone.

Matthew Carolan, executive editor, National Review

 

We aim for the above-average (both in income and education), modern, middle-class woman, ages 30–50. We give her a good mix of both educational and entertaining articles, so she’ll be smarter when she’s finished.

Jill Benz, reader service editor, Ladies’ Home Journal



A magazine for brain surgeons, for example, would have several advantages: the audience is well defined, the topics of interest are focused, and the readers are wealthy. But given the small number of brain surgeons in the country, a newsletter might make more sense than a magazine; few advertisers would be willing to pay a lot of money to attract such a small group. (I checked. There are about 3,000 neurosurgeons in the United States. Compare that with Vogue’s circulation of 1,136,000.)

A magazine for high-school students, however, would have a different set of advantages and disadvantages. The audience would be quite large, and the readers have more discretionary cash on hand than most people want to admit. But the audience would be so broad and diffuse that it would be difficult for the editors to offer a publication that consistently appealed to all the potential readers. Boys might like some articles that girls don’t like—and vice versa. Seniors might be bored with articles that appeal to freshmen. Students in large city schools might feel put off by articles that are aimed at students in small-town or rural schools. With few articles appealing to any one reader, the subscription rate would wane and the advertisers would be unimpressed at the dwindling audience size. Once the advertisers begin to leave, the magazine begins its agonizing death spiral.


We have a pretty good idea, from a variety of surveys as well as personal contacts, of who our readers are—although, since they’re an extremely diverse lot, there’s no such thing as “the Sail reader.” They diverge geographically as well as in skill level and interests—racers and cruisers, weekenders, beginners, experienced, people who want to buy boats, build boats, and the like. It’s a pretty extensive universe. And, of course, each of us on the staff has his or her own interests.

Amy Ulrich, managing editor, Sail Magazine

 

In the case of Field & Stream, we know in our 100th year of publication that we are a hunting and fishing magazine. Our readers are not interested in mountain bikes, whitewater rafting, rock climbing, or hiking. They are interested in hunting and fishing, and if we give them anything but, they will tell us they are not interested by not buying the magazine.

David E. Petzal, executive editor, Field & Stream



So editors have to come up with an audience that is broad enough to be attractive to advertisers but narrow enough to capture readers. Some successful magazines offer insights into how this can work well. Seventeen, for example, is aimed at high-school students—but not all high-school students. Beginning with high-school students, the editors narrowed the audience further:

High-school students.

  High-school girls.

High-school girls who are juniors and seniors. (It is true, of course, that people “read ahead,” and Seventeen appeals to girls younger than seventeen. The target audience, though, is girls who are high-school juniors and seniors, and possibly some recent graduates.)

High-school girls who are juniors and seniors and who are interested in fashion, health, fitness, college, entertainment, and related issues. By inference, this compass excludes girls who are interested in topics that fall well outside these parameters.


My favorite job as an editor is planning Exploring magazine. High-school teenagers are a fun bunch. They do neat things like inline skating, snowboarding, whitewater rafting, and scuba diving. The teen years are also full of cars, music, proms, movies, computer games, and SATs. We cover it all.

Scott Daniels, executive editor, Exploring and Scouting

 

We are a general-interest magazine. Our current audience is skewed slightly older, slightly more men, and better educated. They tend to be researchers—they’re information hungry, and in some cases, information junkies. We like to think that we are approaching people who want to stay safe, be healthy, and protect their families.

Margot Slade, editor, Consumer Reports



With that defined, focused target audience in mind, the editors are able to come up with articles that will interest that group. One issue, for example, featured articles about a “pop sensation” and her relationship with a “heartthrob” (entertainment), the results of a teen poll about sexual issues (health), a young actress’s search for the perfect prom dress (entertainment, fashion), and others. The audience is not so tightly defined, however, that it becomes too narrow for advertisers; educated, healthy high-school girls make an attractive market segment for quite a few companies.

So, What Do You Think of My Magazine?

How do editors target audiences that will propel their magazines to success? And how do they stay on top of changes in their audiences?

The simplest and most straightforward way editors learn about their audiences is by communicating with readers. Through letters, face-to-face conversations, e-mail correspondence, and other means of communication, editors can get a sense of who their readers are and who they aren’t—and from there, make decisions about who they ought to be.

A proposed magazine about muscle cars, for example, might seek an audience of adult men who own or aspire to own such machines—the “Tim ‘the Tool Man’ Taylor” types out there. By attending muscle-car rallies, participating in muscle-car chat rooms online, and writing to the major muscle-car hobbyists who buy and sell parts for these cars, an editor can get a sense of who these people are and whether they are numerous enough and passionate enough about muscle cars to fuel a new magazine. If the editor finds just a handful of dedicated muscle-car fanatics, a magazine on the topic might not work. If she finds an abundance of enthusiasts but discovers that they are irreconcilably split between Ford fanatics and Chevy chauvinists, she might conclude that too few would buy a magazine devoted to both makes. If, however, she finds a large and relatively cohesive group that is not being served sufficiently by existing magazines, she might take her $250,000 and create Muscle Car Madness in the hopes that her assessments were correct.


The median age of our readers is 56 years old. Of course, that suggests that references to Pearl Jam will be irrelevant, but jokes about Bogart and Hepburn are not. More important, our design and even our typeface choices must be mindful of the capacity of people in that age group to read the text....Every detail that we can gather about our readers influences dozens of decisions in each issue.

Scott Meyer, senior editor, Organic Gardening



Communication with readers is a potent tool for gauging the attitudes and thoughts of a magazine’s audience. Such connection provides not only information—they like the new column, they hate the humor pieces, and other opinions—but also a better understanding of the readers as people. Magazines compete for attention against the television blaring and flickering in the corner, the teakettle boiling on the stove, the kids wrestling on the coffee table, and the cat scratching on the arm of the sofa. By understanding the real-world demands that surround, infuriate, and excite readers, editors can do a better job of delivering material that will make the distractions disappear—at least for short periods of time. We want to create a continuous dream into which our readers can enter, leaving their real-world lives behind for a while. If we offer an article about Tahiti, our readers should be in Tahiti for the twenty minutes it takes to read the article. If we offer an article about profit-and-loss statements, our readers should inhabit a world of numbers and dollar signs until we let them go.

By learning all we can about them, we will be better prepared to guide them from their world to ours.

 

• Mail call. One method that most editors use for keeping in touch with their readers simply involves digging through the mail.


We editors are constantly reading reader mail. A huge part of my job is to look at reader mail to see what girls are talking about—what’s plaguing them and what their concerns are, what they’re looking forward to and what their fears are. Cosmo Girl is all about empowering teens. That’s the key to us. So if we read that a whole bunch of girls are concerned about something, then we’re going to try to figure it out. We create a book that deals with the five major aspects of a girl’s life: her relationship with school, family, girls, boys, and herself. Every one of our stories satisfies one of those things.

Leslie Heilbrunn, senior editor, Cosmo Girl



Readers are often happy to write about themselves. Given the opportunity, readers and prospective readers write letters to editors that reveal their opinions, tastes, and needs. Savvy editors can use that information to shape their magazines for maximum impact.

Correspondence from readers is a tricky thing to gauge, though, because no one is certain how accurately it reflects the readership as a whole. One number tossed around suggests that for every letter a magazine receives, a hundred other people felt the same way but didn’t bother to write. That figure is a guess, and some topics tend to stir up a greater response than others. It is also true that articles that anger readers are more likely to result in letters than are the ones that make people happy. (Negative letters don’t always upset editors. As is often said, “At least it means they’re reading the magazine.”)

Tricky or not, reader mail is a powerful tool for gauging readers’ attitudes. It is effectively free, it takes little effort to collect, and it almost always offers points and issues that readers are passionate about. You can’t trust it completely, but it remains an easy and quick way to learn more about your readers. Craig Cox, managing editor of the Utne Reader, takes this path with vigor. He relies on letters, phone calls, e-mails, and other methods of contact to keep him up-to-date about the nature of his audience. A cheery note, a quick call—they add up to information that Cox can use in planning his issues.


If we aren’t meeting readers’ needs, they often let us know about it. We encourage our readers to keep in touch, and they do. Then, of course, we have to consider whether the needs being expressed are unique to one person or of enough interest to the general readership to pursue.

Amy Ulrich, managing editor, Sail Magazine

 

Read your mail. See what people are saying. Talk to the person that you think you’d like to have read your mag. (Want a women’s mag for 40-year-old women? Talk to a lot of them about what they want to read.)

Cheryl England, founding editor, MacAddict



• Glad to meet you! Another route for learning more about readers and their feelings is to attend gatherings at which you are likely to find some. For example, David J. Eicher, managing editor of Astronomy, attends conferences, “star parties,” and other events at which he introduces himself and listens carefully to what people say about the magazine. Similarly, Rieva Lesonsky, vice president and editorial director of Entrepreneur, attends the magazine’s Small Business Expos throughout the country, listening to what people say about themselves and the publication. Lesonsky also appears as a guest on several radio programs during which listeners call in with comments. “They help you know what the general audiences wants to know,” she said.

• All of the above—and then some. For some editors, gathering anecdotal information about readers can become a passion, as Diane Lutz, editor of Muse, describes:


I am currently editing a children’s magazine. I live with a child of the appropriate age, I read both children’s literature and children’s nonfiction whenever I have a spare moment, and I visit classrooms and listen to the kids talk about the magazine.... I pay attention to this feedback and adjust what we are doing accordingly.




The best magazine editors have a deep understanding of what their readers want and do. And the best way to find out is to get out in the world and participate in that special interest of activity.

Charles Barthold, editor, Yachting

 

Because of our clear focus, it’s easy to stay on track. Plus, our editor in chief travels all over the country and the readers let her know if we’ve gone off the track. We take our readers very seriously and pay close attention to their needs and desires by reading their correspondence, answering their phone calls, and listening to them in person.

Linda Villarosa, executive editor, Essence

 

We stay focused on the readers’ interest by reading their letters—we get about 70 to 80 in an average month and print 15 to 20—and surveying them twice a year. The editors often call readers who send letters and even visit some during trips to conferences. And we have regular correspondents around the continent who are in touch with gardeners in their areas.

Scott Meyer, senior editor, Organic Gardening



For these editors, contact with readers in any form is desired. They understand that by taking in all the comments, suggestions, complaints, and bewilderment that their readers offer, they can extract some helpful ideas for improving their magazines.


The tools we have to gauge reader interest are newsstand and subscription sales and reader mail. We should have reader research, but we don’t. The other thing we have to do is get out of the office, and out of New York City, and hunt and fish. And while we are out there hunting and fishing, we make it a point to talk to other hunters and fishermen. The price of not keeping in touch with your readers is extinction. The most terrifying example of this is True magazine. At its height in the late 1950s, True was the pre-eminent men’s magazine—a huge success with a readership comparable in size to Look or the Saturday Evening Post. Then, in 1970, its owners decided that it had to be hipper, trendier, and had to appeal to a younger audience. Within four years True had been sold three times, and by the end of the fourth year, it was history.

David E. Petzal, executive editor, Field & Stream



And the Survey Says . . .

The needs and interests of readers also can be explored through surveys. Beth Renaud, for example, uses them at National Gardening to “draw a bead on readers” and to augment information she receives through personal communication.

Such surveys ask about interests (How often do you go fishing?) and experiences (Have you ever traveled outside the United States?), and they gather demographic information as well (How old are you? Are you married? What is your income level?). Armed with this material, an editor can learn a great deal. If the intended audience comprises women between the ages of forty and sixty-five who enjoy crafts, for instance, an editor will want to know what percentage of these women work outside the home, do volunteer work at hospitals or animal shelters, go camping or hiking, and so on. An article on gathering the best pinecones for a homemade Christmas wreath might be appreciated by readers who like the outdoors—but if that group represents only a tiny minority of your audience, you wouldn’t want to run such topics too often.

Similarly, if you’re editing a magazine about decorating houses in stunning and elegant ways, you could send out a questionnaire that asks people about the decorating they have done, the kinds of decorating tips they would like to learn, the current hot styles in window treatments and upholstery fabrics, and so on. With such a survey, you might discover that the current “beautiful home” magazines have the market pretty well covered; everybody is getting what they need, and so your magazine had better do things in a unique and enterprising way. Or you might learn that those potential competitors are leaving out a group of readers—people, for example, who don’t live in gorgeous mansions and who lack $20,000 decorating budgets. A survey might reveal that a lot of people want to know how to make their homes look dazzling without dropping half a year’s salary in the process. If the results indicate that such a need is going unfulfilled, your magazine can seize that opportunity and satisfy that need.

Many companies will gather information about readers for you—for a price. (One company charges nearly $1,500 to do an online survey of 400 people, and the price tags can go quite a bit higher.) Joan Hamilton, editor in chief of Sierra, does some research on her own and also uses a syndicated research firm to bring home the data she needs. Understanding the results of a well-crafted survey, Sierra editors can make decisions about groups of readers and support those decisions with hard data.

A survey, for example, can tell an editor the kinds of topics that wealthy, seventy-year-old women would like to read about (how to make a quilt, a day in the life of the first lady, and such), and how much they would like to read certain kinds of articles (humor, exposé, personal experience, and so on). Do these women enjoy playing gin rummy at the senior center, or are they taking cruises up the Amazon? Are they more interested in funny articles about game shows, or exposés about scams aimed at the elderly?

When the results are in, editors look for strong indicators. If 60 percent of the respondents, let’s say, indicate that they would “definitely” or “most definitely” like to read a magazine about vacation destinations that are safe for older women, the editor gets a clear idea of how to proceed. If the response is mixed or weak, however, indicating that these women share few interests or sufficient enthusiasm in any specific area, the editor would be well advised to seek out a different group to pursue.

Fred L. Schultz uses surveys to find out what readers of Naval History like and don’t like—and who they are. David Eicher at Astronomy employs them as well. Jon Guttman, the editor of Military History, sends out surveys along with renewal forms four times a year. At Vermont Life, editor Tom Slayton takes surveys seriously:


We do regular readership polls to determine the age, income level, gender, and interests of our audience. We do very focused polling in which we ask our readers to rate every story in each issue. Most of the time this confirms our own subjective perceptions, but there are surprises. The most popular stories are those that focus on specific Vermont places, Vermont people, and Vermont activities (maple sugaring, skiing, etc.) But we try to have items about contemporary Vermont—we have a piece in our winter issue about Jennifer Baybrook, a 19-year-old girl who’s a national yo-yo champion. I like to have one or two surprises per issue for our readers.



Surveys come in several types, and editors choose among them based on the cost, the speed, and the need to hit a broad or a narrow target. One approach involves simply printing a lot of questionnaires, choosing a lot of addresses at random from phone books or other sources, and licking a lot of stamps. The advantage of this technique is that you’ll end up with a sampling of the tastes of people from all walks of life: men and women, young and old, rich and poor, all different races and lifestyles and worldviews. The disadvantages, however, are numerous: you’ll probably get a low rate of return, meaning that only a few people will bother to fill out the questionnaire and send it back to you. You’ll also receive only a handful of responses from groups that really matter to you. If you are editing a “beautiful home” magazine for women, you might want a bunch of responses from, say, women between the ages of thirty and fifty—so all those responses you got from men, teenagers, ninety-year-old great-great-grandmothers, and other people outside your audience range might amount to nothing more than wasted paper and squandered money.

So you might want to target your survey more tightly. This approach involves sending the survey to people from a specially prepared list of names and addresses. Lists are for sale everywhere. (If you ever want to test that notion, just enter a sweepstakes and see how quickly your mailbox fills up with junk-mail offers for cheap cook-ware and introductory credit cards.) These lists come with cross-referenced information attached to each name, so you can request a list that contains only women between the ages of thirty and fifty. You can even fine-tune it further, cross-referencing that list with subscription lists for other magazines, with ZIP-code profiles, with credit-card purchases, and so on. Properly tailored, a targeted list should let you send your questionnaire only to women between the ages of thirty and fifty who subscribe to high-end travel magazines (they like the elegant life), who live in certain ZIP codes (they own nice houses and so probably want to make them beautiful), and who drive expensive cars (they have money). Armed with that information, you should be able to target your potential readers well. They still might not return many of your questionnaires, but you can be sure that every one you receive represents a good potential subscriber.

And as anyone who has ever sat down at the dinner table can tell you, surveys don’t have to be done by mail. For a fee, companies that own large phone banks will hire starving college students and harness them to conduct your survey by telephone. The advantages of this approach are a higher rate of return—some people are still too polite to slam down the receiver—and the opportunity to pick up additional information that the interviewees offer (“Well, now, if your magazine told me how to keep my house looking great even though I own three Saint Bernards, then I’d be interested”). These phone-bank companies also can complete the survey in a relatively short span of time. The main disadvantage—aside from annoying a lot of people at dinnertime—is cost. A thorough survey conducted rapidly over the telephone and analyzed in a rigorous and accessible manner can cost thousands of dollars.


We have a good feel for our readership that is based on constant marketing research. Our marketing department surveys a set of readers after every issue, and from this feedback, we are able to determine (to a point) how the readership feels about the magazine. The feedback doesn’t dictate what we do, but it provides a certain guidance. It also helps us to know where there are problems and allows us to respond with creative solutions.

Jackson Mahaney, associate editor, Endless Vacation



Surveys work in other ways as well. Sometimes, editors survey their own subscribers, but other times they might survey people of the right age group, sex, or other characteristic who have not subscribed yet. This approach can yield valuable information: Why don’t these people subscribe? What about the magazine turns them off? Is it too expensive? too boring? too bizarre? What can the magazine do to attract these potential subscribers—without changing so much that its soul is lost?

Some editors also conduct surveys of prospective advertisers in an effort to determine the needs those companies are trying to meet. If a car company is pursuing the same sorts of people as your magazine, you can learn a great deal by working with that company. You’ll be able to discover the information that the company already has about these potential customers, and you’ll be able to target your magazine to attract that company’s advertising dollar. Entrepreneur, for example, conducts advertising studies to determine what its audiences want—and what its advertisers want as well.


Traditionally, we have had a very high readership and a renewal rate among the highest in the industry. We study our audience a lot, both the magazine subscribers and those who visit our Web site. We have a large circulation and marketing staff to focus on this area. We also test the market and evaluate our audience by sending out direct-mail solicitations for items like books and special issues.

Peter Porteous, assistant editor, National Geographic



In an interesting variation, Brad Pearson, editor of Heartland USA, notes that the majority of his “900,000-plus subscribers” come from a database provided by one of the magazine’s primary advertisers. “Over time,” Pearson said, “this advertiser has gleaned a lot of information about the men in their database—information that has helped us know our readers better.”

Surveys have the advantage of speed, breadth, and loads of information, and many magazines rely on them to remain up-to-date on readers’ thinking. Crafted and interpreted well, they can give editors a clear sense of broad questions about the audience and specific questions about particular articles. They are flexible and powerful tools.

But they aren’t perfect.

Keeping in Focus

Although useful, surveys don’t offer the whole story. The wording of the questions, for example, can lead to dramatic shifts in the responses. Imagine the difference between “tell us which story was the least offensive” and “tell us which story was the most outstanding.” The latter, of course, implies that all stories in the magazine are outstanding, but some are more so than others. Depending on the respondent’s reaction to that implication, some answers might be more prevalent than would be found with the first question.

Surveys offer you responses only to the questions they ask and the comparisons among those responses. They can’t tell you anything about information that the person who wrote the questionnaire overlooked. A survey might show that 88 percent of respondents from a carefully selected, targeted sample say they would subscribe to a magazine about bird-watching, for instance. But maybe half of these people would be interested only if it were priced at $12 a year or less. Or maybe they’d be interested only if it offers detailed information about birds in their areas, suggesting that a zoned format might be important. Or maybe they’d be interested only if the magazine combines bird-watching with exotic travel; instead of reading about the cardinals of Indiana, these potential readers might want articles about the rare birds of the Galápagos. Without knowing this additional information, you might steer your magazine off course.

To get this kind of qualitative information in a more systematic way than readers’ mail and conversations can offer, some editors turn to focus groups. In a focus group, a dozen or so people who are randomly selected from within certain parameters are brought together in a room. Typically, the participants sit around a large table, nibbling on cookies and sipping coffee, while a moderator asks increasingly specific questions in an effort to spur the dialogue in the desired directions. The moderator might, for example, begin with general questions about reading habits and tastes, and then guide the conversation toward books and magazines about bird-watching. Once the participants have had a chance to talk at this level, the moderator might ask more pointed questions about specific bird-watching magazines already on the market. One participant might complain that FeatherSpotter has become really dull lately, with boring articles about ordinary birds. Another might praise Friends of the Condor for its bold environmental stance. Another might long for a magazine with a little more humor and a lot less material on migration patterns.

The questions and responses continue, covering such topics as the selection and impact of articles, overall impression, and even the look of the publications being discussed. When the agreed-on time is up, the participants are thanked—and often paid a modest sum—and then sent on their way. Throughout it all, editors lurking behind an observation mirror are taking notes and thinking about how to shape the proposed magazine. And a video camera is recording all the comments and expressions, so anything that is unclear can be checked later.

Focus groups can give editors a sense of readers’ satisfaction level with their publications and their competitors’—and of some worthwhile directions a new magazine might take. Because the groups are usually small, this approach doesn’t offer the broad overview that a properly framed survey can give, but it can provide depth and specificity in a way that surveys can’t match.


We make sure our magazine serves the readers by keeping in touch with them through monthly surveys, focus groups, and reader letters.

Jean LemMon, editor, Better Homes and Gardens



At one publication where I worked several years ago, the editors decided to use focus groups to make sure we were understanding our audience properly. We hired a company to conduct several focus groups that consisted of subscribers, nonsubscribers, and—perhaps most important—former subscribers. The moderator screened possible participants from several demographic lists and from our subscriber database. The chosen ones were invited to participate, and those who declined were replaced by others from the same lists.

The participants were settled around a conference table in a small, fluorescent-lit room with not terribly subtle two-way mirrors. The guests were told that there were people and cameras behind the mirrors, and microphones were placed down the middle of the table. The participants seemed self-conscious at first, but then they relaxed and opened up with enthusiasm.

We learned a great deal that day. The primary reason people dropped our publication, for example, was that they felt it no longer provided them with information they needed in their lives. They turned to us not for entertainment or human-interest pieces but for hard news they could put to good use. As they concluded that we weren’t offering enough of that kind of material any more, they turned their attention—and their subscription money—to other outlets. With the benefit of that information, we were able to make some adjustments to help keep our current subscribers and perhaps reattract some of the ones we had lost.

Focus groups are far from conclusive tools that give editors a clear sense of direction. Often, the participants disagree about the fundamentals, including why they read the publication at all. Editors who use focus groups must be prepared to sift through the responses and then, without flinching, make the tough decisions that will please some people and alienate others. Still, focus groups can provide valuable qualitative information that such impersonal tools as surveys can’t capture.

Alternative Means

As popular as meetings, surveys, and focus groups are, some editors prefer other ways of getting the information they need. These approaches vary widely and often are based on an editor’s own attitudes toward research methods. Some editors distrust surveys, for example, knowing that the wording of the questions can skew the outcome. Others distrust the findings gleaned from casual conversations, knowing that the sample size is small and that people often exaggerate their views once they finally get a chance to vent them. So these editors search for other ways of finding an audience that will be large and faithful.

Some, like U. Magazine’s editor and publisher, Frances Huffman, define their audiences by how their magazines are distributed:


U. Magazine is distributed at 275 four-year colleges and universities throughout the nation, including religious colleges, private liberal arts schools, historically black colleges, and major research universities, so we know that our audience is very diverse. In keeping with the statistics on campus enrollment, our readers are generally age 18–24, but we also have some nontraditional student readers and faculty readers.



On the Line functions in a similar manner. Published by a Mennonite publishing house, the magazine is distributed through bulk subscriptions to Mennonite churches, shedding at least some light on the readership right away. Anyone is welcome to subscribe to On the Line, and the magazine does have individual subscribers, but in general, the readers share an interest in articles that reflect a Mennonite perspective.


As to how we determine who makes up our audience—we don’t. Oh, the guys in marketing have done “studies”—they used to send out questionnaires to, oh, a thousand readers with a one-dollar bill attached—and we’d get an idea of the age, income, etc., of the reader. But as editors, we just try to produce stories for automobile enthusiasts in a lively and entertaining and informative way. Guys (and a small percentage of women) buy car magazines because they want to know what’s new, and what we think of it. It’s that simple.

Steve Spence, managing editor, Car and Driver



In other words, the editors of these two magazines—as well as editors at Heartland USA, National Geographic, National Wildlife, and several other publications—know their audiences because they have a clear grasp of how their magazines are getting into people’s hands. The means of distribution defines the audience.

Other means of clarifying the audience profile include conducting marketing studies, competition analyses, and other techniques designed to convert messy attitudes into neat and easy-to-digest numbers.

However they go about it, most editors strive to gain and continually refine an understanding of their audiences. Whether they rely on the magic of numbers or the quirkiness of personal communication, these editors attempt to get a sense of the people who read—and who might want to read—their magazines. By understanding these audiences, editors can gain a greater comprehension of the needs, desires, and curiosities that their magazines can meet. That knowledge allows them to choose articles and shape stories in such a way that readers will be consistently delighted.

To Thine Own Self Be True

Some editors damn the torpedoes and steam ahead on the confidence that their own tastes and outlooks will be of sufficient interest to others that an audience will form. MacAddict’s Cheryl England holds to that approach:


I assume that the readers are like us, with the same tastes and interests. We aren’t putting out a mass magazine, whose readers can be known to the editors only through focus groups and demographic research.

William Whitworth, editor, The Atlantic

 

We watch reader mail and occasionally do an informal reader survey, but we mostly trust our own gut to sense what’s interesting to people out there.

George C. Larson, editor, Air & Space

 

In this age of special-interest magazines, every publication has a target audience, and part of the task of conceptualizing the magazine’s focus and learning how best to serve the needs of the readership will be achieved through the use of reader surveys and close attention to reader correspondence. But more important, I feel, is one’s internal sense as an editor (and a reader) of what will interest people. A good editor will not simply be knowledgeable about the material that provided the focus of his/her magazine; he/she will be dedicated to it and will regard himself/herself as something of a missionary who is seeking to find and share with readers the best possible selection of topics for articles and the best writing on those topics that can be assembled, within the limitations of the available resources.

Ed Holm, editor, American History




When we first started MacAddict, the audience was, well, me. That’s not very scientific. The best I can say here is to have someone on staff who has a real feel for the person who cares about the subject—and you don’t get this through research studies or other dry things. I think editors lead readers. You need to pay attention to what they say in order to look for common themes, but don’t take EVERYTHING they say at face value.




Most magazines continually research their audiences through focus groups and surveys. One magazine [I know of]... has a whole staff doing nothing but research. That much study, it seems to me, reveals a high level of insecurity on the part of the editors, and insecure editors seldom produce a good magazine—no matter how much information they have about their readers. We do very little research, partly because we’re cocky but mostly because it’s expensive and highly subjective even under the best of circumstances. When we think we need to look at some reactions to new material we may hold some focus groups or show things to local classrooms, but mostly we just read our mail and trust our instincts about what is interesting and what kids can understand.

Gerry Bishop, editor, Ranger Rick

 

The nice thing is that our readers aren’t much different from me. Most guys, and I would say all of our readers, want to improve their lives, get fitter, look better, eat healthier, love more, be happier, be more productive, enjoy their families, be challenged at work. Those desires are part of being a man. Now, not every story in the magazine is for every reader. Some readers hate our sex coverage—and they let us know about it. But the majority love it and would miss it if we acted on the desires of a vocal few. As an editor, you have to think of the majority of readers, and stay true to your mission no matter what kind of letters you get.

Jeff Csatari, executive editor, Men’s Health



Doug Moss—the founder, publisher, and executive editor of E/The Environmental Magazine, which focuses on environmental issues—trusts his own instincts and goes after people who don’t necessarily agree with him:


For example, a horse-riding enthusiast magazine will find people already into that subject and then get them on the rosters so as to build an ad base. We need—to some extent—to do the same to survive financially, but our aim is really more to grab onto those NOT already members of the choir. That’s how we have impact....




When I inherited the editorship of Ranger Rick in 1987, after the 20-year reign of the founding editor, much of the publication’s identity was already in place—a colorful, entertaining, educational, scrupulously accurate, friendly magazine that tried to inspire an understanding and appreciation of nature and wildlife and thereby develop a conservation ethic in children aged 6 to 12. During the past eight years, this identity has not significantly changed. However, due to an increase in the number of other high-quality, highly entertaining children’s magazines, as well as the explosion of other kinds of entertainment for children of this age group, I’ve seen the need to make Ranger Rick increasingly attractive to an increasingly distracted audience. Subjects such as plants, for example, which used to be covered regularly because we felt they should be covered, have a very hard time finding a slot in today’s Ranger Rick—unless, of course, those plants prey on insects, grow to extraordinary sizes, poison people, or defend themselves in amazing ways. In other words, with so many other things for kids to be entertained by, and with so many kids being far more busy than they’ve ever been before, we keep reminding ourselves that every piece in Ranger Rick must be a star performance, and that we do not have a captive audience. We must concentrate on producing a magazine not for those who love nature and who would read anything about it they can get their hands on, but rather for reluctant readers who are only marginally interested in what we have to say. That is the only way we know to reach as large an audience as possible with the most interesting material we can produce.

Gerry Bishop, editor, Ranger Rick




In a way, we buck the mainstream magazine trend (build an advertising base around thin editorial material) by starting with a different mission in the first place: to smarten-up (rather than dumb down—sorry, I can get cynical about these things) the masses about issues they may not yet realize are important to them. Commercial magazines usually define a market that already exists, then try to milk it for as much circulation (read: ad revenue) as possible.



The editors at International Wildlife pursue a similar approach:


International Wildlife readers include conservationists, biologists, wildlife managers and other wildlife professionals, but the majority are not wildlife professionals. In fact, International Wildlife caters to the unconverted—those people who may have only a passing interest in wildlife. Consequently, our writers should avoid a common pitfall: talking only to an “in group.” International Wildlife is in competition with television and hundreds of other periodicals for the limited time and attention of busy people. So our functions include attracting readers with engaging subjects, pictures and layouts; then holding them with interesting and entertaining, as well as instructional, text.




The Demons of Demography

Demographics generally refers to the basic breakdown of a group of people. How many are women? men? old? young? black? Hispanic? American Indian? homeowners? apartment dwellers? upper class? middle class? lower class? And so on.

This information can be combined to create interesting data. For example, let’s say you ask about your readers’ income levels, and you get a breakdown that looks like this:

 



	$10,000–20,000
$21,000–30,000
$31,000–40,000
$41,000–50,000
$51,000–60,000
$61,000–70,000
Over $70,000
	8 %
15 %
22 %
24 %
18 %
7 %
6 %




 

In addition, half your readers say they would like to earn more money. And two-thirds of them say they want more vacation time.

Now you can learn some interesting facts. By bringing certain pieces of the survey together, you might learn that few of your readers who make less than $30,000 a year want more money—but most of the people who make more than $50,000 want a raise.

And the people who want more vacation time are scattered evenly throughout the income levels, as well as the sex, urban/rural, and age categories.

As an editor, you can use this information to make decisions about articles. “How to Ask Your Boss for a Raise” might be interesting, but only your wealthiest readers are likely to care—and they make a lot of money already. But “How to Negotiate an Extra Week of Vacation” would be useful for a larger segment of your audience. (Assign it to a freelancer. You don’t want your staff to get any ideas.)



Understanding Understanding

Back to that incredible $250,000 loan. The core challenge is that our benefactor wants her money back—with interest. We could follow our hearts and publish Matchstick Aficionado, but we might not get the readership we need to stay afloat. It could be that there just aren’t enough matchstick lovers in this world to support a major magazine. Go figure.

Or we could follow our observations about the marketplace and publish Breathing Today. Everyone, after all, has to breathe, so our audience base should be huge! But the need for information might not be great enough to keep the publication alive; most people have the “inhale, exhale, repeat” thing down pretty well. In other words, while the breadth of breath is great, the shortness of breath is a problem.

So we had better do some work to figure out what the people out there might want or need. It’s been said before: people spend money only to solve problems or increase pleasure. If our publication doesn’t meet at least one of those goals, people probably aren’t going to support us with their subscriptions. Whether we rely on our own tastes or put our trust in the hands of marketing maestros, our ability to continue publishing will depend on our ability to ascertain what people want and need.




End of sample
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