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In the age of mega, multi-national conglomerates controlling most of today’s
media, VN Associate Editor Jennifer Chen explores how independent magazines
are surviving, thriving, and pushing media forward, one printed word at a time.
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As an Asian-American teenager
growing up in suburban New Jersey in the
early ‘90s, it was impossible to find a girl like
me—think jet black hair with a bad perm,
glasses, and braces—represented in any of
the big teen magazines. While I subscribed to
Seventeen like every other girl in high school,
I didn’t connect with the models on its pages
who had boyfriends at 14, flawless hair, and
social circles the size of Texas. Imagine my
relief when my first issue of the alternative
teen magazine, Sassy, arrived. It was like a
smart, older friend who told me that zits
were beauty marks and being geeky was
cool, long before “adorkable” ever entered
our lexicon.
I wasn’t the only one who felt such a strong
allegiance to Sassy. When the magazine
launched in March 1988, it was heralded as
a much-needed antidote to its Seventeen
counterpart. Its editors wrote about edgier
topics, including politics, how to get into
college, teen suicide, vegetarianism, and
the best way to dump a boy. Sassy never
caught up to Seventeen in advertising sales,
and was eventually sold to the publishers of
Teen in 1994. Two years later, Sassy folded.
Readers were so distraught that they called
staff members at home, demanding to know
why their magazine was gone. The New York
Review of Magazines and Spin wrote about
the influence of Sassy on teen culture, and
in 2007, a collection of essays called How
Sassy Changed My Life was published as an
ode to the beloved magazine. The bond was
so deep for us because Sassy was more than
just a magazine—it was our identity. We
were Sassy girls.
That’s the power of an independent
magazine. Unbeholden to a corporate parent
and independently owned and operated,
it shares stories that are under-the-radar,
often controversial, and always vital. Sassy’s
demise is a cautionary tale. As media

OnOurNewsstands

If you visited the VegNews office, you’d find these
independent magazines stacked on our desks and
bookshelves. You’d think after a whole day making
a magazine, the VN staff would want a break, but
what can we say? We’re hooked.
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conglomerates acquire smaller magazines—
in 2011, publishing giant Hearst Corporation
absorbed nearly 100 titles—and the control of
most television networks, newspapers, and
magazines falls under five major companies
(Disney, General Electric, News Corporation,
Time Warner, and Viacom), our support of
alternative news is more important than ever.
As compassionate consumers, we literally
put our money where our mouths are. We buy
our groceries from local farmers’ markets and
health food stores, and shell out a few extra
bucks for products that are made by people

pushing creative boundaries, maintaining
the hard-fought-and-won relationships
they’ve cemented with readers, and creating
a news presence that no other title can fill,
independent magazines are not only able
to stay in print, but they help define their
communities. That’s why it’s more important
than ever for conscientious consumers to vote
with their dollars, and go indie.

Media Monopolies
If you survey the newsstand today, the vast
majority of magazines you’ll see are owned

Independent publications, instead of focusing
purely on a profit margin, are born out of a passion
to fill an empty void in our culture and to serve a
community of people.
we want to support. With every purchase we
make—almond milk, organic kale, leatherfree handbags—we declare what we want and
to whom we choose to give our hard-earned
money. We value independent businesses
and free thinkers. In the publishing world,
loyalty is tantamount. Magazines need to
consistently envelop readers in rich, unique
content to keep them coming back for more.
In an industry that’s seen more than its fair
share of tumult in the last decade, even
long-established, corporate-owned titles
can be shuttered at a moment’s notice; we
all remember the collective gasp around
the world when the shocking news came in
2009 that Condé Nast was closing Gourmet,
a magazine that had been in publication
since 1914 and boasted roughly a million
subscribers. When titles that are so deeply
ingrained in parts of the culture of publishing
can close, what hope do mom-and-pop
shop mags have on the newsstand? By

by three major media companies—Time
Inc., Hearst, and Condé Nast. These three
conglomerates publish a considerable portion
of print magazines, with staffs and budgets
often 10 times larger than their independent
counterparts. Time Inc. is under the
umbrella of Time Warner—the largest media
corporation in the world—which claimed $29
billion in revenue in 2011. Chances are you’ve
recently watched something produced by
Time Warner or read one of its magazines.
The Harry Potter movie series, The Hangover
Part II, True Blood, Two and a Half Men,
Time magazine, Sports Illustrated, and
People magazine are just a handful of the
properties owned by TW. New York-based
Hearst Corporation employs 20,000 people
and raked in $3.8 billion in revenue across its
properties in 2011. If you’ve watched anything
on ESPN, the History Channel, or A&E, or
read O, the Oprah Magazine, Esquire, or Food
Network Magazine, you’ve bought a Hearst
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Independent publications, instead of focusing
purely on profit margin, are often born out of
a passion to fill an empty void in our culture
and serve a community of people. The launch
of design-driven Dwell magazine in 2000 by
Lara Hedberg Deam signaled a new era of
lived-in architecture. Dwell is about replacing
the palatial, “no-signs-of-life” homes
typically featured in mainstream titles such
as Architectural Digest with real homes lived
in by real people. Readers came out of the
woodwork, happy for an alternative to staged,
cushy homes: Readership grew from 50,000 in
2000 to 325,000 in 2011.
Searching for an adult version of Sassy,
Laurie Henzel and Debbie Stoller hatched the
idea of Bust while working entry-level jobs
at Nickelodeon in the early ‘90s. Stoller, who
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Time

studied the influence of media on women’s
perception of self in graduate school, says,
“I think what was driving us was the desire
to make a magazine that was more about
women’s lives as we knew them to be.”
Henzel adds, “We wanted a magazine that
was talking about all these interesting things
that women do, whereas most women’s
magazines are selling you a product or selling
you a diet that will get you into the clothes
that are in the magazine.”
The now polished, glossy publication
was originally a zine—a DIY trend of selfpublishing that gave alternative voices a
chance to connect with like-minded people.
The height of the zine movement in the ‘90s
coincided with the birth of Bust in 1993, which
started as a black-and-white stapled issue
packed with a whopping 30 feature stories

Believer
Giving books
and the people
who write
them their due
attention

COVER HEADLINES

Purpose Versus Profit

CIRCULATION

brand product. The smallest of the three is
Condé Nast, a privately owned subsidiary
of Advanced Publications, with 18 major
US publications such as The New Yorker,
Vanity Fair, Bon Appétit, and GQ. To further
expand its brands, Condé Nast International
opened up magazine-themed restaurants—a
Vogue Café, a GQ Bar, and a Tatler Club
bar in Moscow—with plans to open an
additional Vogue Café in Kiev and GQ Bar in
Istanbul in 2012.
With so many properties, mainstream
magazine publishers must command the
highest price possible for advertising. Keeping
subscription prices dirt-cheap creates a larger
subscriber base, which publishers can then
use to attract more advertisers. For a full-page
ad in Vogue, a company will shell out $165,232,
and by keeping annual subscriptions at the
low rate of $15, Condé Nast is practically giving
away copies of Vogue to satisfy advertisers.
Conversely, independent magazines primarily
depend on the revenue generated from
subscriptions, rather than advertising sales.

and five interviews. “In the beginning, we
barely had any ads or subscribers,” says
Henzel. “It’s difficult to make a magazine
for women that’s not the stereotypical
women’s magazine. Fashion and beauty
advertisers basically support all of the
women’s magazines, and they don’t really
understand what we’re trying to do,” says
Stoller. With cover subjects including Tina Fey,
Rashida Jones, Mindy Kaling, and Portia de
Rossi, the seven-woman staff at Bust proves
that women have deeper interests than the
perfect manicure.
Two years before the first issue of Mother
Jones was published, the nation was in
political upheaval when reporters from The
Washington Post uncovered Watergate, and
the birth of investigative journalism gave way
to a brood of alternative newspapers. In 1976,

Bust
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Impassioned
feminists
critiquing
culture

Vegan food
columnist
Isa Chandra
Moskowitz adds to
this stellar feminist
publication
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the inaugural staff of Mother Jones, founded
as a watchdog magazine to investigate
corporations and the government, celebrated
its first issue at its San Francisco offices.
Named after Mary Harris Jones, who was
once declared “the most dangerous woman
in America” because she advocated on
behalf of the working class in the early 1900s,
Mother Jones continues to excel today in its
original purpose. “Our mission is to deliver
information that has impact and influence to
inspire a more just and democratic world,”
says CEO Madeleine Buckingham. She
points to an important part of Mother Jones’
history—a groundbreaking exposé in 1977 of
Ford Motors, when the magazine broke a story
that the auto giant withheld vital information
about its best-selling car, the Pinto, which had
a tendency to burst into flames if rear-ended at

CIRCULATION

vs.

a low speed. The writer, Mark Dowie, released
a cost-benefit calculation used by Ford that
showed it would be far less expensive to pay
out for injuries and medical expenses than
to issue a massive recall to replace a $12 part.
After the article was published, the auto
industry halted all advertising in Mother Jones,
a moratorium which would last 25 years. In
the mid-2000s, Ford Motors returned to the
now-prosperous publication, only to pull
out again when an editorial was published
about another incident unveiling faulty parts
at the company. Rather than succumb to the
influence of advertisers, MJ chose to adhere
to its mission of delivering honest journalism
even in the face of potential financial loss.
“So I think it’s safe to say that it’s going to be
difficult to close Ford advertising in the near
future,” says Buckingham.
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Building Communities
By appealing to smaller groups of passionate
readers rather than casting a wide net
in hopes of securing more advertisers,
indie magazines build intense, loyal, and
passionate communities. The team behind
Good, a Los Angeles-based magazine
“for people who give a damn,” creates a
community for people who strive to do
good in the world through its magazine,
website, and social media. As Executive
Editor Ann Friedman puts it, “Good isn’t
just a magazine that people buy ads in. It’s
an idea that organizations, businesses, and
people identify with.” Bridging the reader
experience from the printed page to the real
world, the editors pose a monthly challenge
called #30DaysofGood, where both readers
and editors try to make small, daily changes
built around a focused theme. In January,
they presented a financial fitness challenge
with daily advice to help participants get their
finances in order. “We really strive to make
media for imperfect people,” says Friedman.
In June 2011, most of Good’s 80 staffers
embarked on a vegetarian #30DaysofGood
challenge, and Friedman and another editor,
who are both vegetarian, went vegan for the
month. Friedman considers the challenge
their most successful to date because it wasn’t
a daily commitment, but multiple times a day.
“It was definitely one of our most talked-about
challenges. Food is so personal.”
The all-volunteer 50-plus staff at Hyphen, a
San Francisco-based publication chronicling
the lives of the Asian-American community,
works 20,000-plus hours a year to write, edit,
design, and fundraise a bi-annual magazine
that amounts to $1 million in pro-bono work.
Editor-in-Chief Lisa Wong Macabasco shares,
“The Hyphen founders wanted to start a
magazine that focused on culture, politics,
and issues that were affecting the AsianAmerican community—not just celebrities—
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Anatomy
ofaStory

1

Human-rights reporter Mac
McClelland approached us
with this story. We asked
ourselves, “Has anybody told
this story? If so, has it been told
in an appropriate way with the
perspective we think it needs?”

For an investigative journalism publication such as Mother Jones, the process of building the
print edition is a massive undertaking. MJ CEO Madeleine Buckingham gives us the step-by-step
editorial process of “The Love That Dares,” from the January/February 2012 issue, which covered
how politicians and preachers in Uganda are advocating for the deaths of gay people.

2

We prioritized this story
against all other stories
that need to be told in
that particular beat—human
rights. We also had to consider
that this was an international
story, which would be incredibly
expensive for us to cover.

3

Once we
decided we
would cover
the story, we set up
McClelland with as
many contacts as
possible, translators,
and fixers (someone
who helps make
arrangements).

4

We put McClelland on a
plane. Two months later,
she came back with a story
and a plethora of information.

5

We let our factchecking department
and editors loose on the
story. We triple fact-check, not
just the facts, but essentially
every single word, every single
place, every single name,
and every single date
by three primary
sources.

6

Our research editor reviewed
it. The story might be edited
roughly seven times.

7

Two
months
later,
the printed
magazine hit
newsstands.

Good
Whether in print
or online, Good,
a magazine for
do-gooders, has
hands-down the best
infographics anywhere
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and doing it with style, wit, and sass.” This
May marks Hyphen’s 10th anniversary, an
impressive accomplishment for a magazine
with a very limited budget (the total editorial
budget for each issue is just $1,500). In the
“Survival Issue,” the publication ran stories
on entrepreneurial mushroom farmers,
Filipino nurses fighting against workplace
discrimination, and WWII internment
camp survivors (the cover subjects). How
many magazines would be willing to put
two Asian senior citizens on the cover
discussing a time in US history when
110,000 people of Japanese descent were
imprisoned under the interest of “national
security”? Though each issue is a labor of
love from a staff who all have full-time day
jobs, Macabasco and her staffers feel a
deep sense of responsibility and passion to

Architectural Digest

COVER HEADLINES

ISSUES PER YEAR

Smaller & Smarter

deliver important stories from the community
they serve.
Whether defined by race or interests, indie
magazine readers clamor for content that
feeds their community. Fifteen years ago, Bust
introduced its first DIY column with She’s
Crafty. Co-founder Stoller, the author of the
Stitch ‘N Bitch knitting books, felt that so-called
“traditional women’s work” like knitting,
sewing, and cooking deserved just as much
celebration as sports and entertainment. “At
the beginning, it came out of women’s culture
that had long been denigrated, so we thought it
was time to put a different spin on it … Over the
years, it almost became a political movement
to get off the grid of this huge consumer
culture,” says Stoller. Since the inclusion of
crafts and cooking, Bust has built a strong
gang of creative women (and men) through

its annual Craftacular craft fairs in New York,
London, and Los Angeles that are attended
by more than 5,000 people and showcase
up to 200 indie vendors. In 2011, Henzel and
Stoller collected the best of the magazine’s
DIY columns into one compendium called The
Bust DIY Guide to Life, covering everything from
how to grow your own food to how to support
yourself financially. The book, much like the
magazine, calls for readers to get involved in
the create-it-yourself community, mirroring
the start of Bust, itself a stapled and Xeroxed
endeavor that turned 500 copies of a zine into a
modern feminist movement.

The Next Generation
Early on, Dwell President Michaela O’Connor
Abrams looked toward the future of digital
media as a viable means of spreading
the independent brand when most print
publications were using websites only as a
means of driving up subscription numbers.
The magazine was an early launcher of mobile
and tablet apps, webinars, an event called
Dwell on Design, and even a Dwell Homes
Collection, consisting of high-end, pre-fab
homes. Editor-in-chief and former Digital
Director Amanda Dameron says, “Throughout
my career, it has changed from the idea of
‘You can do the blog if you want to,’ to ‘Oh
my god, who is going to blog today?’ to ‘Blogs
are so yesterday. What’s tomorrow?’ That’s
why I was attracted to Dwell. I’ve watched
this magazine since it launched, and I could
see it was a game changer.” Under the helm
of such innovative leadership, the magazine
was an early adopter of Twitter, landing itself
on Folio magazine’s list of 50 most-followed
magazines two years in a row. Dwell boasts
357,044 followers compared to Architectural
Digest’s 42,105. It’s clear that Dwell didn’t hop
on the bandwagon, but instead designed the
bandwagon. All of the editors contribute to the
feed, and Dameron is quick to point out that
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national indie
gives important
issues ink

Libertarian
lifestyle—who
knew there was
such a thing? Find
news and politics,
sans slant
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Indies Rock!
@dwell is not for sale to advertisers. “You
need to be as thoughtful with your Twitter as
your paper magazine. It’s about maintaining
that trust with the audience.”
Number 16 on Folio’s list of 50 mostfollowed magazines is Good, sandwiched
between TV Guide and People Style Watch,
an impressive feat for a quarterly magazine
with a 50,000 circulation base. “We don’t
set out with the idea that everyone is using
media this way, and we need to adapt,”
says Friedman. Instead, Good leads the

would best suit the piece. In the November/
December 2011 issue, MJ ran a story called
“The Cruelest Show on Earth” on the abuse of
circus elephants by Ringling Brothers. When
the story was posted online, a PETA video
documenting the abuse was embedded into
the article, as well as links to court transcripts,
veterinary records, and other primary sources
of the investigation. It would be impossible to
include all of that extra content in the printed
version, and by posting it online, Buckingham
and her team hoped that mainstream media

Whether on the printed page or through a
140-character quip, independent magazines provide
thoughtful, well-researched, community-driven
content often overlooked by the mainstream media.
way for creating positive change in the
world through innovative projects, such as
the newly launched Good Maker project,
which Friedman describes as similar to
Kickstarter. As an example of a project Good
Maker might fund, Friedman imagines
offering $5,000 for the best idea on how
to fix Los Angeles’ much-lamented public
transportation system.
In 1993, Mother Jones was one of the first
general-interest magazines to go online.
Unlike most magazines, MJ publishes
all of the articles in the print edition on
its website. Why give away content? The
deliberate decision echoes the intended
mission of the publication—delivering
quality, in-depth reporting and getting it
out as quickly as possible. If a breaking
story happens before the print magazine
can hit the newsstands, the editors might
run it on the site first, then in the magazine
later. Where the story ends up—online or
print—is carefully decided by what platform

would take notice of the story and garner
more coverage for an issue not often
reported by major news outlets.
Whether on the printed page or
through a 140-character quip, independent
magazines provide thoughtful, wellresearched, community-driven content
often overlooked by the mainstream media.
Beyond the glitz and glam of glossy fashion
titles and opulent design reads, there is
a world of voices helmed by passionate
innovators who, without the support of
readers like us, will disappear as we see
our world—the things we buy, watch, and
read—consolidate into the hands of the
profit-driven. In our consumer society, it’s
more important than ever to support the
Sassys of the world.

WhenIndies
GetBought
There’s nothing like the loss of a beloved
magazine. Sassy is far from the only title
ever to be purchased by a conglomerate
to later get shut down. Here’s a look at
another former editor favorite, ReadyMade.

2001:	ReadyMade is founded
by Shoshana Berger and
Grace Hawthorne

2002:	ReadyMade launches as a
quarterly print magazine

2004: The magazine goes bi-monthly
2006:	Meredith purchases ReadyMade
in the hopes of attracting younger
readers

2009:	Meredith moves the formerly
Berkeley, CA-based staff to Iowa,
where the media conglomerate is
headquartered

2010:	The magazine and website
get redesigned in a bid to
grow readership

2011: 	Ten years after its inception,
ReadyMade is shuttered

VN Associate Editor Jennifer Chen wishes she
still had her copies of Sassy and was thrilled to
interview the incredible pioneers behind these
cutting-edge magazines.

ReadyMade
(RIP)

Vice

Yoga
International

The bygone
DIY-everything
mag was a
reader favorite

The fashion and
culture bible of
too-cool-for-school
twentysomethings

Editorial
explorations of
conscious living
and yogic lifestyle
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