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Abstract 

Magazine covers are multimodal texts designed to draw the attention of potential 

readers. Health and fitness magazines, in particular, make up a large portion of the 

publishing industry, and previous research has pointed to their influence on readers’ 

perceptions of health and fitness. In order to interpret the multimodality of magazine 

covers, a different approach other than the purely linguistic one needs to be employed. 

Following the theoretical frameworks of Systemic Functional Linguistics and Social 

Semiotics, this study set out to investigate the verbal and visual construction of health 

on eight covers of Men’s Health and Women’s Health. The findings indicate that there 

are significant differences in how health is constructed on the men’s and women’s 

edition of the magazines. These differences mainly concern the way in which health is 

achieved, and the relationship between the viewers and the magazine. This not only 

indicates that different strategies were used to attract viewers, but also reveals 

something about the relationship the viewer is supposed to have with their bodies as 

well as their perceptions of health.   
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Background  

 

Magazine covers are multimodal texts designed to draw the attention of potential 

readers. By arranging both visual and verbal elements in a certain way, they help 

viewers distinguish one magazine from another. Although magazine covers are 

ubiquitous and ingrained in society, they are still a relatively unexplored genre within 

the field of multimodality. 

        The focus of this study will be on the covers of health and fitness magazines, and it 

will proceed from the definition of health as “soundness of body; that condition in 

which its functions are duly and efficiently discharged.”1 Health and fitness magazines 

make up a large portion of the publishing industry, and numerous studies have dealt 

with their influence on readers’ own perceptions of health as well as their perceptions of 

gender roles (Alexander, 2003; Colson-Smith, 2005; Cusumano & Thompson, 1997; 

Macdonald and O’Flynn, 2006; Rubio-Hernandez, 2010 etc).  

        Victor Lim Fei (2004) writes about there being “an increasing awareness that 

meaning is rarely made with language alone” (p. 220). In order to understand and 

analyze texts that employ a variety of modes other than verbal text alone, there needs to 

be a dialogue between academic disciplines that have traditionally focused on mono-

modality – such as linguistics – and other fields of research.  

        In view of this, this paper will investigate how health is constructed, both verbally 

and visually, on eight covers of the American magazines Men’s Health and Women’s 

Health. It will do so by adapting Halliday’s Systemic Functional Grammar and Kress 

and van Leeuwen’s model of visual grammar.         

          

             

 

                                                      

1 Health. 2014. In OED.com. Retrieved September 17, 2014 from 

http://www.oed.com.ezp.sub.su.se/view/Entry/85020?isAdvanced=false&result=1&rskey=vq6Ksm& 
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1.2 Aim  

 

The aim of this study is to investigate the linguistic strategies used to present and 

promote the notion of health from a multimodal perspective. In doing so, the study aims 

to answer the following questions:  

 

 How is health constructed on the selected magazine covers? 

 Are there any differences in terms of how health is constructed on the different 

editions of the magazine? 

2. Literature review  

This section will summarize some of the previous research from the fields of 

multimodal discourse analysis and the discourse of health and fitness magazines. 

However, it shall first be concerned with the origins of multimodal research, namely the 

theories of Michael Halliday and the adaption of these made by Kress & van Leeuwen 

to form a visual grammar.  

 

2.1 Multimodal research – origins and adaptions 

2.1.1 SFL and Visual grammar 

 

All multimodal research is anchored in the model of grammar developed by linguist 

Michael Halliday in the 1960’s.  Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL) is concerned 

with the contextualized, practical uses to which language is put.  

        SFL make up a vast body of work, but what will be put to use in this paper are the 

theories of the three metafunctions and the system of transitivity. 

        According to Halliday (1985), there are three major functions of language: 

 

 Ideational 

 Interpersonal 

 Textual  
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        The ideational function is the use of language to express experiential aspects about 

the physical, as well as the inner world. It is within this metafunction that the transitivity 

system is found. The interpersonal function expresses something about the social 

relations between participants (e.g. producers behind magazines and viewers/readers) 

and can be analyzed through degree of modality in language (e.g. use of modals and 

modal adverbs). Finally, the textual function is concerned with how different modes are 

organized in a certain way to form coherent and cohesive text (Kress and van Leeuwen 

2006: 42-43). 

        However, the reality of the world is not only realized through verbal language. In 

their Visual Grammar, Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) expand on SFL to account for 

different types of semiotic meanings other than those expressed by verbal language 

alone. They do this by assigning representational, interactive and compositional 

meanings to images. These correspond to Halliday’s tri-metafunctional model. The 

representational metafunction, like its SFL counterpart, deals with the experiential 

aspects of the world, and include transitivity processes similar to those in SFL. The 

interactive metafunction concerns the relationship between image and viewer, which is 

realized through concepts such as gaze and gesture; size of frame; social distance, and 

markers of modality such as color and mood types. Finally, the compositional 

metafunction concerns the coherence and cohesiveness of the image, especially in 

relation to other modes such as verbal text.  

        Within SFL, Halliday sees the clause as the most significant grammatical unit used 

to represent different patterns of experience, i.e. what goes on in the ideational 

metafunction. Each clause is said to represent a process, i.e. ‘goings-on’ of doing, 

feeling, happening, being. This can be seen through types of transitivity processes, 

where transitivity specifies “the different types of process that are recognized in the 

language, and the structures by which they are expressed.” (1985: 101). By looking at 

the types of processes in a text, one can gain insight into how participants are 

represented and how they are related to each other. They also provide a frame of 

reference for interpreting our experience of what goes on in the world.  

        Halliday’s transitivity system comprises three components, namely: the process 

itself, participants in the process, and circumstances associated with the former. The 

types of processes are then divided into six categories, i.e. the material, mental, verbal, 

relational, behavioral and existential. Each of these processes in turn comprises their 
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own participants and circumstances.  

        The process patterns in transitivity representation in this paper are here specified as 

the Material, Mental, Relational and Verbal processes. The transitivity analyses were 

conducted following the examples presented in Halliday (1985/2004). However, this 

paper does not present detailed descriptions of circumstantial information, but mainly 

deals with the types of processes in use.  

        Material processes are processes of doing or happening; Mental processes are those 

of sensing; Relational processes are those of being and having, and Verbal processes are 

those of saying. Table 1 shows the above four processes in use, and have been adapted 

from Halliday (1985/2004). 

 

Table 1. “Types of transitivity processes” 

Material   The lion caught  the tourist 

   Actor Process Goal 

Mental   Mary liked  the gift 

   Senser Process Phenomenon 

Relational   Mice are  timid creatures 

   Carrier Process Attribute 

Verbal   She explained everything 

   Sayer Process Verbiage 

   

The following subsection will summarize some of the studies that have been carried out 

on the multimodality of magazines.         

 

2.1.2 Multimodal Discourse Analysis 

 

Existing studies of magazines are spread out across different fields; from psychology to 

the purely linguistic. However, many of these studies focus on the content and 

advertisements within the magazine (Chen & Machin, 2014; Chrisler, Malkin & 

Wornian, 1999; Machin & van Leeuwen, 2007 etc), and not the cover of the magazine. 

        Gudrun Held (2005) describes magazine covers as being part of a contact- and 

advertisement genre that has received little attention in linguistic research, despite being 

“the epitome of multimodal text types” (p. 174). Furthermore, she points out that the 

low awareness of this genre is manifested by its lack of a specialized vocabulary. This 
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in turn implies that in order to approach this highly multimodal genre, a coherent and 

specialized vocabulary needs to be introduced. 

        Martínez Lirola (2006) analyzed two covers of free British magazines, using 

Systemic Functional Linguistic (SFL) as framework. Similarly, O’Halloran used the 

SFL approach in a study on how ideational meaning is constructed using language and 

visual imagery in printed text. She argues that the SFL approach to multimodal analysis 

provides “an integrating platform for theorizing how semiotic resources interact to 

create meaning” (2008: 444). Furthermore, she writes that it enables researchers to 

investigate how verbal, visual and, for example, mathematical symbolism work together 

to create meaning in ways which are not possible using linguistic approaches alone.  

        In a study published in 2011, Fabio Nascimento analyzed the cover of Brazilian 

gay male magazine Junior. By conducting a transitivity analysis on the verbal texts 

present on the cover, as well as analyzing the image of the cover model he pointed to a 

specific construct of masculinity suggested by a series of attributes realized by verbal 

and visual language. These attributes were mainly associated with beauty, the 

maintaining of youth and the search for sexual pleasure. Furthermore, he suggested that 

the conversational style in which the verbal texts were written, seemed to be an attempt 

on the editor’s part to naturalize these values. 

        David Machin has published several studies on the multimodality of magazines, 

both on his own and in collaboration with other scholars (Chen & Machin, 2014; 

Machin & van Leeuwen, 2007; Machin & Thornborrow, 2003). These studies, as well 

as the book from 2007, look at both the covers and contents of a number of magazines, 

but from a global perspective. The study from 2014 looks at the visual design of a 

Chinese women’s magazine, and the study from 2003 investigates the global aspects of 

the branding of women’s magazine Cosmopolitan.  

        In conclusion, although studies have been published on the multimodality of 

magazine covers, there are – to the author’s knowledge – no contrastive analyses on 

men’s and women’s magazines conducted within the same study.  
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2.2 The discourse of health and fitness magazines 

 

This section summarizes some of the previous research carried out in the context of 

health and fitness magazines. These studies cover a broad variety of fields, but have 

been chosen to reflect the research questions of this paper, namely how health is 

constructed and how it may be constructed differently depending on gender. They have 

also been chosen for inclusion because they deal with either the cover and/or the visual 

aspects of the magazines. 

        In her study of women’s magazines, McCracken (1993: 14) identifies two purposes 

of the magazine cover, which indeed can be said to include both men’s and women’s 

magazines. Firstly, it is a “window to the future self” that aligns viewers with the 

thoughts and opinions voiced by the magazine in question. Secondly, it acts as an 

advertisement intended to increase the publisher’s sales, as well as the sale of products 

and services promoted inside.  

        On defining wellness in health and fitness magazines, Carol-Ann Farkas (2010) 

writes that the experience of “health” and “wellness” is as much negotiated as it is 

imposed, which complicates the range of available meanings for these terms (p. 113). 

Furthermore, she argues that the expert advice readers receive acts to highlight what is 

currently not well in their lives. This suggests that what the reader is right now is in fact 

abnormal and needs to be changed. McCracken raises the same issue in her book, and 

argues that in order for magazines to push their readers’ self-confidence, they first have 

to undermine it (1993: 155). In a later publication concerning the way in which women 

are depicted in wellness media (Wiley 2008), Farkas argues that women’s magazines 

(and health and fitness magazines in particular), make use of conversationalized 

language and a “bossy” tone to make readers feel that they belong to the same 

community, i.e. that in which women are on the quest of self-improvement (p. 132). 

        Similarly, a number of studies have been published on men’s magazines, and in 

particular, the way in which men are depicted (Rubio-Hernandez 2010; Stibbe 2004; 

Peixoto Labre 2005; Gough 2006 and 2007 etc). One such study by Susan Alexander 

(2003) investigates how concepts of masculinity are depicted in Men’s Health. She 

notes that the particular brand of masculinity being pushed in Men’s Health seems to be 
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concerned with achieving and maintaining a “hard body”. Through analysis of both 

cover and content, Alexander notes a shift in men’s understanding of masculinity 

compared to past generations. In today’s society, both men and women are more prone 

to accept and read gender as a construct of capitalism, and something that can be 

achieved by purchasing acceptable brand-name products.  

        Finally, in a study carried out by Bartholomew, Hebert and Kilpatrick (2005) on 

college students’ motivation for physical activity, they found that men are more 

interested in activities out of intrinsic interests, while women are motivated by extrinsic 

concerns about their weight and appearance (p. 93). This finding is echoed in a study by 

Macdonald, O’Flynn and Wright (2006), who also found that young men saw health and 

fitness as an embodied capacity to do physical work, while young women had a more 

complex and difficult relationship with health and fitness that revolved around 

maintaining an ‘appropriate’ body shape.  

        In conclusion, previous research in the area of health and fitness magazines is 

spread out across several different disciplines, from gender studies to discourse analysis 

to medicine. This seems to underline the need for interdisciplinary approaches in order 

to fully be able to interpret and understand the different aspects and perspectives at 

work.  

 

 

3. Methodology 

3.1 Material – Men’s Health and Women’s Health 

 

Eight covers of the American magazines Men’s Health and Women’s Health were 

chosen for this study. The magazines were selected according to the following criteria: 

 

 Print media 

 Target audience – men’s and women’s edition 

 Monthly or bi-monthly publication 

 Objective – fitness 

 High circulation number 
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        The selected covers were published in December 2013 (2), January/February 2014 

(2), May 2014 (2) and September 2014 (2). The rationale behind this is that fitness 

magazines would tend to put more emphasis on the time before and after Christmas and 

New Year’s Eve, as well as the time before and after summer (“bikini season”). Another 

reason was simply getting as broad a selection as possible to be able to point to possible 

patterns. 

        Both magazines are published by Rodale Inc; an American publisher of health and 

wellness lifestyle magazines. Apart from Men’s Health and Women’s Health, its roster 

includes Prevention, Runner’s World, Bicycling and Organic Gardening. Rodale strives 

to “inspire and enable people to improve their lives and the world around them”2 

        Men’s Health is a printed magazine that is published ten times per year. Although 

originally launched as a men’s health magazine in 1987, its topics now cover fitness, 

nutrition, sexuality, fashion and technology. The emphasis, however, is still on physical 

and mental health. With 41 editions worldwide and a circulation of 1.8 million in the 

United States alone, it is the world’s largest men’s magazine (Media kit Men’s Health 

2014). 

        The target audience for Men’s Health is described as “active, successful, 

professional men who want greater control over their physical, mental and emotional 

lives.” (Media kit Men’s Health 2014). 

        Women’s Health is the sister magazine to Men’s Health and was launched in 2005. 

Like its brother, it is published ten times a year. It has been launched in 51 countries 

worldwide, and boasts a circulation of nearly 1.6 million. 

        The target audience for Women’s Health is today’s modern woman, and the 

magazine is described as giving readers “the tools they need to make instant, positive 

changes in their lives.” (Media kit Women’s Health 2014). 

 

3.2 Procedure  

 

The covers were analyzed using the systems described in Halliday’s Systemic 

Functional Grammar (1985) and Kress and van Leeuwen’s Visual Grammar (2006). In 

                                                      
2 http://www.rodaleinc.com/ 
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these systems, verbal and visual language is analyzed in terms of the meaning-making 

potential they possess. 

        I designed a checklist concerning the verbal and visual content to examine the data 

(see Appendix A). The purpose of the checklist was to approach the data from the three 

Hallidayan metafunctions. In the ideational analysis, the verbal texts were examined in 

terms of themes present on the covers; types of transitivity processes and how these are 

situated in the health context. The themes were determined following Susan 

Alexander’s study of how masculinity is branded in Men’s Health (2003), but adapted 

to suit the research questions of this paper and thus focusing on the construction of 

health as opposed to the construction of masculinity. The theme lifestyle includes topics 

such as style and beauty; career and technology. The transitivity analyses were 

conducted by identifying the main verbs of the clausal texts, which will henceforth be 

referred to as coverlines (McLaughlin, 2000:5), on the cover, and then determining 

which process they represented.  

        The visual texts were similarly examined in terms of processes and their relation to 

the ideas conveyed in the verbal texts.  

        The interpersonal analysis examined speech functions; tone; and the degree of 

modality as described by both Halliday (1985) and Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) used 

both verbally and visually. Together, they reveal something about the relationship 

between producer and viewer.  

        Finally, the textual analysis examined how the layout and use of framing devices 

work to create a coherent and cohesive text.  

 

3.2.1 Scope  

         

In order to delimit the scope of this study, and thereby be able to perform in-depth 

analyses, I have chosen to focus on the covers of magazines rather than the content. As 

mentioned in section 2.1.1, SFL sees the clause as the most significant grammatical 

unit. As such, one limitation in regards to the linguistic analyses lies in the brevity, 

structure and function of the coverlines, which are made up of both clausal elements and 

isolated noun phrases, where a majority of the former consist of short imperatives. Had 

the study investigated the contents of the magazines, the linguistic analyses would likely 

have been richer. 
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        Another limitation, which is explored more thoroughly in O’Donnell, Zappavigna 

and Whitelaw (2009), concerns the interpretation of process types in transitivity 

analyses. Within SFL, there has been some debate on what constitutes a correct 

interpretation of transitivity process types. Since SFL does not provide “a single process 

type classification of any clause” (O’Donnell et al, 2009: 1), it is up to the interpreter to 

apply an application of the theory that the rest of the community agrees with. The 

theory applied in this study is directly based on the one used in Halliday’s Introduction 

to Functional Grammar (1985/2004). Furthermore, the transitivity analysis was 

conducted on the coverlines of the magazine covers. These texts are brief and to the 

point, and did not present any difficulties. However, if the material had consisted of 

magazines from several different genres, there might have been ambiguities. 

 

4. Results 

The covers in the present study share similarities related to format; these similarities tie 

them together and make them part of the same “world”. This is realized through the 

combination of title, the image of a male or female model and a series of verbal texts 

that surround them.  

        The title of the magazine is the same shade of red on both the men’s and women’s 

edition, and is always partially obstructed by the head of the model. If this were a newly 

launched magazine, the producers would perhaps have made a different choice and had 

the title fully visible in order to attract new readers. However, since both Men’s Health 

and Women’s Health are long established on the market, they can afford to make these 

choices as they will still be recognizable to the viewers.  

        McLaughlin (2000) points to the importance of the title in shaping reader’s 

expectations, and calls it “a short-hand way of conjuring up particular associations in 

the reader’s mind” (p, 6). As mentioned in the introduction of this paper, health can be 

defined as “soundness of body; that condition in which its functions are duly and 

efficiently discharged.” The words Men’s and Women’s modify the head noun health, 

and let us know who the magazine is about, and to whom it is aimed. Even though 

demographic research shows that Men’s Health has a female readership of 16.3%3, the 

                                                      
3 Men’s Health Media Kit 2014.  http://www.menshealthmediakit.com/audience/  

http://www.menshealthmediakit.com/audience/
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magazine is mainly aimed towards men, as can be seen in their mission statement.  

        The following three subsections explore the covers through the three dimensions of 

the meaning-making process (ideational, interpersonal and textual) as outlined in 

section 2.1.1. Throughout the analysis, references to the different covers will be made as 

follows: 

 

 MH1, MH2, MH3, MH4 – Men’s Health issue December; January/February; 

May; and September respectively. 

 WH1, WH2, WH3, WH4 – Women’s Health issue December, January/February; 

May and September respectively. 

 

 

 

4.1 Representations of reality – the ideational metafunction   

 

A look at the coverlines tells us that health can encompass anything from having a slim, 

muscular body to owning the best new tech. The ideational representations of health 

will be examined and presented in terms of themes seen on the covers, as well as 

process types used in both the verbal and visual text.    

 

4.1.1 Verbal texts 

 

Table 2 shows the six themes that appear most frequently in the coverlines on the covers 

of Men’s Health. Apart from the lifestyle theme, which does not contain any specific 

topic, the theme of exercise is the most frequently occurring one on the men’s covers, 

followed by diet and food. The goal of exercising is to achieve and maintain a muscular 

body. This type of exercising is often linked to pain, as can be seen in the coverline 

“Pain: dodge it, beat it, enjoy it” (MH4). The theme of weight loss appears in four of the 

coverlines, and involve losing weight in the stomach area. Evidently, having a round, as 

opposed to flat, stomach is not compatible with the ideal presented in Men’s Health, 

where “hard muscle” and strong arms and abs are the norm. The diet/food theme covers 

topics such as cooking and how to eat smart. One coverline also presents the four best 
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muscle shakes (MH4). Two of the coverlines include postmodifiers in the form of 

prepositional phrases, i.e. “cook like a man” and “10 best foods for men” (MH1 and 

MH2 respectively). The first example is interesting as it is preceded by the words 

“Smoke, Fire, Meat”, which is perhaps meant to be a play on the image of men as 

primitive beings. It could also be a conscious decision on the producers’ part to 

masculinize a domain, i.e. cooking, that has traditionally been thought of as feminine.  

The theme concerning health includes topics of health from a medical or mental point of 

view, with coverlines such as “say this, live longer”, “#1 hidden health risk in your car”, 

and “strip away travel stress”. Finally, the lifestyle theme includes topics ranging from 

career advice to fashion guides, with coverlines such as “score a raise with this mind 

trick”, “best new tech”, and “make them look: fall 2014 style guide”. One of the 

coverlines is a piece of life advice given by MH2 cover model Matt Damon, i.e. “How 

to leave your mark”. Another such piece of advice is, although implicitly, given by 

MH1 cover model Luke Evans, i.e. “3 power moves for career success”. 

 

 

Table 2. “Main Themes on Men’s Health covers”. 

Themes Number of coverlines Examples 

Lifestyle 8 3 power moves for career 

success 

Happiness: a buyer’s guide 

Best new tech 

Exercise 7 Hard muscle made easy 

Double your muscle 

Add 15 lbs of muscle 

Health 5 Say this, live longer 

Strip away travel stress 

Pass this test: cheat death 

Diet/Food 5 Cook like a man 

10 best foods for men 

27 ways to eat smarter now 

Weight loss 4 Blast belly fat 

Get back in shape 
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Lose your gut 

Sex/Relationships 4 Charm her pants off 

Her sex wish list 

Where to meet your match 

Women explained (to the 

extent possible) 

 

Conversely, the most frequently occurring theme on the women’s covers is weight loss, 

followed by sex/relationships. The topic of exercise, however, only comprises three 

coverlines. What is more, these frequently occur with coverlines that promote weight 

loss. On WH1, one coverline promises to show viewers how to “tone every zone”, using 

“10 moves that trim inches – for real”. This suggests that exercise is linked to, and done 

for, weight loss, as opposed to gaining weight in the form of muscle or building strength 

as is the case on the men’s covers. Furthermore, on the covers of Men’s Health, words 

like muscle, power and strength are used in relation to health and fitness. The goal is 

often to add muscle, build strength or hack metabolism. On the women’s edition, 

however, words like sexy, lean and slim are used instead, and readers are encouraged to 

tone, shrink, or boost metabolism. This suggests that the version of reality presented in 

Men’s World is rather different from the one presented in Women’s Health.  

 

Table 3. “Main Themes on Women’s Health covers”. 

Themes Number of coverlines Examples 

Lifestyle 11 Bored with the LBD? 

Cutest denim cutoffs for 

your body 

How to be your own kind 

of sexy 

Weight loss 7 10 moves that trim inches – 

for real 

Eat, drink & still shrink 

Shed two sizes 

Sex/Relationships 4 Crazy good sex 

The hot-sex bucket list 
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Ultra hot sex moves 

Health 3 How to save your own life 

Outsmart hangovers 

Instant health boosters 

Exercise 3 Tone every zone 

Sexy abs & butt 

How to get buff on a 

budget 

Diet/Food 1 No, you don’t have to kick 

caffeine 

 

        One such striking difference can be seen on the May issues of the magazines 

(illustration 1) where, on the men’s cover, the viewers are told to “add 15 lbs of 

muscle”, and the women are told “[…] to lose 15 lbs”. The same covers urge men to 

“build strength that shows”, and women to “shrink your belly, butt & thighs”.  

 

 

Illustration 1. “Weight loss vs weight gain on MH3 and WH3”. 
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        The theme of health comprises three coverlines, which, similar to the health theme 

on the men’s covers, deal with topics concerning medical and mental health. The 

lifestyle theme, with a number of eleven coverlines in total, covers topics ranging from 

fashion and beauty to life advice. Three of those coverlines are advice given by the 

cover models, e.g. “Drew Barrymore shares her personal beauty secrets”, [Sofia 

Vergara] How to be your own kind of sexy”, and “Kaley Cuoco-Sweeting shares her 

confidence-building tips”.  

        What all of the coverlines have in common, is the presupposition that the viewer is 

not happy with the current state of their health. They are either not eating right; not 

dressing right for their body; not muscular enough, or not having successful careers. 

However, it is implied that all of this can be changed by following the advice of the 

magazines. 

        As mentioned in section two, conducting a transitivity analysis can provide an 

insight into how participants are represented and how they are related to each other. 

Table 4 summarizes the types of transitivity processes represented on the covers of both 

Men’s Health and Women’s Health. 

 

 

 

Table 4. “Frequency of transitivity processes on the covers of Men’s Health and Women’s Health.” 

 Material Verbal  Mental Relational Total 

Men’s health 20 1 0 1 22 

Women’s 

health 

30 3 2  3  38 

 

 

        As can be seen, an overwhelming majority of the types of processes represented 

belong to the Material type of process. This is perhaps no coincidence, as covers of 

these types of magazines often seek to address changes that viewers wish to make. The 

changes made will then presumably lead to good health. A majority of the depicted 

processes are transformative in their nature, since the goal is to change something that is 

currently not right according to the norms and conventions of the magazine.  

        The coverlines of Men’s Health tend to favor the Material process to a greater 

extent than those of Women’s Health, with 91% compared to 79%. However, the total 
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number of coverlines is higher on Women’s Health, with 38 compared to 22. This is 

most likely due to there being more clausal coverlines on Women’s Health, whereas 

many of the coverlines of Men’s Health are noun phrases. The same explanation might 

account for there being more transitivity processes overall on the covers of Women’s 

Health.  

        A majority of the coverlines lack a subject, which is normal in English imperatives, 

where the intended subject is understood to be the interpreter.  

        Figure 1 presents a typical coverline in the form of an imperative where the viewer 

is strongly demanded to lose weight (‘Blast belly fat’). The same type of process and 

topic appears in the coverline presented in figure 2 from Women’s Health, but with the 

addition of a circumstance that promises weight loss without having to diet (‘Lose 

weight minus the diet’). 

 

Figure 1.  Transitivity process: MH1 

Blast belly fat 

Material process Goal 

 

Figure 2. Transitivity process: WH1 

Lose weight  minus the diet 

Material process Goal Circumstance: manner: 

means 

 

        The main difference between the magazines in the way in which Material 

processes are presented, seems to be what comes before and after the process verb. 

Table 5 and 6 respectively list the Material processes on the cover of each magazine. 

 

Table 5. “Material processes on the covers of Men’s Health.” 

    

Magazine + No. PARTICIPANT PROCESS PARTICIPANT/CIRCUMSTANCE 

MH1  Blast belly fat! [Goal] 

  Cook like a man [Goal: manner: 

comparison] 

  Charm her pants [Goal] 

  off  
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  Strip away travel stress [Goal] 

MH2  Get back in shape [Goal] 

  Strengthen your heart [Goal] 

  Sharpen your mind [Goal] 

  Flu-proof your body [Goal] 

  Lose your gut [Goal] for good 

[Circumstance] 

 How [Goal] to leave your mark [Goal] 

  Double your muscle [Goal] 

MH3  Build strength that shows [Goal] 

  Pass this test [Goal] (and) 

   cheat  Death [Goal] 

  Hack your metabolism [Goal] 

 Where [Goal] to meet your match [Goal] 

  Add 15 lbs of muscle [Goal] 

 27 ways [Goal] to eat Smarter [Goal: manner] now 

[Circumstance: time] 

MH4  Score a raise [Goal] with this mind 

trick [Circumstance: means] 

  Eat the pasta [Goal] (and) 

   lose  the pounds [Goal] 

  Steal  his workout and diet secrets 

  Make them [Goal] 

  look   

 

What is noticeable is the prevalence of participants in the first position, with 12 out of 

30 coverlines on Women’s Health compared to three out of 20 on Men’s Health. What 

precedes the Material verb in both instances are mostly words or phrases that specify 

how or by what means something can be achieved. However, in three of the coverlines 

on Women’s Health, the pre-verbal participants are Actors. 
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Table 6. “Material processes on the covers of Women’s Health.” 

Magazine + no. PARTICIPANT PROCESS PARTICIPANT/CIRCUMSTANCE 

WH1  Tone every zone [Goal] 

  Toss the Spanx [Goal] 

 10 moves that 

[Goal] 

trim  inches [Goal] for real 

[Circumstance: manner]  

 Tips [Goal] to electrify your orgasm [Goal] 

  Eat  

  drink  (and) still [Circumstance] 

  shrink   

  Lose weight [Goal] minus the diet 

[Circumstance] 

 How [Goal] to save your own life [Goal] 

  Jump-start your best body [Goal] today 

[Circumstance: time] 

WH2  Shed two sizes [Goal] 

  Start tonight [Goal] 

  Amp motivation [Goal] 

  Push past fear [Goal] 

  Excel at anything [Goal] 

 This bold, sexy 

actress [Actor] 

doesn't hold back  

  See for yourself 

 How [Goal] to get Buff on a budget [Goal] 

WH3 5 ways [Goal] to lose 15 lbs [Goal] 

  Whip out these sizzling skills [Goal] 

tonight [Circumstance] 

WH4  Shed pounds [Goal] (and) 

   firm up with these powerful new 

moves [Goal] 

 (No) you [Actor] don't have to kick caffeine [Goal] 

 How [Goal] to make it work for you [Goal] 

  Anti-age  your hair [Goal] overnight 

[Circumstance] 

 Hot tricks [Goal] to reach your peak [Goal] pronto 

[Circumstance] 
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  Burn fat [Goal] all day 

[Circumstance] 

 Surprising ways 

[Goal] 

to boost your metabolism [Goal] 

 4 secrets [Goal] 

wealthy women 

[Actor] 

know   

 We [Agent₂] got them [Agent₁] 

   to spill  

  Flip over  

 

 

        The Verbal processes make up three of the coverlines of Women’s Health (see 

figure 3-5), and one on Men’s Health (see figure 6).  

 

 

 

Figure 3. Transitivity process: WH1. 

Drew Barrymore shares  her personal beauty secrets 

Sayer Verbal process Verbiage 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Transitivity process: WH4. 

Kaley Cuoco-Sweeting shares  her confidence-building 

tips 

Sayer Verbal process Verbiage 

 

Figure 5. Transitivity process: WH4. 

We got them 

Actor Material process Beneficiary 

 to spill  

 Verbal process  
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Figure 6. Transitivity process: MH1 

Say this 

Verbal process Verbiage 

live  longer 

Material process Goal 

 

        Figure 3 and 4 both concern the notion of sharing things with the viewers. 

Interestingly, the coverline in figure 4 appears on the cover of WH4 as a complement to 

the image of the cover model. The corresponding text next to the cover model on MH4 

is that of a Material process and reads “Steal his workout & diet secrets”, which 

presents a rather different relationship between viewer and the represented participant. 

However, this notion will be explored further in the Interpersonal analysis (section 

4.2.1).  

        On the cover of MH4, there is a relational process in the form of an intensive 

relation (see figure 7). This coverline appears next to the image of the cover model, 

namely soccer player Ronaldo. 

 

 

Figure 7. Transitivity process: MH4 

Ronaldo (is) the fittest man alive 

Carrier Possessive Attributive Process Attribute 

  

         The coverline is invested into the Carrier (Ronaldo) by virtue of proximity and 

further reinforces the construction of health in the reality that the magazine upholds. 

 

4.1.2 Visual texts 

 

The verbal notions of health are reinforced by the image of the cover model, who is 

always a physically fit and successful celebrity. Presumably, these are the types of 

people viewers are supposed to identify with or idealize. 

        Their photographs, like most posed photographs, can be said to belong to the 

general category of Conceptual Processes described in Kress and van Leeuwen (2006: 

88). In these processes, unlike the Narrative Processes, the represented participants are 

not engaged in any movement or action, but shown in a static, general state. The 
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represented participants of our covers are identified in terms of a part-whole structure 

that is known as an Analytical Process (Kress and van Leeuwen 2006: 88), in which the 

viewer is allowed to examine the represented participant and his or her Possessive 

Attributes. These attributes include the clothes and accessories worn by the models, as 

well as the shape of their bodies. This in turn says something about the way in which 

the producers behind the magazine construct health, and what it is like to be healthy in 

the Western world.  

        The findings presented in this section suggest that there seems to be a difference 

between the men’s and women’s magazines in how health is constructed and presented 

from a thematic perspective. The most frequently occurring themes on the covers of 

Men’s Health apart from lifestyle is exercise, health and diet/food, while the most 

frequently occurring themes on the covers of Women’s Health apart from lifestyle is 

weightloss, sex/relationships and health. For men, health seems to involve increasing 

one’s muscle mass, while women are expected to maintain a small and slender 

physique. This is reinforced in the visual analysis, where the cover models are the visual 

embodiments of the coverlines.  

        A majority of the transitivity processes depicted belong to the Material category, 

which is perhaps not surprising as the magazine seeks to impose a change on its 

viewers. The fact that there seem to be more participants involved on the women’s 

covers is most likely due to the coverlines being substantially longer than those on the 

men’s covers. The reason behind that, however, lies beyond the scope of the present 

study. 

 

4.2 Interaction between participants – the interpersonal 

metafunction 

 

4.2.1 Verbal texts 

 

Apart from conveying representations of reality, the covers also present semiotic 

features that express something about the interaction between producer and viewer. The 

focus of this section will be on the speech functions presented by Halliday (1985), the 

tone in which viewers are addressed, and the reliability placed on that which is 

presented on the covers, i.e. modality.  
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        As mentioned in section 4.1.1, a majority of the coverlines are made up of short, 

snappy imperatives. Having the coverlines be made up of imperatives rather than 

declaratives or interrogatives gives the covers a sense of urgency, and also underlines 

the importance placed on being healthy. The function of the imperative as a speech act 

is that of a demand, in which the exchange commodity is non-verbal. The drill sergeant 

tone of the imperatives leaves little room for questioning; what is being demanded is 

either an object or an action, and the only possible responses are either undertaking the 

action, or refusing to do it. However, refusing to carry out an action in this case is 

synonymous with not having good health. The presupposition is that the viewers of 

these magazines do in fact wish to be of good health, and are therefore likely to want to 

undertake the action demanded. The imperatives on the covers also serve another 

function, namely that of making viewers feel as though they belong to the same 

community of people. The people in this community are all on the same quest, namely 

that of self-improvement and achieving good health.  

        A number of the coverlines are composed of declaratives and interrogatives of the 

problem/solution kind. Here, the producer behind the text assumes that the viewer is in 

need of advice on a particular subject. One such subject is fashion-related and can be 

seen in a coverline on WH1, “Bored with the little black dress? Sexy new party looks”. 

Here, the anticipated problem is that the viewer is bored with their little black dress and 

wants to switch it up. The solution is then presented by the producer, who promises that 

“sexy new party looks” will be revealed within the contents of the magazine. Another 

way of presenting the problem/solution format without the use of interrogatives, is the 

more direct “27 ways to eat smarter now” (MH3), which not only offers advice but also 

presupposes that what the viewer is eating right now is not smart, i.e. not healthy, 

enough. Another example is “Toss the Spanx! 10 moves that trim inches for real” 

(WH1), which, again, not only offers advice but also presupposes that the viewer is 

currently wearing Spanx (hosiery designed to give the wearer a slim appearance) and is 

wishing not to do so. These types of advice seem casual and genial in nature, but come 

off as backhanded, as they imply that what the viewer is currently doing is wrong, or at 

least wrong according to the norms presented by the magazine. These problem/solution 

type coverlines work to reduce the distance between the producer and the viewer, so 

that it becomes that of a friend giving advice. This, in turn, reduces the authoritarian 

tone of the coverlines, even when they are realized as commands. An example of this in 
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relation to tone can be found on the covers of MH4 and WH4, where the former 

commands viewers to “steal his [Ronaldo’s] workout and diet secrets”, and the latter 

has the cover model sharing “her confidence-building tips”. 

        The formality of style, i.e., the linguistic representation of what Kress and van 

Leeuwen (1996) refer to as social distance in their visual grammar, is that of the 

personal language. In this type of language, a good deal of colloquialism and slang is 

present. This, along with the genially bossy tone of the imperatives, works to suggest a 

personal relationship between viewer and producer. This personal language can be seen 

on the cover of MH1, where “blast belly fat!” seems highly colloquial compared to a 

more sober, “lose weight in the abdominal region”. Other examples are: “lose your gut 

for good!” (MH2); “score a raise with this mind trick!” (MH4); “crazy good sex!” 

(WH1); and “Best. Butt. Ever” (WH2). The final example presents a case of punctuated 

speech, where each word is emphasized to give a tongue-in-cheek effect. One could 

argue that the producers already set the tone with the tagline for Men’s Health (‘tons of 

useful stuff’), which in itself suggests a viewer that is not overly concerned with his 

health or appearance but still wants to stay up to date with the latest tips, tricks and 

gadgets.  

        Regarding the reliability placed on the different coverlines, one can say that the 

level of modality is high. Imperatives do not make room for hedging or second guesses, 

but command the viewer to perform certain tasks. Imperatives aside, it is implied that 

the reader must carry out these actions, whether it be adhering to a strict diet or a 

grueling workout routine, in order to achieve what the magazine regards as good, or 

optimal health. The failure to do so would mean that the viewer is in fact not in good 

health, or perhaps not good enough to achieve these changes. Furthermore, positive 

words such as ‘power’, ‘amazing’, ‘healthy’, ‘must-know’, and ‘breakthrough’ also 

suggest a high level of modality, as does indeed the coverline “Best. Butt. Ever.”.  

 

4.2.2 Visual texts 

 

This subsection will focus on the notions of the image act and the gaze; size of frame; 

and social distance; involvement and the horizontal angle, and power and the vertical 

angle. 

        On all the covers in the present study, the cover models look directly at the viewer. 
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This establishes a kind of contact between the represented participants and the viewer, 

whether real or imaginary. This configuration has, according to Kress and van Leeuwen 

(2006:117), two functions: firstly, it is a form of visual direct address, whereby the 

viewers are addressed as ‘you’ by the represented participants, and by extension, the 

producers behind the magazine. Secondly, it constitutes a kind of ‘image act’, which 

correlates to the verbal ‘speech act’ as described by Halliday. The image act in this case 

is that of the ‘demand’. The represented participants demand that the viewer enter into 

some kind of relationship with them. In the context of magazine photographs, the 

demand is preferred since this context, like that of advertisements, requires a sense of 

connection between viewers and the authority figures, celebrities and role models that 

are depicted in the photographs. The nature of the relationship is then signified by other 

means, such as body language or facial expressions. A smile can signify a relationship 

of social affinity, while an expression of cold disdain might signify that the viewer 

should relate to the represented participant as an inferior relates to a superior. A 

seductive pout asks that the viewer desire the represented participant.  

        On each of the covers of Women’s Health, the cover models are smiling, with the 

possible exception of WH2, where the cover model’s slightly turned pose and gaze 

suggests a seductive pout (see illustration 2). Furthermore, the slightly turned pose 

suggests that the represented participant is not quite part of the viewer’s world, or more 

specifically, a world into which he or she may enter. 
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Illustration 2. The image act and the gaze: WH1, WH2, WH3, WH4. 

 

 

 

        Conversely, a majority of the male models on the covers of Men’s Health have on 

them an expression closer to the cold disdain described by Kress and van Leeuwen. The 

only exception is the cover of MH2, where cover model Matt Damon is smiling broadly 

at the viewer (see illustration 3).  
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Illustration 3. The image act and the gaze: MH1-MH4. 

 

 

        The facial expressions of the models on the magazines suggest a relationship of 

social affinity between the target audience of Women’s Health and the magazine itself, 

whereas the relationship between readers of Men’s Health and the magazine itself is 

more like that of an inferior and a superior.  

        In conclusion, the gaze and gesture define, to some extent, who the viewer is, and 
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in that way exclude other viewers. 

        When it comes to distance and framing, all cover models on each issue of the 

magazines are cropped over the knees. This constitutes what Kress & van Leeuwen 

refer to as medium shot, or somewhere between medium shot (somewhere around the 

knees) and medium close shot (approximately at the waist). The distance is close 

enough that viewers can touch fingers with the cover models if they both extend their 

arms. This type of distance is referred to as far personal distance. The distances people 

keep depend on their social relation. The further away a person or object is depicted, the 

greater the gap in social relation. All of the covers in this study portray the cover models 

as though they are friends with the viewers. This friendly relationship is reinforced by 

the verbal language, which is conversational in nature and thus suggesting a relationship 

between friends or equals. 

        The horizontal angle, i.e. the angle from which the photograph is taken, can either 

be parallel or oblique. This signals the kind of involvement that exists, or is meant to 

exist, between the represented participants and the viewer. A frontal angle indicates a 

high level of involvement, and something or someone that is “part of our world” (Kress 

& van Leeuwen, 1996: 136). All of the cover models in this study are depicted from a 

frontal angle, with the exception of the model on WH2, who has her body slightly 

turned away from the viewer. This, according to Kress and van Leeuwen, sends a 

double message that signals that, “although I am not part of your world, I nevertheless 

make contact with you, from my own, different world.” (Ibid: 138). 

        On the other hand, the vertical angle is said to express the sort of power 

relationship between viewer and represented participant. The angle of the cover images 

in this study is taken on eye-level, which suggests a symmetrical power structure. Had 

the angle been low, the relation between the interactive participants (i.e. cover model 

and viewer) would have indicated that the viewer was inferior to the represented 

participant. This, paired with the disdainful expressions of the cover models of Men’s 

Health, would perhaps have scared potential buyers of the magazine away.  

        Finally, the modality of the cover images may be discussed in terms of 

background, color differentiation and brightness. The cover models in this study are, 

like the women in the study by Machin and Thornborrow (2003) depicted against 

empty, white backdrops. This lack of clearly articulated background indicates a studio 

setting and lowers the modality of the images. As shown by Kress and van Leeuwen 
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(1996), the modality is lowered as the images move away from naturalistic settings and 

into more abstract and idealized ones. The color differentiation and sharpness of the 

images, however, indicate a high level of modality. What the viewer does not know, is 

to what extent these images have been retouched.  

        The findings presented in this section show that there is a clear difference between 

the men’s and women’s edition in the type of relationship between magazine and reader. 

The relationship suggested between Women’s Health and its readers is of a socially 

intimate nature, with readers being addressed as though they were friends. The 

relationship between Men’s Health and its readers, however, is presented as more of a 

superior/inferior one, with the readers being addressed in a drill sergeant tone. This 

difference in tone can also be seen in the way in which the cover models are 

represented. While the cover models of Women’s Health all have broad, inviting smiles 

(with the exception of WH2, which is a bit more complex), the cover models of Men’s 

Health (with the exception of MH2) all view the reader with, what Kress & van 

Leeuwen describe as, cold disdain. 

         

4.3 Designing the cover – the textual metafunction 

 

4.3.1 Verbal texts 

 

To organize the presentation of a text, the producer makes use of certain concepts to 

make their message as coherent as possible. One such concept is that of Theme and 

Rheme, which makes up the major system of the textual metafunction. The Theme is 

described as the “point of departure; it is that with which the clause is concerned”, while 

the remainder of the message, in which the theme is developed, is called the Rheme 

(Halliday, 1985: 38). In English, Theme is realized by what is placed in the first 

position within the clause, and thus has a ‘special status’. For example, the producer has 

chosen to give special status to ‘this bold, sexy actress’ in figure 8.  

 

Figure 8. Theme/Rheme on WH2. 

This bold, sexy actress doesn't hold back 

Theme Rheme 
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        The producer could have chosen another Theme as a starting point, but in this case 

chose to thematize ‘this bold, sexy actress’. Another example comes in the form of a 

‘how to’ coverline on WH1 (see figure 9), where the clausal coverline “How to save 

your own life” is followed by the noun phrase “Must-know survival skills”. 

 

Figure 9. Theme/Rheme on WH1. 

How to save your own life 

Theme Rheme 

 

        These ‘how to’ type coverlines appear four times on the eight different covers, and 

they are a concept not wholly unfamiliar to most magazine readers. The creators behind 

magazines know that people crave useful information, so one can assume that beginning 

a sentence with ‘how to’ will instantly catch the viewer’s attention. The ‘how to’ in the 

above example is followed by the verb ‘save’ and that, in turn, is followed by ‘your own 

life’. The accompanying noun phrase ‘must-know survival skills’ lends the coverline a 

sense of urgency, as well as a sense of sensationalism not unlike that of so-called yellow 

journalism 4 or the clickbait 5 culture of the internet age. Although these ‘how to’ type 

coverlines only appear four times in the collected data, the ‘how to’ element is very 

much implied in a majority of the coverlines, since they give the promise of helping 

viewers to achieve various goals, e.g. “blast belly fat”, “cook like a man”, “eat, drink & 

still shrink” etc. 

        A concept similar to that of Theme and Rheme is Given and New (Kress & van 

Leeuwen, 2006), where the Given is what the listener, or viewer in this case, already 

knows. In the example above, ‘How to’ can be seen as given, while ‘save your own life’ 

is new information for the viewer.  

        Similarly, the cover of WH4 makes use of clickbait-like devices in the coverline 

“Surprising ways to boost your metabolism” (see figure 10), where “surprising ways” is 

topicalized, presumably to attract the attention of viewers.  

                                                      
4 “the use of lurid features and sensationalized news in newspaper publishing to attract readers and increase 

circulation”. Yellow journalism. (2014). In Encyclopaedia Britannica. Retrieved from 

http://academic.eb.com.ezp.sub.su.se/EBchecked/topic/652632/yellow-journalism.  

5 ”(On the internet) content whose main purpose is to attract attention and encourage visitors to click on a link 

to a particular web page.” Clickbait. (2014). In Oxford Dictionaries. Retrieved from 

http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/clickbait  

http://academic.eb.com.ezp.sub.su.se/EBchecked/topic/652632/yellow-journalism
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/clickbait
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Figure 10. Theme/Rheme on WH4 

Surprising ways  to boost your metabolism 

Theme Rheme 

 

        A majority of the coverlines in this study are made up of imperatives, which have 

an unmarked theme in the form of you or let’s. What is more, these imperatives often 

lack both subject and finite verb, which means that structurally, they may be considered 

as having only a Rheme. It is possible, however, to analyze such clauses as follows: 

 

Figure 11. Theme/Rheme on MH3. 

Add 15 lbs of muscle 

Theme Rheme 

 

        In figure 11 above, the Theme is conflated with the Predicator instead of with 

Subject (Halliday, 1985: 49). This furthers the importance of viewers taking action for 

the betterment of their health. Figure 12 to 14 are other examples of imperatives 

analyzed from a Theme/Rheme perspective. 

 

Figure 12. Theme/Rheme on MH2. 

Get back in shape 

Theme Rheme 

 

Figure 13. Theme/Rheme on WH1. 

Tone every zone 

Theme Rheme 

 

 

 

Figure 14. Theme/Rheme on WH3. 

Whip out these sizzling skills tonight! 

Theme Rheme 
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4.3.2 Visual texts 

Compositionally, the coverlines are not organized in a horizontal axis (Given-New) nor 

vertical (Ideal-Real) but Center-Margin (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006: 194). The 

Center-Margin layout places an element in Centre of the layout and presents it as the 

nucleus of information, with the other elements surrounding it. One could say that the 

cover model mirrors the surrounding coverlines and vice versa, since the cover model is 

a representation of what the verbal coverlines say; namely, what it is to be healthy.     

        In their Visual Grammar, Kress and van Leeuwen (1996) write about elements 

being organized in an Ideal/Real structure. That is, what is placed higher up in a layout 

is considered the Ideal, while that which is placed further down is depicted as Real. The 

coverlines in this study all seem to be organized in a similar manner, with the coverlines 

concerning fitness and weight loss being placed higher up in a hierarchical structure 

mirroring the occurrence of themes seen in tables 1 and 2. This is reinforced by the size 

of the typography used in the coverlines, which decreases in size further down the 

layout. This is perhaps due to the way in which we generally read texts, i.e. up/down 

and not the other way around. 

        Concerning the use of typography, one sharp distinction in how writing appears on 

the covers is whether it is handwriting or typed print. This is due to handwriting being 

more associated with human agency than machine-produced typeface (Goddard, 1998: 

16). Out of all the verbal texts, only two textual elements appear as though they were 

handwritten. Illustration 4 shows the two covers in question. 
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Illustration 4. Handwriting on the covers of WH3 and WH4. 

 

 

        The handwriting in question can be seen in ‘in 10 days!’ on the cover of WH3, and 

the ampersand on the cover of WH4. The covers of Men’s Health do not present any 

instances of handwriting. This places the phenomenon of handwriting on a more 

interpersonal level. The illusion of handwriting – illusion because there are mechanized 

ways of producing print that appears to have been handwritten – suggests an even more 

intimate relationship between the magazine and the viewer. These boundaries of 

‘human’ and ‘non-human’ are, of course, constructed notions in contemporary society: 

we have mechanized ways of producing personalized-looking handwriting, and there is 

a human individual writing what you are reading now (Goddard, 1998: 16). 

        On the four covers analyzed, the most prominent color is the red used in the title of 

the respective magazines. This color is repeated in some of the coverlines and graphic 

elements such as shapes or underlining, which creates cohesion between the colors. This 

cohesion or visual rhyme is not only used to imbue texts with a sense of harmony, but 

also to make certain elements appear more salient (Kress and van Leeuwen 2006: 240). 

Other colors used on the analyzed covers are blue, yellow and, on the cover of WH3, 

pink. Oftentimes, the colors used on used on the male edition of the magazine are also 

used on the female edition of that month and vice versa. This creates a sort of visual 

rhyme between the respective magazines.  
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        Color is not the only resource used to create visual rhyme. Horizontal lines, either 

visible or invisible, can create a similar cohesion. This can be seen on each of the 

covers, where the coverlines line up with each other on a horizontal plane.  

        The findings presented in this section show that there are different ways to present 

information as new or already known. A majority of the analyzed verbal texts in this 

section are brief and to the point, as is the nature of coverlines. However, there seems to 

be a clear difference in the length of the coverlines between the male and female edition 

of the magazine. The three examples shown in figures 8-10 all come from separate 

issues of Women’s Health. While the majority of the coverlines on both editions of the 

magazine consist of imperatives, there appears to be a tendency towards longer 

coverlines on Women’s Health, where some of the coverlines contain as much as 15 

words, whereas the coverlines on Men’s Health rarely contain more than seven. 

        Visually, the cover is organized in a Center-Margin layout, with the cover model in 

the center surrounded by the coverlines. The coverlines concerning fitness and weight 

are placed in the top part of the layout, and the size of the typography decreases in size 

further down the layout. Some of the typography on the covers of Women’s Health 

appears as though it is handwritten, which is highly interpersonal and suggests an 

intimate relationship between the magazine and its readers. 

 

 

 

5. Discussion 

The results presented in this paper indicate that there is a difference in how health is 

constructed on the covers of Men’s Health and Women’s Health. On an ideational plane, 

this difference can be seen both in the hierarchy of themes present on the covers, as well 

as the type of verbs used in relation to health and fitness. The covers of Men’s Health 

seem to suggest that the most important factors in health has to do with exercising, 

diet/food and general health concerns such as dealing with stress and avoiding 

accidents. The verbs used in relation to health and fitness suggest that men should aim 

to add weight in the form of muscles, and to endure the pain associated with the 

grueling fitness regimes presented by the magazine. This view is reinforced on the 

interpersonal plane, where the tone and modality, as well as the image of the cover 
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models, underline the view of health as revolving mainly around exercise. By extension, 

health is the maintenance of a muscular body and being in control of life, including 

one’s body, mind and career. This in turn echoes what has been suggested in studies 

such as Alexander’s (2003).  

        The covers of Women’s Health seem to suggest that health has more to do with 

weight loss and more general lifestyle concerns such as fashion, style and self-

confidence. The verbs used in relation to health and fitness suggest that women should 

aim to lose weight and keep their bodies small and toned, as opposed to muscular. As is 

the case with Men’s Health, this view is reinforced on the interpersonal plane. However, 

although the conversational nature of the verbal texts and friendly facial expressions of 

the cover models suggest a relaxed and friendly relationship between the magazine and 

its viewers, the liberal use of imperatives as well as the presuppositions of the viewers’ 

bodily concerns suggest a relationship more akin to that on the covers of Men’s Health, 

i.e. that between an inferior and a superior. 

        In fact, one could argue that the tone of Women’s Health is even more authoritarian 

than its male counterpart. Although the snappy, drill sergeant-like tone of Men’s Health 

might seem harsh, it is at least delivered in a direct, albeit a bit blunt, manner. The cover 

models of Women’s Health share their knowledge with the viewers, whereas the 

viewers are actually encouraged to steal MH4 cover model Ronaldo’s workout and diet 

secrets. However, despite the seemingly helpful coverlines; the friendly facial 

expressions of the cover models, and the handwriting on the covers of Women’s Health, 

the tone comes across as a backhanded compliment. The cover models on WH3 and 

WH4 promise to teach readers how to be “your own kind of sexy”, as well as sharing 

their “confidence-building tips” (see Illustration 4 in section 4.3.2). This – juxtaposed 

with the calls for shedding dress sizes and toning up – creates a bit of a contradiction 

where, on the one hand, viewers are encouraged to embrace themselves and their bodies 

such as they are, but on the other, orders them to live up to the standards set by the 

magazine. This confirms what has previously been written by McCracken (1993) and 

Farkas (2010) regarding the undermining of self-confidence in women’s magazines (see 

section 2.2).          

        What is more, although several of the coverlines on both the male and female 

edition of the magazine are on the topic of weight loss and exercise, none of them make 

any references to health. It would seem that the benefits of “toning up” or doubling 
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one’s muscle mass have more to do with physical appearance than health as described 

in the introduction of this paper. 

         

6. Conclusion 

The aim of this paper was to investigate how the concept of health is constructed on the 

covers of Men’s Health and Women’s Health. The findings indicate that there are 

differences between the men’s and women’s editions, and that these differences mainly 

lie in the Ideational and the Interpersonal metafunctions. The analyses of the verbal 

texts suggest that men should be more concerned with having a muscular body, whereas 

women should be more concerned with maintaining a slim and toned physique. This is 

reinforced by the cover models who are the visual embodiments of the coverlines. As 

such, it follows that all of the models are physically fit, but that the models on Men’s 

Health are muscular and large in comparison to the models on Women’s Health who are 

slim and do not have as clearly defined muscles. This in turn seems to reflect what has 

already been stated in previous studies, namely that men are supposed be concerned 

with achieving and maintaining a “hard body” (Alexander, 2003) while women are 

supposed to be more concerned with maintaining a small and slender body shape 

(Bartholomew, Hebert and Kilpatrick, 2005; Farkas, 2008).  

        The conclusions drawn from this study cannot be generalized, since the analysis 

was conducted on a small data set. However, it would be interesting to see the same 

method applied on a larger data set in order to provide more conclusive evidence of 

these differences. Furthermore, as mentioned in section 1.1., the multimodal nature of 

magazine covers demand interdisciplinary approaches and collaborations, especially 

given that magazines belong to different genres with their own distinct features and 

audiences. One possible area of future research may be to explore the role of the 

magazine in an increasingly digitalized world. Another such area would be the way in 

which magazines contextualize, or fail to contextualize, information. Each of the 

coverlines on any given magazine cover presents information as new and 

groundbreaking without giving any mention, either positive or negative, to previous bits 

of information. Given the highly multimodal nature of magazine covers, it would be 

interesting to see what strategies are employed in order to present information as new. 
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Appendix A: Checklist  

- Collect all written text, i.e. the coverlines, on covers 
- Sort out the finite clauses from the isolated noun phrases 

 

Ideational metafunction 

Verbal analysis 
- Arrange coverlines in terms of theme (eg. Fitness, weight loss, diet/food etc, as 

adapted from Alexander, 2003). 
- See if there are any differences in how the themes are presented in terms of content 

(eg. ‘add muscle’ as opposed to ‘lose weight’). 
- Conduct transitivity analysis on all clauses among the coverlines and determine which 

process type(s) is most common. If there are no process types of the behavioral or 
existential kind, only refer to the four most commonly seen in transitivity analyses, i.e. 
the material, mental, verbal and relational for simplicity’s sake.  
Visual analysis 

- Determine what process type the images of the cover models belong to.  

Interpersonal metafunction 

Verbal analysis 
- Determine which categorie(s) of speech function(s) the coverlines belong to and relate 

them to the notion of tone.  
- Determine the formality of style used, as decribed in Kress & van Leeuwen (2006). 
- Look at the coverlines in terms of modality. Is there any use of hedging? Any auxiliary 

verbs? What kind of adjectives are there, and do they have positive or negative 
connotations? 
Visual analysis 

- Investigate the images of the cover models in terms of 1. gaze and facial expressions; 
2. size of frame; 3. social distance; 4. involvement and the horizontal angle, and 5. 
power and the vertical angle.  

Textual metafunction 

Verbal analysis 
- Look at clauses in coverlines in terms of Theme and Rheme.  
- What referents are used to create cohesiveness? 

Visual analysis 
- Determine the kind of layout used following Kress & van Leeuwen (2006).  
- How is information presented in terms of Real/Ideal; typography size and placement in 

layout. 
- Look at the use of color and anything else in relation to typography (eg. style).  
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Appendix B: Data 
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