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magazines. While there are about twice as many trade 
magazines as consumer magazines, they account for only 
about 17 percent of the industry’s revenue.14 Trade maga-
zines vary radically in circulation, scope, and the degree to 
which people outside of the industry know about them. For 
example, Women’s Wear Daily is routinely quoted in the 
mainstream press and talked about by anyone interested in 
fashion. On the other hand, Practical Accountant, which 
covers all aspects of public accounting, is unlikely to be 
heard of outside of its very specialized field. The biggest 
topics for trade magazines are the computer industry, agri-
culture, medicine, and manufacturing.15 Whereas some 
trade magazines are available by subscription, many have 
controlled circulation, meaning that people have to qualify 
in order to subscribe. For example, the grocery trade mag-
azine Refrigerated & Frozen Foods is sent free of charge to 
people who work as frozen food producers, processors, and 
marketers. Subscribers have to fill out a survey form once 
or twice a year to continue qualifying for their free sub-
scription. Advertisers know that most of the people who 
receive the magazine actually buy the products being adver-
tised.16 Trade magazines have suffered during the recent 
recession, with ad revenues down more than 30 percent in 
2009.17

Literary and Commentary Magazines
Although today in the United States there are relatively 

few literary magazines—publications that focus on serious 
essays and short fiction—they were part and parcel of the 
magazine market of the 1800s. Two that still survive are 
Harper’s (not to be confused with Harper’s Bazaar) and the 
Atlantic.

The literary magazines helped to establish authors such 
as American writers Edgar Allan Poe and Mark Twain, as 
well as British writers such as Joseph Conrad and Thomas 
Hardy. Harper’s magazine was founded in 1850 and was 
known for its illustrations, especially during the American 
Civil War. By 1863, Harper’s Weekly was reproducing 
Mathew Brady’s portraits and Civil War photos. Harper’s 
continues today as an influential publication, best known 
for its monthly “Index” of loosely connected facts and 
statistics.

In recent years, the Atlantic (known in the past as 
Atlantic Monthly) has gained a reputation for publishing 
provocative nonfiction by authors such as Tracy Kidder, 
and it still occasionally publishes poetry and short fiction. 
(Take a look back at Table 5.1 to see how small a role fiction 
plays in magazine content these days.) Despite the overall 
trend toward specialization, the Atlantic has been doing 

well in the twenty-first century. It cut back from twelve to 
ten issues a year in 2007 but has had a steady increase in 
circulation, and in 2010, it turned its first profit in decades, 
based in large part on its increase in revenue from digital 
editions.18 This trend continued through 2012, with the 
Atlantic seeing modest growth in magazine circulation and 
much larger growth with its online properties.19 (You can 
read more about how the Atlantic turned profitable 
through its digital strategy in the section on the future of 
magazines at the end of the chapter.)

Political journals also flourished in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries. The Nation and the New 
Republic are examples of progressive political opinion still 
being published today. The Nation, founded in 1865,  

literary magazines: Publications that focus on serious essays and 
short fiction.

Table 5.1 �� Top Magazine Topics by Page 
Count, 2013

Type of content Pages Percent

Entertainment/Celebrity 18,724 14.6%

Wearing apparel/Accessories 16,902 13.1%

Food and nutrition 10,913 8.5%

Business and industry 9,079 7.1%

Home furnishings/Management 8,765 6.8%

Culture 7,464 5.8%

Travel/Transportation 6,975 5.4%

Miscellaneous 6,258 4.9%

Beauty and grooming 6,233 4.8%

Sports/Recreation/Hobby 5,738 4.5%

National affairs 4,919 3.8%

General interest 4,502 3.5%

Health/Medical science 4,134 3.2%

Self-help/Relationships 3,921 3.0%

Personal finance 2,996 2.3%

Fitness/Beauty 2,455 1.9%

Building 2,380 1.9%

Global/Foreign affairs 2,132 1.7%

Gardening and farming 1,415 1.1%

Children 1,246 1.0%

Consumer electronics 1,098 0.9%

Fiction 403 0.3%

Source: Adapted by the author from Magazine Media Factbook 2013/2014 
(New York: Association of Magazine Media, 2013).
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