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Abstract 

During the year of 2017 and 2018, the online magazine Teen Vogue saw an immense rise in 

reader statistic after laying all efforts on digital channels and increasing content about social 

issues to attract audiences of young people. Teen Vogue is a form of lifestyle journalism. This 

type of journalism is known for providing popular journalism, infotainment and human-

interest stories with close ties to commercial interests. The target audience of Teen Vogue are 

adolescents or youth, which has for a long time been a group that often shows resistance and 

calls out for change. But, what happens when a magazine with close connection to 

commercial interests also aims to attracting a more socially conscious group? This research 

explores the connection between lifestyle media, consumption and social issues through a 

mixed method study of the articles in Teen Vogue.  

The first part of this research consists of a content analysis which identifies the main social 

issues within the content categories of the magazine and established the close connection 

between commercial issues and activism in the content. The second part of the study involves 

a critical discourse analysis which analyzes how language is used and how discourses of 

consumption interplay in the material. It was found that discourses of consumption as a means 

to extend one’s identity was intertwined with consumption as ethical or responsible, 

highlighting that being an activist is mainly a matter of consumption.  
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1. Introduction 

In today’s media landscape, soft news is a frequent element in our news feeds. Infotainment 

and human-interest stories often show up in people’s online news feeds in everyday life, 

arriving not only from soft news outlets but also from news outlets that traditionally were a 

source for hard news (Kristensen & From, 2012: 27). Soft news, has become common for 

people to take part of every day, particularly through digital sources. Lifestyle journalism is a 

type of journalism that typically is classified as soft news, with a focus on topics such as 

entertainment, celebrities and human-interest stories with strong ties to commercial interests 

(Fürisch 2012: 12-13). 

One of the outlets for soft news, Teen Vogue, is directed towards people in their adolescence. 

While previously being a typical youth magazine concerned with beauty and fashion for girls, 

it has now branded itself as humanitarian and activist (Condé Nast – Teen Vogue, n.d.). 

Another change for the publication is its focus on digital channels, and has transferred their 

content to only being published online. Teen Vogue has received a lot of attention after their 

articles began to focus more about societal issues and activism. (Griffin 2018, McIntosh 2017, 

Fernandez 2018, Wertheim 2017, Warrington 2017).  

This study analyzes Teen Vogue, with a focus on concepts such as lifestyle journalism, 

activism and consumption. It highlights the tensions between capitalist interests and making 

ethical consumer choices, which take the shape of commodity activism. Commodity activism 

describes the action of participating in social activism through consumption (Mukherejee & 

Banet-Weiser 2012: 1).  

Lifestyle journalism differs from other types of journalism through its close connection to 

consumer society (Fürisch 2012: 13). The role of lifestyle media is often to advise people how 

to deal with different aspects of everyday life, often related to telling people what they need to 

consume to create the ideal self (Lewis 2008:8). At the same time the target group of Teen 

Vogue is adolescents, who are in the process of shaping their own sense of identity, often 

actively engaging in social issues and questioning the ways in which the world is working. 

Previous studies have looked at different aspects of fashion magazines or women’s magazines 

and found how the advertising and editorial content of women’s magazines are working 
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together to promote products and services (McCracken 1993). Other studies have considered 

the role of women portrayed in fashion magazines (Gough-Yates 2003; Durham 1996), while 

additional studies explored how readers of these types of magazines can relate the content to 

their view of identity (Machin & van Leeuwen 2007). Previous research regarding activism 

and consumption has found that commercial interest has largely replaced political engagement 

(Duncombe 2012: 292; Marx 1976; Adorno 1991; Fiske 1989; Twitchell 2000). In many 

cases activism has transformed into becoming a form of consumption, and communal 

responsibilities has moved to becoming individual actions (Hearn 2012; Chouliaraki 2013). 

Despite the strong ties between consumption and lifestyle journalism, few scholars have 

analyzed the discourses of consumption in relation to lifestyle magazines. Turner (2010) has 

explored general discourses commonly used in US-American media, and defined some 

discourses commonly found in that context, however, has only looked at it broadly and not 

focused on the content of lifestyle journalism.  

This analysis will use the discourses established by Turner (2010) and explore in which way 

they are present in the online lifestyle magazine Teen Vogue and the tensions between 

commercial interests and activism in the content. It will also consider ethical consumption as 

an important concept, as a way of consuming to achieve social change (Littler 2007). It will 

also build on concepts of commodity activism to highlight how different types of 

consumption are encouraged through branding as social activism, as one of the main ways of 

participating in activism today is through making purchases (Mukherejee & Banet-Weiser 

2012: 1).  

As lifestyle journalism generally has a strong connection to capitalist interests of 

consumption, the connection to activism may become problematic. Teen Vogue being a 

magazine directly aimed towards adolescents, who are in an impressionable age, also makes it 

relevant to analyze the material and evaluate the discourses in the material.  
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2. Background 

To understand the material and the context for the analysis, it is necessary to understand the 

background of Teen Vogue. This is followed by a section explaining the relationship between 

youth and activism, to gain understanding of how the target audience of Teen Vogue relates to 

activism and resistance. 

2.1. Teen Vogue 

Teen Vogue is a digital lifestyle magazine mainly directed towards adolescents interested in 

fashion and beauty. It is owned by Condé Nast, which is one of the major media companies 

providing lifestyle journalism (Condé Nast, n.d.). Teen Vogue was launched in 2003 to attract 

a younger audience than the traditional, more established, fashion magazine Vogue. Teen 

Vogue was until 2015 mainly focused on print magazines. However, in 2015 the management 

decided to focus on digital content, and in 2017 they completely discontinued the print edition 

to publish only on digital channels. 

The reason behind the move to digital channels was due to a steep decline in sales. Young 

people today are not as prone to buying print magazines, as when the magazine started 

(Wertheim 2017). During 2017, the online platform received an immense increase in readers, 

and has been hugely successful in attracting their target audience, with opinionated content 

(Griffin 2018, McIntosh 2017, Fernandez 2018, Wertheim 2017, Warrington 2017). 

The last couple of years, Teen Vogue has begun to take a more political stance and currently 

publishes many articles about social issues and politics, thus moving closer to content that is 

more in the shape of hard news. The move to more political and activist content caused a lot 

of attention during and after the US elections, and in 2017 Teen Vogue saw some of the 

highest reader statistics for years. The staff of the magazine state that they aim to empower 

women and have explained that their readers consider themselves activists (Warrington 2017). 

This is how the magazine owner Conde Nast describes it: 

“Teen Vogue is the young person’s guide to saving the world. We aim to educate, enlighten and empower our 

audience to create a more inclusive environment (both on-and offline) by amplifying the voices of the 

unheard, telling stories that normally go untold, and providing resources for teens looking to make a 

tangible impact in their communities.” (Condé Nast – Teen Vogue, n.d.) 
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The political perspective and the focus on social issues that the magazine has taken makes the 

content of the magazine emulate hard news channels rather than lifestyle magazines, while 

still maintaining the close connection that lifestyle media traditionally has had towards 

commercial interests. The close connection between commercial interests prompt the question 

of which discourses are prominent in the content in relation to the activist messages about 

social issues. 

2.2 Youth and Activism 

The target group for Teen Vogue is adolescents or ‘youth’. Youth can be considered as a 

socially constructed conception of an age group (Tufte & Enghel 1997: 13). The stage that 

youths are in has been described as “a sensitive period of identity construction” (Jones 2009: 

58). Identities are formed in this period of peoples’ lives, and it they are shaped by the society 

around us. At the same time as the sense of self is shaped based on the collective, this is also a 

time of resistance and often a time where people question hegemony and actively resist status 

quo (Jones 2009: 42).  

Youth has come to be an important voice calling out for change and criticizing the world 

around them, advocating for different aspects of social change (Tufte & Enghel 1997: 17). 

There is a tension between popular culture and resistance, where subcultures have often used 

cultural products for expressions of resistance, action and expressing identity. However, this 

means that the cultural commodities produced by markets of consumption are given new 

meanings (Jones 2009: 46). 

The sensitive stage people are in during this stage of life, makes it especially relevant to look 

at what type of media discourses they are consuming. While it is important to note that people 

are active receivers, and does not uncritically read and decode texts, the discourses they are 

surrounded by has a chance to affect the way they understand the world. 
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3. Aim and Research Questions 

The aim is to critically analyze and expose the hidden connections between discourses of 

consumption and activism in Teen Vogue. It explores how the discourses of consumption 

work in promoting capitalist society through lifestyle journalism for adolescents, and whether 

there are competing discourses resisting this ideology through activist initiatives and ideas.   

The material consists of digital articles published in February and March of 2018 organized as 

a constructed week and aims to look specifically what discourses appear for a limited 

timeframe during springtime in this type of magazine. The articles are analyzed through a 

mixed-method case study of Teen Vogue, with the aim divided into two research questions. 

RQ1: How frequently does the content bring up social issues and encourage consumption? 

This question will be analyzed through a quantitative content analysis to give a general idea of 

how or whether consumption and activism correlate in the articles. This research question will 

be answered by analyzing how extensively different types of activism/social issues appear in 

the text as well as which reasons to consume are prominent and how they differ between 

content categories. Content categories are the different topics that Teen Vogue themselves 

divide their content in on their online platform.  

The first research question will give a general idea of the relationship between activism and 

consumption in the material and to understand to how, or whether, consumption is encouraged 

and if and how it is connected to activism and social issues. Through the content analysis it 

will also be possible to analyze a larger amount of material, and is also used as a tool to select 

which articles are suitable to analyze through discourse analysis in order to answer the second 

research question. 

RQ2: How are the discourses of consumption and its relation to social activism expressed in 

the content? 

The second research question will be answered through a qualitative discourse analysis, that 

seeks to create a deeper understanding of how consumption is expressed in the content. It will 

build on the discourses established by Turner (2010), which and focuses on which the main 

reasons to consume are, whether it is motivated by the experience of purchase, health benefits, 

identity and status, sustainability of the product or whether it is produced in an ethical, for 
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example, animal-friendly way. These discourses will be further explained in the theory 

section. 

The motivation behind this research is to create a deeper knowledge of the discourses of 

consumption and how they appear on this lifestyle magazine. By analyzing the material 

through a content analysis and critical discourse analysis, it will be possible to see the 

relationship between lifestyle media, activism/social issues and commercial interests.  
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4. Theory 

In this section the main definitions, concepts and theories will be presented and defined. The 

following sections will explain the concept of lifestyle journalism, lifestyle and consumption, 

theories regarding discourses of consumption as well as ethical consumption and commodity 

activism. 

4.1 Lifestyle Journalism 

As Teen Vogue is a form of lifestyle journalism, it is important to define what exactly that 

means. What constitutes lifestyle journalism is that it consists of topics of everyday life, 

entertainment, wellness, subcultures, human relations, etc. However, they vary in content and 

form, and articles can be both about uncritical presentations of products to investigative 

stories (Kristensen & From, 2012: 28).  

The focus of lifestyle content is generally more towards entertainment and popular culture, 

due to a demand for popular journalism, infotainment and human-interest stories (Fürisch 

2012: 12-13). While this is often considered low quality type of journalism compared to 

traditional news, some scholars have emphasized the importance and possible empowerment 

of this type of journalism produced outside of the hard news discourse. Another aspect that 

separates lifestyle journalism from traditional news journalism is that it is less interested in 

“breaking news” and does not have a limited time frame for its content (Kristensen & From 

2012: 28). This means that the content it provides will be relevant for the reader both now and 

in the future, and it is less constrained by covering specific current events.  

It has been discussed whether the boundaries between traditional journalism and lifestyle 

journalism is blurring, and the soft news, such as lifestyle journalism, have been accused to 

invade on the hard news (Kristensen & From, 2012: 27). Research on this topic has explored 

the potential softening of news coverage, yet, there is no established academic consensus on 

the definition of what is soft and hard news (Reinemann et al. 2011: 223). Pattersson (2000) 

researched the topic of softening of news in the US and concluded that the shrinking news 

audiences has led to more soft news, which in turn distorts the public perception of the world. 

In his paper, this is how he differs between hard and soft news:  

Hard news refers to coverage of breaking events involving top leaders, major issues, or significant disruptions 

in the routines of daily life, such as an earthquake or airline disaster. Information about these events is 
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presumably important to citizens’ ability to understand and respond to the world of public affairs (…). Soft 

news (…) has been described (…) as news that typically is more personality-centered, less time-bound, 

more practical, and more incident based than other news (…). Finally, soft news has been described as a 

change in the vocabulary of news. The news is said to have become more personal and familiar in its form 

of presentation and less distant and institutional. (Pattersson 2000: 3–4) 

While there are different definitions of lifestyle journalism, one way of describing it is a form 

of journalism that works as a “judgement of taste” with strong ties to commercial interests 

(Fürisch 2012: 13). This means that, while lifestyle journalism is often looked down on and 

considered to be less important journalism, it does play an important part of the cultural 

aspect of giving people advice in how to live their lives, particularly when it comes to which 

goods they should consume to fulfil themselves (Lewis 2008: 8). 

What distinguishes lifestyle journalism from other forms of journalism is how it directly 

addresses its readers, who in turn act in making consumer decisions (Fürisch 2012: 13). The 

fact that content acts to inform its audience about lifestyle choices, makes it important to 

research which topics and discourses it contains. 

There are other sub-genres and related genres to this field, such as service journalism, 

consumer journalism and cultural journalism. However, since they are all related and 

intertwined it is sometimes difficult to differ between them, especially in the current media 

climate where the lines are becoming more blurred than ever before. For this reason, in this 

thesis, it will be referred to as lifestyle journalism. 

4.2 Lifestyle and Consumption 

The concept of lifestyle can mean different things in different contexts (Bell and Hollows 

2005:2 in Lewis 2008:5). In marketing it means categorizing consumers into different lifestyle 

groups and personalities. In medicine it mainly concerns public health and behavioral choices. 

In this thesis lifestyle is defined as a way of expressing consumption-oriented practices, and a 

way of achieving and expressing personality and a sense of self. 

“In general, the concept of lifestyle is underpinned by an individualistic, consumption-oriented conception of 

the relation between selfhood and the social, where rather than being constrained by traditional forms of 

identity such as race, class, or gender, the individual is seen as a site of endless choice and potential 

transformation”. (Bell & Hollows 2005:2 in Lewis 2008:5) 

Similarly, Binkley (2007: 2646) defines lifestyles as “symbolically embellished ways of 

living”. This means that they work to position an individual in relation to the broader society, 
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and by doing so acts to create a sense of identity. Binkley (2007: 2647) then differs between 

two aspects of the lifestyle concept. One part is lifestyle acting through a symbolic use to give 

status as a way for people to differentiate themselves from others. Here, lifestyles are a way of 

affecting one’s position in society. Through displaying wealth and status it is then possible for 

people to affect their own standing in society, and also facilitates a mobility between social 

groups. This means that through different way of consuming and presenting one’s lifestyle it 

is possible to create a sense of identity in the presentation to others. The second part of 

lifestyle is that it offers a sense of identity. It offers a possibility for self-presentation and an 

expression of individuality (Binkley 2007: 2650). 

“In this light, sociologists of consumer culture have recovered the emancipatory dimensions of lifestyle, 

asserted the implicitly imaginary dimensions of shopping and other forms of consumption as vehicles of an 

imaginary hedonism, with powerful potentials for rethinking personal identity as a lifestyle practice” 

(Shields 1992 in Binkley 2007: 2650) 

The idea is that we can transform ourselves through consumption, which can sometimes lead 

to distressing and anxiety provoking decision making. This is where people often rely on 

lifestyle experts in the media to guide us to make the correct choices. 

Consumption can be defined as an action where “individuals select, purchase, use, or dispose 

of products, services, ideas or experiences to satisfy needs and desires” (Solomon & Rabolt, 

2004: 23). It has also been described as a way of expressing identity, and by consuming the 

right products one move closer to becoming the ideal self. This makes brands and products 

and important part of the way we construct and maintain our identity, and how we interact 

socially (Banister & Hogg 2007). This means that consumption is an important part of 

lifestyle practices and affects the way people see themselves. One of the main motivations of 

lifestyle media has been described as a means to alert the audience “to the existence of more 

products and services for their utility in the endless project of the self” (Bonner 2003: 104).  

By analyzing the lifestyle media, we can gain an understanding of the discourses of 

consumption that is being reproduced and promoted in the material, and may influence this 

sense of self among the audience. 

4.3 Discourses of Consumption 

There are different discourses of consumption, and Turner (2010) has outlined some of them 

within the US-American context. Turners study gives an idea of which competing discourses 

are prominent in American society, and various competing sub-themes within these. Turner 
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(2010: 2283) also highlights that popular discourse can work to reproduce and justify existing 

patterns of understanding consumption culture, for economical gain. 

In a society that often aims to gain understanding of sustainability in a world of limited 

resources, while at the same time consume more products than ever, the competing discourses 

of consumption are working in different ways to either promote or reduce consumption, or to 

consume sustainably. 

In the material analyzed she finds five different discourses, with competing discourses 

expressed within these. The main discourses are “more is better”, “consider your health”, 

“you are what you buy”, “consume responsibly” and “alternative approaches to 

consumption”. These will be further explained in the following sections. One thing that must 

be noted is the difference between these different types of discourses is not always very clear, 

and there are some attributes that are overlapping. However, this is the main study that has 

looked broadly at the existing discourses is US-American culture and highlights important 

aspects of consumer culture. 

4.3.1 “More Is Better”: Consuming for the Experience of Having 

Much of American popular culture is embedded with the idea that happiness, beauty and 

excitement come from material gains (Turner 2010: 2284). It often highlights the joy that can 

come from making a purchase, and how material items create a sense of satisfaction. This 

goes hand in hand with the notion that growth is what progresses companies and the rest of 

society, and there is a strive towards maximum material wealth. While this is a common 

discourse, there are critical reactions to this idea, and there is plenty of critique towards the 

idea that material goods can fulfill our needs and desires, and also towards the companies’ 

“short term profit maximizing strategies” that only serves the idea the growth is good and the 

only way to move forward in society (Mayer 1998: 73 in Turner 2010: 2285). 

Critics of the idea that “more is better” argues that society should move towards pr ioritizing 

“durability, satisfaction and ‘richer relationships’” (McKibben 2008: 2 in Turner 2010: 2285). 

Following this, there is an established discourse of critique towards overconsumption, 

meaning that it is destructive both towards ourselves and the world around us. An anti-

consumption reaction is “voluntary simplicity”, where focus is shifted from material goods 

and wealth towards personal development and social relationships (Turner 2010: 2286). 

However, the discourse of “more is better” follows us everywhere we go in society, and 

desires for material items arise both in advertisements and media. The discourse of more 
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material acquisition leading to happiness, creates a desire to consume more in order to achieve 

maximum satisfaction (Turner 2010: 2288) 

4.3.2 “Consider Your Health”: Consume What is Good for You 

Another discourse regarding consumption is the health aspect of consumption. Within this 

category there are competing narratives of what is proposed to be good for health (Turner 

2010: 2288). One side is promoting single-use items as being good for health, such as bottled 

water which is claimed to be purer than tap water, or single use paper towels which are more 

hygienic since they are not reused. This discourse promotes an idea that reusable items cannot 

be healthy and safe, and therefore promoting mass consumption in order to achieve personal 

health and happiness. 

A competing angle concerns food production, where people are more concerned about food 

production and eating habits, where nutrition value, fresh and locally produced food are being 

promoted as being good for health. Although Turner’s example is about food, this is also a 

discourse that can occur when talking about other items, such as cosmetics and beauty 

products for example. Although there are competing arguments to what is good for people’s 

health, this discourse highlights that you need to consume specific items or items with specific 

aspects to be a healthy, and thus happy, person (Turner 2010: 2289). 

4.3.3 “You Are What You Buy”: Consume to Extend Your Identity 

This type of message regards the items that we purchase, and how aspects of the items will 

become a part of our personal identity. Turner gives the example of a car that is branded as 

powerful, and by purchasing it you will become powerful as well (Turner 2010: 2289). This 

means that through consumption, the consumer can assign the characteristics of the product to 

himself or herself. 

This discourse of consumption works, either to affirm existing perceptions of the own 

identity, or to acquire aspects that a person wishes to have. This discourse defines 

consumption as a meaning-making practice, and people choose to consume certain products 

that give them meaning and a sense of identity and status. This can be seen either as a positive 

aspect, where people can find meaning through consumption, but can also be destructive that 

consumers can adopt a “ready-made sense of self” through a purchase (Turner 2010: 2290). 
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4.3.4 “Consume Responsibly”: Consume What is Responsible 

The discourse of responsible consumption puts consumption is a positive light, where 

consumers are urged to consume products that are responsibly produced, or has otherwise 

“ethical” claims. One of the more common aspects of this discourse is the promotion of green 

or sustainable items or connecting messages that proposes a sustainable way to certain 

products. 

While consuming responsibly is often seen as a positive way of consumption, the idea of 

sustainable consumption has also been critiqued, as it aims to solve environmental problems 

through individual consumer activity rather than a more coordinated attempt of solving 

environmental problems. The discourse of responsible and sustainable consumption is only 

seen to be solved by other ways of consumption, rather than larger institutional changes 

(Turner 2010: 2291). 

However, the discourse of responsible consumption does not only work to promote certain 

greener options but can also engage consumers to make more informed and conscious 

purchase practices. A problem is still that the consumer is very distant and unaware of the 

actual impact of a product, and it is difficult to know what the actual effect is of a responsible 

consumer behavior, if any (Turner 2010: 2291). 

Although the discourse of responsible consumption can be seen from different perspectives, it 

should still be highlighted that it sends a message that aims to cause a change in the wider 

society (Turner 2010:2293) 

4.3.5 “Alternative Approaches to Consumption”: Beyond Consumption 

The discourse of alternative approaches to consumption is a less prominent discourse in 

society and proposes a way of looking at consumption as not only being sustainable but to 

design products that are restorative. In this context consumption should be a part of an 

ongoing natural cycle that constantly works to create something new. An example of this are a 

bag of chips that are compostable and when buried the bag turns into a growing plant. The 

idea goes beyond green and responsible consumption but holds on to the idea that everything 

should be part of a cycle. 

Another angle is that public space should be used to spread ideas rather than promote 

products, or that consumption should be transformed to suggest alternatives to 

commodification of “nonhuman animals” and land. The idea is to seek coexistence with 

nature (Turner 2010: 2294). 
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While this discourse is interesting, it is not relevant for the subject of this thesis, as it is so 

closely related to responsible consumption. Therefore, it will not be further used in the text.  

4.4 Ethical Consumption & Commodity Activism 

To further understand the discourse of what Turner (2010: 2291) refers to as “responsible 

consumption”, the perspective of Littler (2007: 6) is added to the theory to give a deeper 

understanding of what “responsible” or “ethical consumption” means. This perspective looks 

at consumption as a social movement, where people aim to achieve change through “practices 

of consumer-driven actions” (Littler 2007: 6). 

Littler (2007:6) describes ethical consumption as activities of buying fair trade, non-animal 

tested products, non-sweatshop brands, organic goods and avoiding products that exploits or 

are unnecessary. The idea is to consume in a way that takes a position towards or against 

political and social practices, and advocates towards certain ideals in society. It works as a 

response towards key problems in our culture and promotes awareness of how lifestyle 

choices affect the world around us. 

It can also be questioned whether this type of consumerism is also a way of commodifying 

activism, and through the mainstreaming of ethical consumption and consumer activism, we 

are encouraged to “shop for change” (Littler 2007). In this context activism is becoming 

something that can be bought for money, and that is commoditized as an option amongst other 

alternative products on a capitalist market. Littler underlines that this idea of ethical 

consumption does not necessarily create any change, but mainly serves the powerful 

organizations in society (Littler 2007: 48). 

Littler brings up the concept of commodity activism, to understand how consumer purchases 

is a way for people to contribute to change. Commodity activism is a way of branding certain 

products through social activism and making people feel that they are participating in change 

through consumption of certain products (Mukherejee & Banet-Weiser 2012: 1). Whether 

actual change is achieved is questionable, and can differ between cases. Mukherejee & Banet-

Weiser (2012) highlights the relationship between activism and neoliberalism, where the 

tensions between capitalism and social activism, may in fact transform activism to become a 

commodity itself. 

Chouliaraki (2013) also highlights the connection between humanitarianism and commodity 

activism in the neoliberal society, and describes: 
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“Motivated by the ambition to minimize self-doubt, lifestyle solidarity becomes instead an effortless 

extension of everyday life that responds to our individual consumer needs while minimizing our 

engagement with human vulnerability”. (Chouliaraki 2013: 179).  

The perspective of Chouliaraki (2013: 185) is that “lifestyle solidarity” is mainly a matter of 

personal empowerment, where focus is more on consumption and creation of self rather than 

helping vulnerable others. 
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5. Literature Review 

The literature review presents previous research on subjects related to this thesis. The first 

section will explain the main research areas and related studies of women’s lifestyle and 

fashion magazines. The second section in this chapter explains the background of research on 

consumption, and how consumption and activism relates to each other. 

5.1 Women’s Lifestyle & Fashion Magazines 

Previous studies have explored areas of fashion magazines and women’s magazines, which 

are categories of lifestyle journalism generally concerning fashion and beauty, but also topics 

such as celebrities or wellness. While Teen Vogue has recently moved towards a more diverse 

spectrum of topics, it has generally been described as mainly a fashion magazine targeted 

towards young females, therefore previous research of this area is discussed below. Few 

studies have explored consumption discourses in publications towards young women, 

although fashion magazines and other typical women’s magazines have been analyzed from 

other points of view. 

Barthes (2013) is a pioneer in fashion research, and he states that written text is the most 

important way in which we give meaning to clothing. Borelli (1997) built on Barthes’ work 

and analyzed the use of language in Vogue, concluding that the magazine is a primer of 

fashion language, often using “institutionalized jargon”. Language is used in a particular way, 

and the ways of talking about fashion differs from other types of lifestyle journalism. The way 

to use a particular language to talk about fashion and beauty is trend setting and reproduced in 

other spheres, and therefore important to understand when talking about fashion as a topic. 

A large amount of the earlier studies of this type of material have focused on the 

disempowering effect that fashion magazines may have on women based on a feminist point 

of view (Gough-Yates, 2003, p. 7). Durham (1996) established that fashion magazines often is 

an important part of women’s socialization, beginning in teenage years. In her study, she 

found that these magazines often construct women in a traditional and objectifying way, 

maintaining patriarchal standards of female sexuality.  

McCracken (1993), has analyzed the relationship between advertising and editorials in 

women’s magazines. In this study she highlights how ads and editorials interplay in 
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promoting consumption of certain products. McCracken’s research highlights how these types 

of magazines are actively working to promote products or services. 

Machin & van Leeuwen (2007) conducted a study of readers of Cosmopolitan focused on 

identity. This study was focused on the receiver and evaluated how the readers of the 

magazine processed the content and found that readers often felt inferior to the people 

portrayed in the magazines. They distinguished between two main discourses of identity in 

the magazine, where one focuses on people as citizens (of the nation) while the second 

defines people as consumers (serving the interests of global corporations). These type of 

lifestyle identities is used to create a market demand and target certain groups. This highlights 

the impact that readers of this type of magazine focuses on shaping and recreating certain 

types of identity (Machin & van Leeuwen 2007: 49). 

The various studies previously conducted in this area displays how women’s magazines and 

fashion magazines are working to promote certain products and services, as they have a close 

connection to consumption and capitalism. Another aspect is the close relationship it has to 

identity and the meaning-making of the readers. 

5.2 Consumption & Activism 

On the topic of research about consumption in relation to activism, scholars have researched 

this area and found that in capitalist society citizens have moved to becoming consumers, 

where social change is achieved by consumer choices. This part of the literature review 

describes the concept of consumption and what previous research has established regarding its 

connection to activism. 

When speaking about consumer culture, there have traditionally been two schools of thought. 

As summarized by Duncombe (2012: 291), one of them are based on critical ideas of 

consumption, while the other is a more populist tradition highlighting the public interest to 

consume. 

The critical tradition is based on works of Marx and supported by scholars, such as Adorno. 

Marx (1976: 163) highlights that commodities are more than just trivial objects, but are 

mysterious as they hold underlying meanings or roles, creating attachments to us. In this 

perspective, we create a fantasy about the commodity, where we connect ideas with the object 

making it more than the object itself. This idea is developed further by Adorno (1991: 98), 

who describes consumption as an ideology, where people no longer has an option but are 
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driven to consume commodities by the system. The only salvation in this society of consumer 

culture is the of high culture and avant-garde to counter it. 

The populist tradition is less prominent in scholarly work but widespread in mainstream 

society. This perspective looks as consumption as something motivated by the fact that people 

are doing it. Since there is public interest in consumption, it must be relevant for us as the 

public. Since we have created commodities for purchase, it is what we have chosen (Twitchell 

2000: 285). Fiske (1989) has a similar idea within the same school of thought, where he 

claims consumption to be an action where people are given room to express themselves. For 

example, it’s an action where people can express autonomy and power within society.  

Despite these theories having different outlooks on consumption, they both agree that 

consumption in many ways have replaced political engagement, where people have moved 

from being citizens to becoming consumers (Duncombe 2012: 292).  

5.2.1 Commodity activism 

In Commodity Activism: Cultural Resistance in Neoliberal Times, Mukherjee and Banet-

Weiser (2012) have gathered a series of case studies supporting the idea of citizens as 

consumers and highlighting certain effects of this. The concept of commodity activism has 

been explained in the theory section, while this part of the text will describe some of the most 

important studies on the topic in relation to this thesis. 

Previous research regarding activism and consumption, defined by the concept of commodity 

activism, are often about campaigns about products and brands that market themselves as 

humanitarian, sustainable, or said to combat other types of social issues.  

In one of the case studies, Hearn (2012: 23) examines how the blurring boundaries between 

life and work in neoliberal society, and criticizes how activism and change has moved from 

communal responsibilities of government and corporate actions to individual responsibilities 

as self-branding and a form or labor. This is an example of how branding is connected to 

commodity activism and consumer culture in post-modern and neoliberal society. Hearn 

(2012: 23) has conducted a case study on three green websites, claimed to be dependent on 

Hollywood celebrity: ecorazzi.com, ecostiletto.com & friendsforchange.com. On these 

platforms, celebrities are given space as activists as individual actors of change. In this study, 

she sees little potential for change in this type of platform. 
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“If the “self” is seen to be a biography constructed out of market purchases, and the branded self is perceived 

as a form of value generating property, how can we even begin to “make over” the planet in ways that 

requires political organizing, the reduction of consumption, and individual self-sacrifice?” (Hearn 2012: 35) 

While this study only looks at a few examples, it points out the tension between individual 

branding and true efforts to make change. When activism moves to become individual effort 

rather than larger initiatives it is less likely to create true change.   

Another study analyzes the tension between consumption and activism in relation to a product 

campaign. Banet-Weiser (2012) examines the implications of the Dove Real Beauty 

Campaign, where Dove critiques beauty industries photoshopping and editing photos to create 

unachievable beauty standards. She points out that this is a clear example of a brand that: 

“is clearly a product of a postfeminist environment, making a plea to consumers to act politically but through 

consumer behavior – in this case by establishing brand loyalty to Dove products” (Banet-Weiser 2012: 39).  

This study highlights the dynamic between empowerment through consumption. The identity 

of being a social activist is an identity as any other, and can be viewed as a brand that is 

managed and organized as part of the culture we live in.  

Gotham (2012: 97) goes more into the aspect of celebrity activism and disasters, which are 

mediated as spectacles and turned into profit-making opportunities based on consumption. In 

this study, Gotham argues how a foundation by Brad Pitt during the disaster of hurricane 

Katrina turned in to a “specularization of disaster” (109). While this analysis remains 

somewhat neutral about this, with potential positive and negative implications, it is an 

example of what Hearn (2012: 23) would call a case of branding of self, where it is more 

about one person is in the center of attention during a crisis affecting an entire city or region.  

Whether the studies on these topics see potential positive or negative impact from the 

branding of activist movements and “specularization” of disasters, they all  highlight the 

tension between brands, celebrities, corporations and the citizen. In the neoliberal society, the 

citizen has become a consumer or products and spectacular events, where change is not an 

effect of action but rather something that can be bought.  

Considering activism and humanitarian in the neoliberal society, Chouliaraki is one of the 

major scholars on this subject. In The Ironic Spectator, she highlights that humanitarian 

communication has shifted from conviction of preventing suffering of others to become more 

about “how I feel” and personal gratification of “doing good”. 
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“There is no doubt that emotion has always played a central role in the communication of solidarity, yet, I 

argue, there is something distinct about the ways in which the self figures in contemporary 

humanitarianism.” (Chouliaraki 2013: 1) 

Chouliaraki (2013) analyses various aspects of communication of human suffering through 

images, celebrities, concerts and news, and describes how solidarity is more a matter of 

lifestyle and identity turning us into ironic spectators of suffering. She concludes that while 

there is potential for true change, they will most likely not be achieved by rock concerts, 

corporate branding or citizen journalism (2013: 204). Instead, humanitarian communication 

should focus on inviting people to engage with the suffering and plurality of values to inform 

us to understand the true suffering (Chouliaraki 2013: 205). 

The theories expressed by Chouliaraki (2013) provides us with similar understanding as the 

conclusions of Hearn (2012), Banet-Weiser (2012) and Gotham (2012) described in the 

previous section. They describe how humanitarianism and activism has become more of a 

spectacle, where the main action concerns the individual “self” instead of creating genuine 

understanding of suffering and motivating real change. The research in this thesis adds to this 

work of research by critically analyze discourses of communication in relation to activism in 

the online lifestyle magazine Teen Vogue. This will create further understanding of the 

relationship between activism and commercial interest in a media format which has not been 

frequently analyzed in this context before. 
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6. Method and Material 

The research questions will be answered through a mixed method approach, using both 

quantitative content analysis and qualitative discourse analysis. By using both methods it is 

possible to benefit from the advantages of each method. This approach makes it possible to 

draw advantages of a quantitative method, analyzing a large quantity of material, and the 

qualitative approach, which gives deeper insights (Cresswell 2014: ch 10) 

The design of this mixed method study is done through a sequential transformative approach, 

working as a two-step method (Creswell 2014: ch 10). It will begin with an initial content 

analysis, which will work to organize and create an overall idea of the material and helps to 

select which material is relevant for the discourse analysis. This part will answer the first 

research question. The discourse analysis will then build on the content analysis and create a 

deeper understanding of the discourses within the material. The discourse analysis will answer 

the second research question. 

 

Figure 1: Explanatory Sequential Mixed Methods (Cresswell 2014: ch 10) 

 

After this process, it will be possible to answer bot research questions and through using both 

qualitative and quantitative methods gain important insights regarding connections between 

consumption and activism in the material. 

6.1 Material 

The material that is analyzed in this study consists of online articles from the Teen Vogue 

website www.teenvogue.com. The material is organized under different content categories of 

News & Politics, Fashion, Entertainment, Beauty, Lifestyle & Wellness. Each content 

category showcases the focus areas of Teen Vogue, and contains articles connected to that 
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category or topic. Generally, News and Politics gives the impression of being more of a hard 

news source compared to the other content categories.  

On average, Teen Vogue publishes about 40-50 articles every weekday and about 10-15 on 

Saturdays and Sundays. The content consists of typical online articles, which are usually not 

longer than 400-700 words. Each article has one main picture, and usually no additional 

images. In connection to the articles, ads are displayed on the sides of the content. There are 

also usually videos displaying other highlighted content from the Teen Vogue website as well 

as links to related articles. The analysis will not consider advertisements, but focus on the 

editorial content of online articles. 

Since the material consists of both text and visual elements, the analysis will be conducted 

through a multimodal approach in the latter part of the analysis, considering both the images 

as well as the text and the relationship between them in the critical discourse analysis (Rose 

2016). However, the content analysis will focus on what appears in the text. 

This study is limited to analyze the text of the articles in the content analysis, and in the 

critical discourse analysis, both text in relation to images, will be considered. Further 

description of the sample for each part of the analysis is explained in the sections for each 

method. 

6.2 Content Analysis 

Content analysis allows for analysis on a large amount of data which is based on the 

established variables. The method aims to reach an objective and systematic treatment of the 

material, which leads to reliable and valid data (Krippendorff 2013: 25).  

The content analysis will be the starting point of the study and will answer RQ1: How 

frequently does the content bring up social issues and encourage consumption? 

The articles are coded based on the code book (Appendix 1), consisting of variables related to 

the first research question, which are systematically coded based on the content categories of 

the articles. This takes into account different themes that occur within the content and specific 

attributes of the text and visuals. 

The code book asks questions regarding how extensively social issues appear in the content of 

Teen Vogue, and which types of social issues are more frequent. It will also analyze whether 

activism appear in the same articles as product promotion or if they mainly are kept in 

separate articles, and which reasons to consume are more prominent in the content. As 
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described in the Aim and Research Questions chapter, the reasons to consume are derived 

from the discourses found by Turner (2010), and coded according to which reasons to 

consume the promoted products are enhanced in the article. It looks at whether consumption 

is motivated by the experience of purchase, health benefits, identity and status, sustainability 

of the product or whether it is produced in an ethical, for example, animal-friendly way.  

6.2.1 Sample for Content Analysis 

The unit of analysis are online articles in Teen Vogue, where the sample for content analysis 

consists of a composite week over the period of February and March 2018. This means the 

sample is based on Monday of one week, Tuesday of the next week and so on (Hansen & 

Machin 2013: 97). The reason why this type of sampling is suitable is because it represents 

the output of different days of the week, and therefore is likely to give an idea about the 

broader content and is less affected by particular events of certain weeks.  

The size of the sample for this study is equivalent to a typical week and in total 211 articles 

were coded. Three articles were excluded from the sample due to the main content of those 

consisting of video clips, as the code book has been developed to analyze the written content. 

The reason why the material for the study has been selected from this period is to see what the 

content looks like during a specific time in early spring after the large increase in followers  

that Teen Vogue has gotten after the formative year of 2017. By limiting the time frame for 

only February and March it is possible to concentrate the article topics for a certain time. 

While it is not possible to generalize over the year, limiting the content to this specific time 

makes it possible to see in what shape the content has gotten after 2017 and the digital 

transformation that Teen Vogue has been through.  

6.2.2 Limitations for Content Analysis as a Method 

As content analysis is a quantitative method aimed to identify the occurrence of certain 

characteristics, the amount of what it can tell us about the material is limited to the questions 

proposed (Hansen & Machin 2013: 89). It will give an indication to what can be found in the 

sample, and to what is not there, however it cannot tell us anything other than that, and it is 

not open for interpretational approaches.  

The aim for this type of method is to be objective. However, it only counts the dimensions 

that is chosen for analysis, and therefore it cannot be said to analyze everything there is in the 

text, but only the aspects that are central for the study. Therefore, it is important to set up a 

framework that are not biased. This method is critiqued due to the focus on frequency and 
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units, for failing to capture the underlying meaning of the content (Hansen & Machin 2013: 

90). In order to make this study account for this aspect of the material, it has been designed as 

a mixed method study which triangulates the results and through that gives a more complete 

picture and draws on the advantages of each method to minimize the effect of the limitations. 

To evaluate whether the analysis has been performed accurately, important to measure 

reliability. Reliability measures whether the content analysis has is conducted in a systematic 

and replicable manner (Neuendorf 2017: 180). To assess the reliability, an intercoder 

reliability check was executed. A intercoder reliability test should be performed either by two 

different people or can be executed by the same person after at least two months has passed 

since the first analysis and the researcher no longer has the coding of the first analysis fresh in 

memory. This check was done by the same researcher four months after the first analysis. 

According to Neuendorf, at 10 %, or at least 50 articles of the total amount of articles should 

be assessed through intercoder reliability test (2017: 189). For this research, 50 articles were 

analyzed and compared with the previous results and determine consistency of results among 

raters. It was found to be 0.983, which shows an almost perfect agreement with very few 

variations between the results. This establishes that the results of the study are reliable. 

In order to make the coding as coherent as possible a code book with specific descriptions has 

been designed, with the descriptions being used as a guide to code the material in the way that 

it is intended throughout the analysis. This assures validity in the study, as the correct 

measurements were used and reliability, as anyone can use the code book (Appendix 1) to 

evaluate the findings. 

6.3 Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) 

The second research question will be answered through critical discourse analysis, which 

interprets underlying discourses in the content (Fairclough, 1992). Through answering RQ2: 

How are the discourses of consumption and its relation to social activism expressed in the 

content? it will be possible to get a deeper understanding for how consumption is talked about 

within this specific example of lifestyle journalism.  

The critical discourse analysis provides a qualitative method to interpret and understand how 

the use of language creates specific meanings and how it works to persuade people to 

understand events in a certain way according to a certain discourse (Hansen & Machin 2013: 

115). 
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A discourse can be understood as a way of understanding the world (Hansen & Machin 2013: 

117) and one of the main focuses when doing a CDA is understanding where power lies, by 

determining which ideology is present. Ideology means “the way that the ideas and values that 

make up these views reflect particular interests” (Hansen & Machin 2013: 119).  

Language is a way of sharing how the world works, and by analyzing the language in the 

content of this research and determining the underlying ideology it will be possible to 

understand the worldview that is represented within the articles. What will be explored is how 

the discourses of consumption work in promoting capitalist society, and whether there are 

competing discourses resisting this ideology.  

As a tool for the content analysis, the theories established by Turner (2010) will be the point 

of departure. Turner has established general discourses present in the US-American context, 

as described in the theory chapter. Since the focus is to critically analyze the connection 

between activism and discourses of consumption, other theories of ethical consumption and 

commodity activism by Littler (2007), Mukherjee & Banet-Weiser (2012) and Chouliaraki 

(2013) has been added to further explain and understand discourses of responsible 

consumption in connection to activism. 

The critical discourse analysis focuses on the linguistic choices in order to understand the 

dominant ideologies, and when doing this type of analysis there are different aspects of 

language to focus on. Some of the main focuses here are the lexical analysis, naming and 

references to certain people, presuppositions, personification of objects and representations of 

social actions. These aspects, described by Hansen & Machin (2013:121-147), are based on 

the work of Fairclough. Hansen & Machin (2013:120) also points out that not all lexical tools 

needs to be evaluated in each analysis, but the researchers can select which tools are useful for 

the type of analysis in question. 

This lexical analysis focuses on what types of words are used, particularly if there is a 

predominance of certain words in a text, and which signals those words send out. Naming and 

reference to certain people highlights who is talked about and how they are talked about, as it 

has been established that how people are named can influence how they are perceived in a 

text. Presuppositions are concepts within a text that are taken for granted and assumed to be 

true, while it is not for sure that they are since it is always written from the perspective of the 

author. Personification of objects consider which characteristics and abilities are assigned to 

inanimate objects. Representation of social action regards who is active in a text, and who are 
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affected by that action. All of these linguistic aspects will be taken into account, as they 

highlight discourses and power relations within a text (Machin & Hansen 2013: 121-147). 

The focus of the lexical analysis has been summarized to specifically look at these aspects:  

• Predominance of certain words or expressions and the signals they send out 

• How people are named and referred to 

• Presuppositions, which are concepts or perspectives that are taken for granted and 

assumed true 

• Personification of objects, where characteristics and abilities are being assigned to 

inanimate objects 

• Social action, who is active in the text and who is affected by it  

The discourse analysis will also consider the images in relation to the content. While 

discourse analysis is traditionally a linguistic approach, it can also be adapted to look at 

images to explore the discourse and ideology in relation to power. This means it will also 

examine how images are given specific meanings through what is represented and what is not, 

identifying key themes of the images and looking at how the persons or objects are positioned 

in relation to other components of the image (Rose 2016: ch 6). The images that will be 

analyzed are those who are a part of the article, while advertisements on the side and other 

types of visual elements that aren’t a part of the article will not be considered in the analysis. 

6.3.1 Sample for the Critical Discourse Analysis 

This is a sequential explanatory study, meaning that the content analysis will lead to which 

articles will be analyzed further. Based on which categories and characteristics are found 

through the content analysis, certain articles within those categories are selected for discourse 

analysis.  

Based on the results of the content analysis, eight articles were selected for further analysis 

through a critical discourse analysis. The basis for further analysis was the categories of the 

most commonly found social issues in each content category. As was previously explained, 

the content categories are the different subjects that Teen Vogue itself has divided their 

articles in. Within each of these categories, the articles were randomly selected. This sample 

makes it possible to analyze the different discourses of consumption regarding different types 

of social issues as well as potential differences or similarities between the content categories.   
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6.3.2 Limitations for Critical Discourse Analysis as a Method 

While critical discourse analysis is a useful way to understand discourses and ideologies 

within a text, it also has its limitations. One of the main critiques towards most or all 

qualitative approaches are that they are highly interpretative and can be affected by the 

researchers’ preconceptions of the material, which is true also for critical discourse analysis  

(Machin & Hansen 2013:148). Often the topic for analysis is chosen out of personal interest, 

thus often leading to the expected assumptions prior to the study.  

 “CDA is, in a dual sense, a biased interpretation: in the first place it is prejudiced on the basis of some 

ideological commitment, and then it selects for analysis such texts as will support the preferred 

interpretation” (Widdowsson in Titscher et al. 2000: 163-164). 

This critique has been addressed by Fairclough, who points out that the open-ended nature of 

critical discourse analysis is encouraged by critical discourse analysis (Titscher et al 2000: 

164). By using an open-ended research question in this thesis, it allows for exploration of the 

discourse in the material. The advantages of this methods outweigh the limitations, as no 

other method would be as useful to explore this aspect of the material. The critical discourse 

analysis provides important tools for understanding discourses in media, and brings the 

critical aspect of highlighting aspects of power and ideology. It allows for a much deeper 

understanding of the discourses than other methods, and therefore is the more suitable. 

In order to minimize the limitations of the method, various measures have been taken to 

counterweigh the subjective nature of this approach. By selecting public material that is 

accessible for everyone, it is possible to return to the material and evaluate the findings. If 

needed, the analysis can be replicated to compare results. The analysis has also attempted to 

be transparent about the findings, and describe them as objectively as possible in order to not 

exaggerate results. Therefore, quotes and examples from the text are explained and brought up 

to showcase what was found in the text.  

It is also important to note that the critical discourse analysis focuses on consumption 

discourses in relation to activism. While it would be possible to highlight other types of 

discourses and underlying meanings in the material, only the most important findings in 

relation to the research question is presented in the analysis chapter. 

While there are difficulties with completely reduce subjectivity when using this type of 

approach, it is found to be the most useful method for understanding the discourses in the 

material. The critical discourse analysis offers useful tools for understanding language and 
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underlying meanings in the texts. By being aware of the limitations and criticism of the 

method, it is less likely to fall into the pitfalls of this approach. 
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7. Analysis 

The analysis is divided in two sections. The first part is the content analysis, which will 

answer research question one and guide the second part of the study in which articles to select 

for deeper analysis. The second part consists of the critical discourse analysis, which explores 

the discourses of consumption in articles with the most common social issues.  

7.1 Content Analysis 

For the content analysis, the research question is: How frequently does the content bring up 

social issues and encourage consumption? This will be answered in two different sections, 

the first looks at social issues in relation to the content categories of Teen Vogue, to see how 

the articles are categorized and organized on their platform. The second part focuses on 

consumption in relation to social issues, analyzing how consumption of products appear in 

relation to social issues in the material. 

In the following sections, several figures or diagrams are displayed. All diagrams presented in 

the analysis are based on data from the tables found in Appendix 2: Content Analysis Results. 

7.1.1 Social Issues in the Content 

Beginning with looking at the presence of social issues in the material, it was found that 

almost half, 49,3 percent of the coded articles, deal with social issues (Figure 2). The rest of 

the articles can be described as traditional soft news content, such as celebrity gossip, fashion 

trends, human interest stories, etc. (Fürisch 2012:12.13), not containing any text about social 

issues.  

The fact that half of the articles contains text 

regarding social issues highlights that a large 

amount of the content may be interesting for 

those interested in activist topics, or in fact 

drive adolescence to take part in opinionated 

material encouraging them to advocate for 

social change.   

Figure 2: Articles about Social Issues 



29 

To explore the subject further, it was analyzed which types of social issues were present in the 

material. The diagram (Figure 3) displays the percent of the different types of social issues in 

relation to the total amount of social issues. It shows that there are many different social 

issues present in the material, although some are clearly overrepresented. 

 

 

The three most frequently found social issues are racism, gun restrictions and feminism. 

Racism is the most common topic, as 18,3 percent deals with this issue.  This is followed by 

advocating for gun restrictions (17, 3 percent) and feminism (16,3 percent).  

In comparison to the other social issues, these three types of social issues are much more 

frequent. Social issues of mental illness (9,6 percent) and LGBTQ (7,7 percent) are also 

among the top five largest categories.  

The difference in amount of different types of social issues highlights that there is a larger 

focus on topics related to racism, gun restriction and feminism in comparison to social issues. 

This information indicates that Teen Vogue is more invested in these social issues compared 

to others. There could be different reasons behind this. Potentially these are issues which they 

see that their readers are more interested in, or it could be topics that they seek to inform their 

readers more about.   

Figure 3: Types of Social Issues 
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Regarding social issues, it was also possible to see how the different social issues were 

distributed in different content categories on the site, see figure 4. Before going into the 

results, it is relevant to mention the difference between categories, as mentioned in the 

methods section, as the category of News and Politics differ a lot from the other content 

categories being the category most like traditional hard news channels. The other content 

categories are focused more on traditional lifestyle content. One can imagine that this type of 

content is more invested in legislation, current events and political news. 

 

 

 

The articles about racism were more frequently published as a Beauty or Entertainment article 

while gun restriction articles were the most frequent in News and Politics. The reason for this 

may be the more political nature of gun restriction, however, racism could be a political 

subject too. Articles containing content about feminism was more frequent in content 

categories of fashion and entertainment. There is no direct explanation why entertainment and 

fashion relates to feminist content, however, some other categories have more logical 

connections to the content category than others. For example, mental illness and sexual health 

are very frequent in the category of Wellness, and political corruption articles only appears in 

News and Politics. 

Figure 4: Social Issues in Content Categories 
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In order to gain a deeper understanding of this material, the articles for the critical discourse 

analysis will be selected based on the most frequent social issues from the most frequent 

content categories in which they appear. This analysis will be presented after discussing the 

content analysis results regarding consumption and social issues. 

7.1.2 Consumption and Social Issues 

After defining which the main social issues in the articles are, the relationship between 

product consumption is evaluated. Among the articles, about half (51,7 percent) of them 

promoted consumption explicitly (Figure 5). This highlights that a large number of the articles 

consists of content explicitly encouraging consumption. Note that this analysis did not take 

advertisements into account.  

 

 

It was also established that 18,5 percent of the articles contained content about both social 

issues and explicitly encouraging product consumption (Figure 6). The other articles are 

articles which contain neither social issues or explicit encouragement to consume or only one 

of those groups.  

Further on, it was assessed which social issues appeared in the context of product 

consumption. The two most prominent social issues within the group of both social issues and 

product consumption are racism and feminism (Figure 7), which is not surprising as they are 

two of the most frequent social issues. What is noteworthy is that although gun restriction is 

one of the more commonly found social issues in general, it is not presented as frequently in 

relation to product consumption. The reason behind this may be because it is presented in the 

Figure 5: Social Issues and Consumption Figure 6: Articles Encouraging Consumption 
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content category of News and Politics, which is consists of material more like hard news 

channels. It is also interesting that LGBTQ is the third largest social issue in this relation to 

consumption, as it is only the fifth largest in general amongst social issues in the content. This 

indicates that this type of material has a closer connection to consumption than many of the 

other social issues.  

Figure 7: Social Issues Connected to Product Consumption 
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7.2 Critical Discourse Analysis 

Based on the results of the content analysis, eight articles were selected for further analysis 

through a critical discourse analysis. The articles were selected based on what was found in 

the content analysis, based on the category topics with the most commonly found social issues 

in each category. For some of the social issues, they showed a high frequency in two 

categories, while some were more focused in one content category. Based on these criteria, 

the articles were randomly selected within each category. 

The analysis of these articles answers the second research question: “How are the discourses 

of consumption and its relation to social activism expressed in the content?” and will do so 

through a discourse analysis focusing on how words and sentences conveys underlying 

meanings and discourses. After the articles has been chosen, they were analyzed through a 

discourse analysis, targeting the lexical aspects mentioned in the method chapter, based on 

Machin & Hansen (2013, ch 3). The lexical analysis focused on language connected to 

discourses of consumption, and will highlights how factors of consumption or capitalist 

interests, in relation to social issues, are portrayed.  

While more could be said about different types of discourses in the text, the discussions below 

highlight the most important aspects of the content in relation to the second research question. 

The discourses are distinguished based on the theory by Turner (2010) and given a deeper 

understanding to ethical consumption in relation to social activism and identity based on the 

research by Littler (2007), Chouliaraki (2013) and Mukherejee & Banet-Weiser (2012). 

7.2.1 Feminism in Fashion 

Diane von Furstenberg Hosts International Women’s Day Event to  

Empower Women in Fashion (Lawrence & Andrews 2018) 

The article is about an event Diane von Furstenberg is hosting during the International 

Women’s Day. It first describes her and her background and then go more into the events and 

describes what will happen during this day at her store. The event will host a lot of speakers 

from different backgrounds but has a focus on female entrepreneurs. 

The main person of the text, Diane von Furstenberg, is described with words such as 

influential, acclaimed designer. Another aspect in this is that she is often described in the 

same way as her brand is, leading to the idea that she is the brand, and she is the embodiment 

of the products. For example:  
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“Time named her one of the 100 most influential women in the world – a fitting title for the powerhouse”  

This is fortified by the image of her in front of a photo wall at her award show, posing for the 

cameras. This photograph is only about her, and positions her as a successful celebrity, rather 

than the activist cause that she claims to want to highlight.  

Words such as iconic, influential, inspirational and empowering are commonly expressed in 

the text, and connected both to Diane von Furstenberg, her brand and this event. While she is 

not herself the ‘powerhouse’, as that describes her fashion company, the text phrases it as if 

she is her company. She is the brand, so basically, she is the essence of the products that she 

sells. Another aspect of this is the main image at the top of the article, where Diane von 

Furstenberg is displayed standing on front of the logo of ‘the DVF Awards’, which is her own 

award event. While this article is claimed to describe how she means to empower women, 

what this article mainly is doing in the beginning of the text is promoting Diane von 

Furstenberg as a fashion legend and as a brand.  

In the article, after describing her and her status in the world of fashion, it goes on to describe 

how she is aiming to empower women around the world. What is written in the text is that 

there will be multiple events outside of her store, with people who are mainly celebrities who 

will be speaking. Much of the focus is on female entrepreneurs, and there is a presupposition 

that entrepreneurship and women making money in itself will lead to equality. This is a space 

for achievers to empower, and although Diane von Furstenberg claims that she wants to use 

“[…] her platform to empower women from all walks of life”, it is as if entrepreneurs are 

valued as more inspiring and better than others. 

The discourse of consuming responsibly is present in the material, however, it is very clear 

that consuming responsibly is a case of commodity activism, as it is presented as if 

consuming her products is the main way to create change (Turner 2010: 2291; Littler 2007: 

6). In the text, by the action of consuming her products, people will receive equality and be 

able to fulfil their dreams.  

An example from the article is that part of the event is to create make it a shopping event:  

 “We are also turning it into a huge shopping event where people can shop” 

One of the highlighted actions visitors can take is to shop limited edition products: 

“attendees will have the chance to customize and purchase limited edition #INCHARGE merchandize. A 

portion of the proceeds will go to VV Grow, Vital Voices’ global accelerator program for female 

entrepreneurs”. 
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It is taken for granted that by attending this event and purchasing the merchandize, attendees 

will be inspired to make their dreams come true. The idea that an event for equality and 

women’s rights should be turned into a shopping event makes it seem as this event and its 

organizers are exploiting this social issue for capitalist interests. This article contains both 

discourses of consumption as connected to identity and consumption as ethical or responsible. 

The products sold at the event, as well as the products generally sold under the brand of 

Furstenberg is claimed to have the ability to make dreams come true.  

The discourse is that identity is created through purchase (Turner 2010: 2291), in this case the 

identity as a feminist activist is achieved through consumption of the right products (Turner 

2010; Littler 2007:6; Mukherejee & Banet-Weiser 2012: 1). In this case the products are 

connected to the brand of Diane von Furstenberg, who herself is the brand, and by consuming 

them it is claimed to promote a greater cause: equality for women. 

7.2.2 Feminism in Lifestyle  

Why The USA Women’s Hockey Team’s Fight for Fair Pay Is So Important  

(Howard 2018) 

The article is about Meghan Duggan, a female hockey player who plays in the Olympics. The 

focus of the article is fair pay for female athletes, and the text mainly describes the struggle 

for females in sports for equal pay and the resistance that they have tried to put up towards 

this inequality.  

While this article is not focused on highlighting certain consumption of a product, it does 

shine light of the tensions between capitalism and feminism, and how the fight for feminism 

is intertwined with neoliberalist values, capitalism values and individual actions for change 

are in the center. This highlights that this type of activism is mainly a matter of creating of 

“self” rather than inspiring actual change (Chouliaraki 2013: 205). 

The main image also portrays the interviewee, Meghan Duggan, dressed in hockey equipment 

in the hockey rink. What is noteworthy is that she is portrayed alone, and not with her team 

mates, although they all struggle with the same problem of inequality in the sports world, also 

making this social issue an individual task to solve rather than a communal effort (Chouliaraki 

2013: 205) 

A presupposition, something that is taken for granted in this text, is that the main 

measurement of equality mentioned is through earnings. Having an equal salary means 

equality in this context, and it doesn’t consider any other difficulties women athletes have in 
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comparison to men, and while fair pay is an important measurement for equality it is not the 

only one. This article makes it seem like equality is only achieved through equal pay, pointing 

towards money being the solution for this social issue. There is no call for social effort or 

action to achieve any change in this matter, but rather the aim for women to achieve more in 

order to be worthy of equality. In this context, equality is in the shape of equal pay. 

It seems as if money and respect are the same thing in this context: 

“… who have had their own fight for equal pay and respect in their sport.” 

Another thing worth highlighting in this text is that equality is expressed to be something that 

must be earned. Women who are achievers, who reach success are the ones who are worthy 

equality. 

“But for all their skill, achievements, and accolades, like many women athletes, the women of the U.S. 

national hockey team had long seen their efforts as undervalued by the governing body for the sport”. 

This statement makes it seem as if their value comes from money, as well as efforts are what 

should be compensated. 

7.2.3 Anti-Racism in Entertainment  

Storm Reid's Young Hollywood 2018 Interview on "A Wrinkle in Time"  

and Diversity in Film (Bergado 2018) 

This article is part of an article series about young women in Hollywood, and this it is an 

interview with actress Storm Reid, who recently got the part of playing Meg in the movie “A 

Wrinkle in Time”. The article highlights diversity and media representation of African-

American people in media, as Storm Reid is an African-American girl.  

Common words found in the text are empower and representation. Much of the connection 

towards pro-diversity and anti-racism appears to be motivated through media representation. 

One of the main points in the article is that Storm Reid is cast as a strong female lead ‘despite’ 

being an African-American female. She is repeatedly named and referred to as African-

American, and the focus on the content is more about her and her ethnicity as well as the 

movie she is promoting rather than raising actual awareness about the social issue of racism, 

despite the fact that she wants to empower others to “save the world”. 

“if I saw Meg as myself, Meg would empower me and inspire me and make me feel like I could save the 

world. So to have those characters and to be able to be that for young African-American girls or just young 

people in general is really empowering.” 
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There is no division between her personal values of social activism and the actual product that 

she is promoting: her upcoming movie. It is as a way to brand herself and her role. It is also 

highlighted that this type of media is something that is selling right now, and that is an 

important aspect in terms of selling the “product”.  

“With the recent success of Black Panther, there is certainly a hunger for it.” 

In this text, the discourses of consumption as identity and consumption as responsible choices 

are present. It is very easy to make the connection to commodity activism, as described by 

Mukherjee and Banet-Weiser (2012:1). While this is an interview about Storm Reid and her 

life as a young actress, the content of the article shifts between describing the actress and her 

view on social issues of racism to discussing her upcoming movie. Through consuming 

products containing representation of people from different ethnicities, it is claimed that it 

will be possible to overcome racism. 

The main character becomes one with the product to be consume (the movie) while positioned 

as having the role of an activist, in order for readers to identify with her and want to consume 

the product. By consuming the movie that the actress is representing, the reader too can 

become a part of the activist movement too. Through consuming products containing 

representation of people from different ethnicities, it is claimed that it will be possible to 

overcome racism. 

“It is an induction worthy of a young person who is well aware of the power she holds as part of a generation 

she likes to call the Change Makers.” 

As previously has been mentioned, lifestyle media plays a role in advising people in which 

products to consume in order to be their ideal self (Lewis 2008: 8; Fürisch 2012: 13). In this 

context, the celebrity becomes the brand and by consuming her product, you can identify with 

it as well. It is an example of commodity activism, 

 

7.2.4 Anti-Racism in Beauty  

How Unfair and Lovely’s Relaunch Will Combat Colorism  (Acquaye 2018) 

The article about Unfair and Lovely is told as a story by the writer, but ends up promoting the 

charity organization, which aims to encourage “dark-skinned people […] to embrace the 

richness and texture of their skin”. The writer tells her story of arriving to Thailand and 

feeling like an outsider due to her African-American identity. One of the main points that she 
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made, which made her feel like being black was less accepted, was the difficulty of finding 

body creams which did not include whitening agents. 

“I scoured some stores for skincare products that didn’t include whitening agents and found solace in 

tamarind soaps and coconut body butters in the marketplace” 

In this part of the text, the writer expresses that finding skincare products that didn’t include 

whitening agents was a struggle. Many of the words in the text insinuates that it is a struggle, 

a fight and something that needs to be combatted, and by expressing that she found ‘solace’, 

she expresses that she won that battle. It is as if the whitening creams feels like a threat to her 

identity. By consuming the other, more natural products, she managed to keep her identity. 

This example highlights another aspect of the discourse of consumption as consumption as a 

way to create and maintain an identity (Turner 2010: 2290). In this case, consumption is very 

much connected to the writer’s own identity as a black woman, and she needs to find products 

that does not alter her identity. In this text, she expresses that she must go to the marketplace 

and actively search for products that allows her to maintain it. In this case, it is not a matter of 

activism intent but rather of her maintaining the way she sees herself.  

The writer connects skin products and dark skins with her identity, but also makes constant 

references to dark skin as beauty. Apart from the consumption of the right skincare products, 

the main thing that is highlighted in the text is the work of the charity organization Unfair and 

Lovely, which is a social media platform that mainly supports selfies with their hashtag to 

increase representation and highlight differences between people.  

“Their goal is to encourage dark-skinned people, particularly women and femmes, to embrace the richness 

and texture of their skin”.  

A lot of the text builds on the idea that people of color are beautiful and therefore have equal 

rights as anyone else. The social media platform also presents it as people of all colors are 

beautiful and should therefore post selfies to highlight representation and generate 

conversation. What is apparent is that it builds on the idea that beauty is worth, and 

everything is strongly connected to the appearances rather than everyone’s equal rights.  

What this article is aimed to promote is mainly the social media platform, Unfair and Lovely 

which aims to increase representation of black females in media, the text is mainly about the 

writer. She reflects on her own individual attempts as an activist, and connects that to the 

products that she purchases, rather than communal efforts as a group on this platform.  
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The images consist of portrait photos of two women. Who these women are is not explained, 

but they are both photographed in the same way from the same angle and with the same 

background. It is likely to be photographs from Unfair and Lovely, but as this is not 

explained, it is difficult to analyze meanings surrounding it, and we are not given any other 

information other than the perspective of the writer. 

The work of the Unfair and Lovely platform is not mentioned until the end of the article. 

Here, consumption is an action of a social movement, but focuses on the responsibilities of a 

single person, making the effect of her actions likely to have less effect on any real change 

(Littler 2007, Chouliaraki 2013). The platform is also built on the idea that people of different 

ethnicities should take selfies of themselves, which is more a way of branding oneself as 

activist and making the issues more about oneself rather than contribute to actual change 

(Chouliaraki 2013). 

7.2.5 LGBTQ+ in Entertainment 

David Eason from “Teen Mom” Fired by MTV After Alleged Homophobic Tweets 

(Rearick 2018) 

This article brings up how a dad in the television series Teen Mom 2 has expressed 

homophobia in his tweets which resulted in him being fired from the TV channel. In the 

article it describes how he had a twitter discussion with other Twitter users, where he said that 

being homosexual and transgender is not normal, according to him, and that he would make 

sure to teach his children not to associate with people who identifies as that. 

The main part of the article describes the series of events and quotes many of the tweets , and 

supports the standpoint that David Eason was wrong to express these opinions. The article 

describes the series of events not as actions but rather things that happened, and it is assumed 

that the only reasonable thing to do is for MTV to fire him, as he has opinions that does not 

reflect those of the channel.  

While this article does not promote consumption of a specific product, it is very much 

connected to the brand of MTV and the tv show Teen Mom 2. The discourse of consumption 

is not as explicitly expressed here as in some of the other articles, however, when considering 

the reaction from MTV it becomes clear that the consumer is expressed to consume ethically 

and responsibly (Turner 2010: 2291). Therefore, MTV is very concerned about rescuing their 

brand from being a non-ethical choice and representing the wrong ideas for their target group. 

The ideas expressed in the text contains a clear message that people should not consume 
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media that has homophobic content, and by MTV branding themselves as anti-homophobe 

and censoring this type of content on their channel, the receiver does not risk consuming 

media with the “wrong” types of opinions. 

An important aspect is also the main image, which displays David Eason and his wife sitting 

next to each other. The wife smiles and looks friendly, while David Eason has a distressed 

expression and shows his hand to grab the arm of his wife. It portrays him and his wife as two 

very different people, who are not very much in love with each other. This feeling of them 

being separated is enhanced by the text. 

It is also described in a quote of MTV that they are ending the relationship with him, as if the 

TV channel is in a relationship with him, that is broken up. It almost insinuates that his wife 

has broken up with him, as it doesn’t explain whether she will be included in the following 

episodes or not, however when reading it carefully it is only him who is excluded although 

him and his wife are still together. 

“David Eason’s personal comments do not reflect the views of MTV. With six weeks left of production on 

‘Teen Mom 2,’ effective immediately, we are ending our relationship with him.” 

One thing that is taken for granted in the article is that there is only one side of the story, and 

there is no attempt to consider whether he has a right to express his opinions. He is basically 

owned by MTV, and not allowed to express any opinions that does not connect with their 

brand and the opinions that they express. There is no real effort to contribute to change 

regarding David Easons outlook on LGBTQ+ people, or to help this group in any other 

matter. It is rather a way to brand themselves as ethical and not to contribute to any real 

change. This is yet another example of when ethical consumption does not contribute to real 

change but rather serve corporations (Littler 2007).  

7.2.6 LGBTQ+ in Beauty 

Beauty brand Fluide Addresses Gender Identity (Weiss 2018) 

This article is about the makeup brand Fluide, which promotes their makeup products as 

inclusive for all genders and support LGTBQ+ causes. The article points out that the brand 

markets its products in a way that uses models of different genders in their marketing and 

donates money to LGTBQ+ organizations. Although it is a quite short article, it clearly 

highlights consumption as a way of expressing identity. 

“[…] makeup can be a tool of transformation and a powerful means of self-actualization”. 
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The text brings up makeup as a way of expressing identity, and therefore should be available 

to anyone who wants to use it. Other words used is ‘self-expression’ and ‘representation’. 

Using makeup is a way of expressing oneself, and by having representation of people with 

different backgrounds that is a way for anyone to become whoever they want to be. It is not 

only about being oneself, but about making oneself who they want to become through the 

power of makeup. The discourse of identity is an important one here, as the consumption of 

makeup is described as identity-building (Turner 2010: 2290) 

In this article it is possible to distinguish two different discourses of consumption: 

consumption as identity and ethical or responsible consumption. The discourse of 

consumption as identity is evident in the text describing makeup as a way of self-expression, 

where one has the power to maintain or improve his or her identity by consuming this type of 

product. Responsible consumption as a discourse in this text, is constructed as consumers are 

encouraged to purchase the product to support a good cause (Turner 2010: 2289). Once again, 

the ethical consumption is a practice that may serve social issues, but mainly serve powerful 

organizations (Littler 2007: 48). Another aspect is that they are also highlighting that the 

brand is donating money to LGBTQ organizations, which displays that the main way of 

achieving change is through capitalist actions. In a market driven by capitalism, it is 

constantly influenced by economic gain for some individual rather than the vulnerable 

(Chouliaraki 2013: 205). 

At the end of the article there is a list of different products that are offered by Fluide, making 

it clear that they are using an activist agenda as a way of selling products.  

“Fluide's products include $16 liquid lipstick in vibrant colors like blue, silver, purple, and gold. Then, there's 

$15 nail polish in sparkly colors like "C'mon Everybody," "New Year's Revolution," and "House of Yes." If 

brights are more your thing, try "Project Robot," "Riis Beach," "Cherry Grove," and "Metropolitan." And, 

of course, there's a collection of $12 loose glitter in a variety of shiny silver, gold, and blue colors.” 

By branding these products as ethical, they are consumed as commodity activism where 

consumers are shopping for change (Littler 2007; Mukherejee & Banet-Weiser 2012: 1). 

7.2.7 Gun Restriction in News & Politics 

How to Fight for Gun Reform After the March for Our Lives (Bellamy 2018) 

In this article the reader is encouraged to take action regarding gun reform in the US and 

described several different steps to take action. What is particularly highlighted in the text is 
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the focus on that this is a movement for youth to get involved it, and phrasings such as “this 

generation”, “youth today”, etc. are predominant in the text. 

“To the young people out there, this is your movement. The world is finally hearing this generation” 

This is one of the texts which does not showcase very close relationship with any discourse of 

consumption, and it is a very good example of how to contribute to change without any 

particular consumption. It describes taking action for change by signing up for charities, 

demand change from local representatives, registering to vote, read up on US gun laws, 

joining marches, joining groups in the community, and raise the topic on social media. In 

comparison to the other texts, this is the article which raises the most relevant actions to create 

change in a way that does not require consumption. 

There is only one aspect of the article which hints toward aspects of ethical or responsible 

consumption. The first section of the article highlights the importance of large corporation 

taking a stance by dropping ties with the National Rifle Association (NRA). This showcases 

close ties to ethical or responsible consumption as it could indicate that the corporations 

dropping the ties with NRA are corporations that should be supported and not boycotted. It 

does not show any criticism towards the fact that these corporations were associated to NRA 

before this movement got started, although they must have known what NRA stood for. 

“Building off the momentum of other youth-led groups against gun violence, (…) the movement initiated by 

the Parkland survivors has already prompted many corporations to drop ties with the National Rifle 

Association”. 

In this text, it is clear that the article aims to empower people and it is constantly highlighted 

that the young reader is the person who has the chance to be active, according to the text. One 

of the explanations to why this article is more focused on social change which is not related to 

consumption could be because it appears in the News & Politics section. In the content 

analysis it was also clear that articles about gun restriction are not as likely to contain content 

encouraging consumption (section 7.1.2). 

7.2.8 Mental Health in Wellness 

Demi Lovato Delivers Powerful Speech at the Barclays Center (Elizabeth 2018) 

This article brings up the topic of mental issues by presenting it as a celebrity story. It 

describes how Demi Lovato brought up her mental issues and problematic relationship to 

alcohol during a concert.  
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“She went on to say that her fans inspired her to tell her story, noting that "there are people here tonight that 

need to ask for help." 

While it presents the story as being about mental illness, the story seems to be more about 

Demi Lovato and how she is open about mental illness and thanking her audience for support, 

rather than any way of combatting these types of issues. However, it highlights that awareness 

needs to be raised about these issues, which seems to be the main point in the article. 

  “Demi reminded everyone that it's OK to admit when you need help, adding: "Mental health is something 

that we all need to talk about, and we need to take the stigma away from it. So let's raise the awareness” 

While this article does not explicitly encourage consumption, it becomes rather clear that this 

article does not contribute to any type of change but rather create a sense of identity, as focus 

is more on one individual rather than on the social issue (Chouliaraki 2013). One could argue 

that this may be a case of celebrity branding, where a celebrity is associated with a worthy 

cause as a part of the brand. While mental issues and alcoholism is not attractive qualities, 

having combatted them may make Demi Lovato more relatable. 

In this article, the social issue of mental illness is turned more into a spectacle than a worthy 

cause of activism. The text is more concerned with the issues of Demi Lovato rather than 

solving the issues on a more This is another example of how social issues are a case of 

branding rather than a way to create a larger societal change. It is further enhanced by the 

photo, displaying the Demi Lovato performing. This showcases that the story is more about 

the celebrity rather than the social issue itself. 

8. Conclusion and Discussion 

In the first two sections of this chapter, the results are discussed and research questions are 

answered in relation to theory. This is followed by a section discussing the main findings in 

relation to previous research. The final part describes the limitations of this study and gives 

suggestions for further research on this topic. 

The aim of this research is to critically analyze and expose connections between discourses of 

consumption and activism in Teen Vogue, to understand how discourses of consumption work 

to promote capitalist society in lifestyle journalism, and whether competing discourses are 

resisting this ideology through activist initiatives and ideas. 
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8.1 Frequency of Social Issues and Consumption 

The first part of the study, the content analysis, answers the first research question: How 

frequently does the content bring up social issues and encourage consumption? This was 

answered by pinpointing how frequently different types of social issues appeared in the 

content, how frequently they appeared in the same articles as content promoting consumption, 

and in which content categories on the platform the different social issues were more 

frequently found.  

Starting with the frequency of social issues, the results show that almost half of the articles, 

49,1 percent, brings up different types of social issues (Figure 2, page 27). This is quite 

substantial for a teenage fashion magazine, and proves that the strategy of Teen Vogue to 

brand itself as an activist magazine (Warrington 2017) has led to a large amount of the articles 

containing this type of content. 

The next part of the content analysis looked at which types of social issues were present in the 

text. Racism is the most frequently mentioned social issue, with 18,3 percent of the articles 

about social issues containing this topic. This is followed by advocation for gun restrictions 

(17, 3 percent) and feminism (16,3 percent) (Figure 3, page 28).  

Apart from the three main social issues, mental illness (9,6 percent) and LGBTQ (7,7 percent) 

are also common social issues mentioned in the articles (Figure 3, page 28). Although 

LGBTQ was only the fifth most common type of social issue, it was the third most frequent 

type of social issue in connection to content encouraging consumption. It highlights that this 

type of issue seems to have a closer connection to consumption than many other of the social 

issues in the content.  

The next step of the analysis dealt with which types of social issues were more frequent 

within the different content categories on the site. It was possible to distinguish that certain 

social issues were more frequently found in certain content categories. As has been previously 

explained, the content categories are the different topics in which the articles are organized in 

on the online platform of Teen Vogue. Some categories, such as Beauty, Fashion, Lifestyle, 

Entertainment and Wellness are more like typical lifestyle journalism content while the 

content category of News and Politics emulates traditional hard news sources.  
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Noteworthy regarding the content categories in relation to social issues, is that articles 

regarding racism as a social issue mainly appears in the Beauty section and the Entertainment 

section. These content categories are generally connected to soft news content.  

Only a few of these articles appear in the News and Politics category. This points towards the 

most frequent social issue, racism, is generally treated as a type of entertainment or human-

interest content in Teen Vogue. As has been established by Fürisch (2012: 12-13), lifestyle 

media is generally more focused on entertainment content and popular culture than hard news, 

and it seems to be true also for more serious types of content, such as anti-racism articles. 

Compared to this, the social issue of gun restriction, is overrepresented in the News and 

Politics section, which points at this social issue being treated as more of a hard news topic. 

Important to remember here is the is a close connection between lifestyle journalism and 

commercial interest (Fürisch 2012:13). Lifestyle media has been known for giving advice to 

how people should live their lives to fulfil themselves and transform themselves through 

consumption (Lewis 2008:8; Solomon & Rabolt, 2004, p. 23; Binkley 2007: 2650; Bonner 

2003: 104). Finding articles about racism in the categories more closely related to typical 

lifestyle journalism indicates that racism is a social issue which is more connected to 

commercial interests than gun restriction.  

As defined by Pattersson (2000), hard news can be described as breaking events involving 

major issues which are causing disruption of daily life. The topic of gun control is possibly a 

reaction to the many school shootings in the US, and in this case the high school shootings in 

Parkland where 17 people died recently occurred. The reason why this topic is treated more as 

a news story may be because it is related to a current event and more limited to a specific time 

frame than the content of the articles in the soft news categories.  

Since the study is conducted during a limited time period, which type of social issues are 

more frequent could be affected by current events and special issues. There could be seasonal 

differences for which topics are brought up, however, the mentioned social issues are the most 

common social issues during the beginning of 2018. 

In order to gain a deeper understanding of the material, a critical discourse analysis was 

conducted. This part of the study analyzed 8 articles in depth. These articles were selected 

based on the most frequently found social issues in the content categories where they were 

most frequently published in on the Teen Vogue online platform. 



46 

8.2 Discourses of Consumption in Relation to 

Social Issues 

The second part of the study, the critical discourse analysis, made it possible to answer the 

second research question: “How are the discourses of consumption and its relation to social 

activism expressed in the content?”. By analyzing the texts containing the most common 

social issues within the most common magazine content categories, is possible to distinguish 

certain common elements, and some differences.  

As a tool for the critical discourse analysis, lexical elements of each article were evaluated. 

These lexical aspects focused on predominance of words, how people are referred to, 

presuppositions, personification of objects, who is active in the text and who is affected by the 

action. In the method section, these linguistic aspects are explained more in depth. By looking 

at these parts of the text, it was possible to evaluate how language was used in the articles, 

and in what way that language expressed certain discourses. The theory of consumption 

discourses by Turner (2010) was used to pinpoint in which ways consumption was 

encouraged. The analysis was further supported by theories regarding ethical consumption 

and commodity activism (Littler 2007; Mukherejee & Banet-Weiser 2012; Chouliaraki 2013), 

to explain the relationship between activism and consumption. This foundation made it 

possible to evaluate which discourses were present in the material , and what meanings and 

ideologies are expressed. In the following text the main findings of this analysis are discussed 

in relation to theory.  

From the analysis, it was possible to distinguish a discourse encouraging consumption as 

being a part of one’s identity (Turner 2010). This means that readers are encouraged to 

consume in a way which extend their own identity and assign meanings, which are connected 

to the objects they purchase, to themselves. What was especially interesting, is that this 

discourse was found to be interlinked to ethical consumption and commodity activism in the 

texts. In many of the articles the text expressed the idea that, by consuming ethical or 

responsible products, one can become an activist. An example of this can be found is the 

article about feminism in the content category Fashion regarding Diane von Furstenberg’s 

women’s day event, where purchasing her special women’s day merchandise is expressed as a 

way to identify as an activist. The connection between consuming as a way to express identity 

as an activist is reoccurring, and present in the articles about feminism in Fashion, anti-racism 

in Entertainment, anti-racism in Beauty and LGBTQ in Beauty.  
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While it is true that people can find meaning through consumption, adopting a ready-made 

sense of self can be destructive (Turner 2010: 2290). There are several indicators of 

commodity activism in the articles, where people are encouraged to create change through 

consumption of the right products (Littler 2007; Mukherejee & Banet-Weiser 2012: 1). The 

close connection between activism and neoliberalism has been identified in the theories of 

Littler and Mukherejee & Banet-Weiser, and the idea of activism becoming a commodity 

itself is strengthened in this thesis.  

There are more examples of capitalist ideology being present in the text, as there is not only a 

focus on consumption of the right products to combat social issues, but the use of language 

also expresses the idea that money and individual achievements are the main measurements of 

success. The article for feminism in Lifestyle express the idea that equal salary is the main, 

and only, way of measuring equality. Generally, true societal change is usually achieved 

through communal efforts of changing legislation or policies, but in this case, the focus is on 

the individual achievements of one person. There are similar aspects found in the text about 

mental health in Wellness, which attempts to discuss the serious issue of mental illness, but 

instead mainly focuses of the singer Demi Lovato and her personal struggle rather than 

providing any initiative to create change. As described by both Turner (2010: 2291) and 

Chouliaraki (2013: 205), true change rarely comes from individual efforts but from 

institutional and social changes, which should focus more on a group rather than an 

individual. This makes it more of a way to brand the singer and gain empathy for her rather 

than helping those in need. 

There are other aspects of the texts indicating close proximity between activism and 

commercial interests. One of the most prominent indicators of this was found by looking at 

who is active in the text. In several of the articles, the writer takes the side of corporations, 

such as MTV, Furstenberg, Fluide, etc. In these articles, the language is exclusively 

supporting the organizations and those are the ones taking action. There is only one way of 

looking at a problem, and only one right opinion. Often, social issues are used as more of a 

way to brand the organization rather than contribute to change. In a world where activism 

against social issues can be bought and branded in order to create emotional attachments 

between consumers and a brand or celebrity, there is a risk that corporations are gaining more 

financial power rather than of acting against injustice (Littler 2007: 48). Although, 

consumption as an act of resistance can lead to actual change, the connection to commercial 

interests remains problematic.  
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In contrast to this, there is an example which differs from the previously mentioned 

discourses. The article about gun restriction in news and politics displays initiatives less 

connected to commercial interests and capitalist values. Although there are mentions 

regarding corporations, they are not in focus in the text. In this example, the reader is 

introduced to initiatives aimed to create a larger movement and change legislation and 

policies regarding gun control in an organized effort. Compared to encouragement of 

individual purchases aimed to create change, the initiatives presented in this article would 

have an opportunity to create longer lasting changes in society. Similar results were found in 

the content analysis, which showed that, despite gun restriction being a frequent social issue 

in the articles, it did not appear as frequently as other social issues in connection to 

consumption. This can be explained by News and Politics being a content category mimicking 

traditional hard news. As mentioned in the previous section, hard news is more connected to 

current events, and that type of journalism has had a history of spreading objective news with 

a democratizing effect on society. 

Returning to consumption as a means for social change, it remains problematic that there are 

discourses indicating a perception of activism as a commodity, where people are consuming 

ethical or responsible products, or branding themselves or a corporation as ethical, to extend 

their own identity, or for financial gain. Consuming the “right” products can be a way of 

achieving change within a neoliberal framework, where the capitalist system is setting the 

rules for what can be done. However, it is questionable whether the perspective of 

consumption being the main way to contribute to change should be directed towards young 

people, who rarely are in a financial situation where they could contribute in a larger scale. It 

is also arguable whether the discourses should be portraying activism as a commodity that can 

be purchased as a part of an individuals’ meaning making process. Especially considering that 

the target group is young people who in the process of developing their identity (Jones 2009: 

58), it is a problem that Teen Vogue portrays activism in this manner. While consumption can 

be a way to create change, what it does is mainly serving a neoliberal discourse, supporting 

powerful organizations, in a situation where young people who does not have substantial 

finances are encouraged to consume products in order to identify as activists. 

In the following section this will be discussed in context with previous research on the topic 

of women’s magazines, consumption and activism. 
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8.3 Final discussion 

The conclusions of the analysis highlight the close connection between social issues and 

consumption in the material of Teen Vogue in order to understand how the text work to 

promote neoliberal values. To put this research in context of what has been done previously, 

this thesis adds to the body of literature on this topic, by gaining further understanding of the 

discourses of responsible and ethical consumption, and its closeness to consumption as a part 

of expressing identity. The discourse analysis made it possible to see a connection between 

the discourse of consumption as a way of expressing identity, and the discourse of consuming 

ethically, leading to commodity activism. While the discourses established by Turner (2010) 

provide a general understanding of which discourses of consumption are present in wider 

society, this study contributes to understanding how specifically these discourses can be 

understood in the context of Teen Vogue. It became clear that the discourses described by 

Turner (2010) can be intertwined in certain contexts, and more than one type of discourse can 

be present in the content.  

Chouliaraki (2013) has concluded that, in order to fully understand human suffering and 

contribute in a true effort, humanitarian communication must invite people to engage with a 

plurality of values. In contrast to this, Teen Vogue expresses few different perspectives in the 

articles which were analyzed. It was possible to distinguish that, while the content brings 

forward multiple social issues, Teen Vogue generally portrays a very one-sided picture, where 

the reader is not invited to explore a plurality of perspectives, but rather is told what the right 

opinion is and which social issues are more important. This is especially true in the cases 

where larger corporations are involved. 

The findings also add to the research area of women’s lifestyle magazines and fashion 

magazines, as it gives an understanding to what this type of magazine looks like when 

combined with activist content. As Barthes (2013) has established, language is an important 

way of giving meaning to fashion items. In the case of Teen Vogue, most aspects of 

consumption are meaning making processes closely connected to identity. Machin & van 

Leeuwen (2007: 49) has found that the discourses in their study of women’s magazines either 

defined people as citizens of a nation state or as consumers. Also, in Teen Vogue, it is 

possible to see that the material indicates a close relationship to consumption. It is clear that in 

this content, the idea of what it means to be a citizen of a democratic society is blurred with 

being a consumer. The blurred lines between consumer and citizen has been acknowledged by 

academics in consumer culture, who agrees that social change is largely achieved through 
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consumer choices, as political engagement has to a large extent replaced political engagement 

(Duncombe 2012: 292; Marx 1976: 163; Adorno 1991: 98; Twitchell 2000: 285; Fiske 1989).  

To conclude, this research increases understanding regarding the connection between 

consumption and activism in lifestyle media by identifying common discourses within the 

content. The articles were found to encourage people to consume ethical products as a way of 

becoming activists, which once again highlights the close connection between lifestyle 

journalism and commercial interests (Fürisch 2012:13; Lewis 2008:8). As this lifestyle media 

has come to produce more material about activism and social issues, it does not mean that the 

discourses in the magazine has stopped producing material promoting consumption and 

capitalist interests, but rather used activist causes as a reason to consume. It can be seen as a 

way of working towards change within a capitalist system, or it can be a way of the magazine 

to brand themselves to attract a more socially conscious audience for financial gain.  

8.4 Limitations & Further Research 

This study has focused on analyzing the content of Teen Vogue over the time frame of two 

months. Another option would have been to look at a longer time span than this to see more 

variations over time, however, since Teen Vogue is a magazine that has undergone change 

very recently it is challenging to access material over a year that is relevant for this research. 

Therefore, it was selected to limit the study to articles from the time period of two months in 

beginning of 2018. It would be interesting to see if Teen Vogue changes further, and this 

could be a suitable topic to explore in the future. 

This study can only speak for the content that has been analyzed in Teen Vogue, and cannot 

be quantified to be true about other texts. While it provides important insight to the topic of 

consumption discourses in relation to activism in lifestyle magazines, there are most likely 

differences between the content and discourses of Teen Vogue compared to other lifestyle 

magazines. Further research could explore whether the discourses differ from other magazines 

or whether the content of Teen Vogue will continue to evolve to embed other discourses. 

In previous research of fashion magazines, Gough-Yates (2003: 7) and Durham (1996) are 

two of the scholars who have analyzed women’s magazines to explore the potentially 

empowering or disempowering effect the material may have on women. As they had 

contradicting conclusions, it would be interesting to see how articles produced in modern time 

compares to material from further back. 
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While this study focused on consumption in relation to activism and social issues, further 

research should analyze the discourses containing content about e.g. racism and feminism, 

and analyze from an intersectional or feminist perspective. In the current study, it was found 

that articles about racism had a close connection to beauty content and entertainment news. A 

study exploring the discourses in relation to intersectional theory would give even more 

insight to the discourses in the material and whether they have an empowering or 

disempowering effect on the audience, of which many are females. 

Analyzing content provides us with a lot of information about the discourses of Teen Vogue, 

but to expand this understanding, it is relevant to also look into how the content is received 

and whether the content about activism has any actual impact among the readers of Teen 

Vogue. That type of study would potentially require more resources and time, but would 

likely extend the understanding of activism in relation to consumption even more and provide 

us with further understanding of commodity activism and its actual affect in society.  
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Appendix 

Appendix 1: Code book 

 

 Variable Value Description 

1 ID   Individual ID of each 

analyzed article 

2 Date  dd.mm.yyyy Date the article was 

published 

3 Title  Enter text Title of the article 

 

4 Article category   The article category or 

content category are 

established by Teen Vogue, 

they are the popics in 

which they organize their 

articles in. 

  1 News and politics Article is placed under the 

topic of News and Politics 

on the Teen Vogue site 

  2 Fashion Article is placed under the 

topic of Fashion on the Teen 

Vogue site 

  3 Entertainment Article is placed under the 

topic of Entertainment on the 

Teen Vogue site 

  4 Beauty Article is placed under the 

topic of Beauty on the Teen 

Vogue site 
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  5 Lifestyle Article is placed under the 

topic of Lifestyle on the 

Teen Vogue site 

  6 Wellness Article is placed under the 

topic of Wellness on the 

Teen Vogue site 

 

5 Purchase 

encouragement 

  Is a product or product 

line in focus in the story, is 

the article promoting 

specific products? 

(excluding advertisements) 

  1 Yes The article is describing 

products or services that the 

reader are encouraged to 

purchase. 

  2 No The article does not promote  

or mention a certain product 

or service, and the reader is 

not encouraged to purchase 

anything. 

 

6 Type of product   Which type of product or 

service is promoted in the 

material? If more than one, 

code the product most 

highlighted in the content, 

If the previous question is 

“No”, this question will not 

be answered.   
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  1 Clothing Item(s) of clothing, such as 

dresses shirts, pants, etc. 

Latest fashion items.  

NOT INCLUDED: Shoes or 

other types of accessories. 

  2 Makeup, hair and 

beauty 

Item(s) of makeup, hair 

products or other types of 

beauty products. For 

example, eyeshadow, 

lipstick, bronzer, hair 

accessories, hairspray, hair 

straightening iron etc. NOT 

INCLUDED: face creams 

and body lotions, and 

similar products. 

  3 Skincare  Skincare products that are 

treatments for skin, such as 

face creams, face masks, 

body lotions, etc. 

NOT INCLUDED: Makeup, 

hair and beauty products. 

  4 Shoes Different types of shoes, 

such as sneakers, high heels, 

sandals, boots, etc. 

NOT INCLUDED: Bags, 

clothing, other types of 

accessories. 

  5 Bags Bag(s). Such as smaller 

clutches, handbags, 

backpacks, luggage bags, 

suitcases.  
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NOT INCLUDED: Shoes, 

clothing, other types of 

accessories. 

  6 Jewelry and 

accessories 

Jewelry such as necklaces, 

watches, bracelets, earrings, 

rings, etc. Or accessories 

such as belts, etc. 

NOT INCLUDED: Bags, 

clothing or shoes, hair 

accessories. 

  7 Furniture and home 

decoration 

Item(s) of interior 

decorations or furniture, 

such as sofas, chairs, home 

designs, garden furniture, 

etc. 

NOT INCLUDED: Tech 

products, such as computers, 

television, phones, other 

types of IT products. 

  8 Food products Food product(s), such as 

pizza, burgers, pasta, etc. 

  9 Tech products Different types of IT 

products, such as computers, 

television, phones, etc. 

  10 Publications  Books or magazines 

  11 TV show or movie Tv shows or movies 

  12 Music Specific albums or artists 

releasing music 



61 

  13 Travel Travel to a certain 

destination or travelling with 

a specific airline.  

  14 Other Any product that does not fit 

into any of the other 

categories 

 

 

7 Highlighting and 

taking stance in 

social issues 

  Is the article highlighting 

any social issues and take a 

stance in that issue? 

  1 Yes The article brings up a social 

issue and takes a stance 

  2 No The article does not deal 

with any social issue 

 

8 Which is the 

main social issue 

  Which type of social issue is 

highlighted in the material? If 

more than one, code the 

product most highlighted in the 

content (as in: appears first 

and is discussed in a larger part 

of the article) 

If the previous question is 

“No”, this question will not be 

answered.   

  1 Feminism  

  2 Mental illness  

  3 Sustainability  
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  4 Animal cruelty  

  5 Police violence  

  6 Gun regulation  

  7 Rights of indigenous 

people 

 

  8 Racism  

  9 Prison reform  

  10 Abuse  

  11 Sexual health  

  12 Company exploitation 

of ethical causes 

 

  13 Physical disability  

  14 Body image  

  15 LGBTQ  

  16 Cyber bullying  

  17 Nutrition and health  
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Appendix 2: Content Analysis Results 

Table 1: Presence of social issues 

 

Table 2: Presence of social issues in categories 
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Table 3: Correlation between social issues and product types 
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