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Diversity in Unity: Communication Strategies and Target Reader 
in Three Women’s Magazines 

Renáta Tomášková 

Abstract 

Drawing upon the methodology of mass media text analysis suggested by Fairclough, the study offers 
an insight into the divergences and convergences in the discourse of women’s magazines. Even though 
the magazines discussed apparently differ in target audience (with regard to age, social status, 
professional or family role), the distinguishing features generally do not exceed a unifying, constant 
frame based on providing advice, building a women’s world with men marginalized or excluded, and 
largely employing the linguistic features of advertising discourse. The communication strategies range 
from a very informal, conversationalised approach in Cosmopolitan, through a more respectful 
attitude in Harper’s Bazaar, to a patronizing support in Fit Pregnancy: Mom & Baby.  
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COSMOPOLITAN: I never wanted to feel helpless again 
Topics: presence and absence, foregrounding and backgrounding 

Cosmopolitan is a very general lifestyle magazine for women. Rather than inclining to any 
kind of specific professional or pastime interests, it accompanies the woman reader on her 
way through her day-to-day pleasures and struggles: daily routines and care for her 
appearance, loss and building of her confidence, eating habits, shopping for fashion, health 
problems, seasonal tasks such as e.g. summer preparations for holidays and sunbathing, etc., 
yet first and foremost relationships.  

No matter how often the reader is reminded of her qualities and of the care and attention 
she deserves (even though mainly from herself, as illustrated by the following headline Give 
yourself a big tick! Some days you need to remind yourself you’re much more fabulous than 
you think), the success in finding the One or being happy single, which means in fact having 
fun in a series of flirtations, still remains the principal goal and motivation that gives sense to 
all the rest. Many of the topics appear recurrently with slight alterations and in different 
contexts, not only in subsequent issues but also within one issue of the magazine.

An essential part is played by celebrities who inspire regular gossip columns as well as 
feature articles; the way they reveal their life experiences, however, seems to be highly 
controlled. In accordance with the omnipresent focus on love and relationships, they 
contribute their own successes and failures in partnerships, friendships or family relations, 
while professional careers, education, and other interests remain untouched or marginalized 
(the situation is well illustrated by the following headlines, e.g. I’ve Been An Idiot With Men, 
I’m Proud To Have Gwyneth & Drew As Friends!).  

As the absence of certain topics may be as eloquent as the presence of others, it should 
also be noted which aspects of everyday life are missing or marginalized. As Fowler explains: 
“Actually, it makes sense to differentiate degrees of presence, as it were, rather than just 
contrasting what is present and what is absent” (Fairclough 1995a, 106) and consequently he 
proposes a scale ranging from absent and presupposed to backgrounded and foregrounded.  

Cosmopolitan clearly ignores all kinds of household chores, not even including 
advertisements for detergents or washing powders; cooking is briefly mentioned only in 
connection with slimming and healthy diets. Another backgrounded topic is child-rearing or 
parenthood, which is reduced to unwanted pregnancies seen as feared obstacles in spite of 
which women can still enjoy life. Providing help or taking care of others – be it a child, 
relative, neighbour or pet – is hardly to be found among the topics. They might not fit in the 
overwhelming atmosphere of getting more from life, the life of entertainment and carefree joy 
in which the readers should not miss out on all the fun.  

As was already noted above in connection with celebrity-related themes, professional 
careers or jobs in general do not function as a topic for discussion. Though not absent and 
often even given graphic prominence in the text, their presence could be interpreted as a false 
clue: rather than attracting attention by themselves they are used in the employ of other aims. 
In articles presenting common people’s experiences or habits, the professions are regularly 
included together with their names, ages and places of living, which effectively supports the 
mass media tendency towards personalization, and at the same time builds a picture of a 
seriously handled survey. In confession-like texts, a career occasionally serves as one of the 
possible ways leading to the development of a woman’s individuality (e.g. in contrast to 
pregnancy and childcare) and to her independence (e.g. as opposed to being dependent on her 
husband/partner).  
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