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Abstract
This chapter discusses notions of “intimacy” and “community building” in journalism by looking at the conversations between lifestyle journalists and their audiences in forums like ‘below the line comments’, interactions in personal websites/social media sites, and responses to comments posts in individual newsletters. It argues that lifestyle journalism is a particularly fertile terrain to explore these notions, given that lifestyle content often uses a mode of address characterised by personal narratives written in first person that invite those dialogues, in which the journalist is regularly cast as a ‘friend’ or equal, while also being a form of journalism in which freelancing and precarious work is commonly found, so professionals aim to build a brand and a community around themselves that they can bring to different media. Alongside theoretical and contextual perspectives, thise chapter includes examples of those dialogues that illustrate new forms of audience engagement, the fact that these forums often merge personal and professional discourses, and entrepreneurial opportunities for lifestyle journalists. In doing so, it also contributes to the wider conversation about the “‘audience turn”’ in journalism studies and industry, which has not paid enough attention to specific forms of audience engagement to be found in lifestyle journalism.
Introduction
Both journalism research and industry practices have experienced a heightened interest in audiences in the past few years, responding to a general understanding that the public is crucial in dimensions as varied as the newsgathering process, the financial viability of the profession, or its social role, among several others. This has led to academic discussion and industry experimentation into participatory, interactive, or even collaborative pursuits, which, according to Hornmoen and Steensen (2014), emphasise the dialogical nature of journalism. In its current iteration, “dialogue” in journalism speaks of audience participation, the blurring of boundaries between consumers and producers, and between private and public spheres. It also speaks of the fact that the site of news production has moved away from traditional newsrooms (Hornmoen & Steensen, 2014) and that the audience is an intrinsic aspect of newsgathering activities as the boundary between professionals (very often freelancers, not loyal to a single news organisation) and non-professionals has also been blurred. “They [journalists] can no longer ignore audience feedback, but must relate to it in, for instance, comments to their stories, and their texts must increasingly relate to other texts in a dialogical relationship to hyperlinks” (Hornmoen & Steensen, 2014, p. 546). According to the authors, the digital era has opened a Pandora’s Box of more and more opportunities for these “dialogical relationships between journalist and sources, text and sources, text and other texts, text and audiences, journalists and audiences, sources and audiences, and between audiences” (Hornmoen & Steensen, 2014, p. 546).
Even though those various dialogical relationships form part of the whole ecology of contemporary journalism, this chapter pays particular attention to the interaction of the journalist and their audience in forums facilitated or created by lifestyle journalists. ‘‘Below the line comments’ – about which I have written elsewhere (Vodanovic, 2019) – —constitute one of the many forms of participatory journalism that have transformed the relationship between journalists and audiences, creating a space for engagement with the public and even the production of news content in a more collaborative fashion (Wright et al., 2020). Like other digital platforms, they provide opportunities for users to comment on, criticise, praise, clarify, or interrogate news content, while also allowing readers to like or dislike other users’ posts and engage in direct conversations with them; the former has been characterised as “user-content interactivity” and is primarily a form of feedback, while the latter has been described as “user-user interactivity” and takes the form of a dialogue or conversation between commenters (Ksiazek et al., 2016). I am interested in how these interactions can facilitate people’s public connection within groups based on the significance of sharing news, fostering communities, creating common terms of reference, and aiding social integration (Swart et al., 2018, p. 2), forms of engagement that are arguably very visible in lifestyle journalism as audiences coalesce around niche interest such as food, fashion, and music, and others. Forums that facilitate interactions between journalists and their audiences are not limited to ‘below the line’ comments, particularly in the case of freelancers who build these audiences across various platforms and very often outside – or alongside – —news organisations that they might work for. These conversations are also to be found, for instance, under social media posts, on their websites, or in dialogues facilitated by newsletters, a contemporary format that is very often used by lifestyle journalists.
This chapter unpacks these dialogues by using the notion of “intimacy” and how it facilitates the creation of communities that coalesce around a journalist. It argues that lifestyle journalism is a particularly fertile terrain to explore these notions, given that lifestyle content often uses a mode of address characterised by personal narratives written in first person that invite those dialogues, in which the journalist is regularly cast as a “‘friend”’ or equal among other roles (Vodanovic, 2019), while also being a form of journalism in which freelancing and precarious work is commonly found. In this way, journalists create communities around themselves that they can bring to different media outlets and/or their entrepreneurial activities.
To do so, the this chapter starts with a general overview of issues of audience engagement and reciprocity and how they are played out in lifestyle journalism. It then discusses the notion of intimacy in the journalist-audience relationship, arguing that the intersection of three elements in the work of lifestyle journalists contributes to the creation of a perceived and/or real community: self-expression and aesthetic content, confessional or first-person writing, and freelancing/entrepreneurial culture. It then further explores the concept of reciprocity, the forms it takes in contemporary lifestyle journalism, and how it could be illustrated with dialogues found around the work of three female lifestyle journalists, before finishing with some remarks about the directions that these practices might take in the future.
Contemporary perspectives on audience studies
There is an agreement amongst scholars that, until relatively recently, the audience of journalism was often disregarded both in industry and in research about the profession. Costera Meijer (2019) has explained this omission in academia by arguing that journalism research has traditionally been based on professional practices and newsroom activities, so if the “‘user”’ (audience) is not the main concern of the “‘producer”’ (news outlets and individual journalists), then readers, viewers, and listeners are not sufficiently studied. Additionally, being overly concerned with the audience was often associated with negative developments in the profession such as the populariszation of journalism and sensationalism. “Audience interests were thought to be trivial and superficial, and consequently listening to audiences was seen as inevitably leading to a decline of journalistic quality” (Costera Meijer & Groot Kormerlink, 20189, p. 3). More recently, Costera Meijer (2020) has argued that this is no longer the case and that we are now experiencing an “audience turn” in journalism, even though the production-oriented focus has continued to exist or at least co-exist with this approach.	Comment by admin: AU: We have changed the author name from “Costera Meijer & Groot Kormerlink 2018” to “Costera Meijer & Groot Kormelink 2018” to match with reference list. Please confirm if this is fine.	Comment by Lucia Vodanovic: yes, thanks
Contemporary research by different authors also speaks of an audience turn in both industry and journalism studies with various emphases, a topic that was covered in a special issue of the journal Digital Journalism in 2022. Hendrickx (2023), for instance, focuses on the notion of “agency” (of individuals, organised groups, and collective audiences) to develop a conceptual framework that might be helpful for the study of audiences, while Blassnig and Esser (2022) investigate this audience turn in relation to commercial logic, asking if a new “connection-strengthening audience logic” has emerged in addition to the commercial interests. Both authors and others such as Truyens and Picone (20243), – who focus on what the audience thinks of this so-called audience turn—;, Vos et al. (2019),  –who write about “journalistic capital” in the context of audiences—;, and Carlson and Peters (2023),  –who research audiences’ “sense making practices”,—situate the emergence of digital journalism as the moment from which the audience could no longer be ignored. Beyond the use of metrics in industry and research – how many visitors a news page has, how much time they spend on it, and do they share it or not – —those practices of “making sense”, and how they coexist with other media and discursive forms, are important for the notion of dialogues in lifestyle journalism that will be developed later in this chapter.
“Engagement” is arguably the most common notion found in discussions about audiences in journalism. “Audiences can be measured through a broad array of metrics, usually referred to as ‘engagement’, which includes clicks, shares, comments, time spent, likes, and return visits (Napoli, 2011). In this context, the “practice of commenting highlights an active user that is challenging, supporting, or at the very least reflecting on the news” (Ksiazek et al., 2016, p. 505). “Although the term engagement calls up positive associations with active citizenship like in the previous quote, it is aimed at making news more engaging rather than citizens more engaged”, write Costera Meijer and Groot Kormelink (20198, p. 4). This understanding of audiences simply as metrics is also mirrored in some journalism research, which still focuses primarily on the production aspects of the profession (Carlson & Peters, 2023). “Research addressing news audiences still tends to talk more about audiences than with audiences”, describe Swart et al. (2022, p. 8).
For that reason, Swart et al. (2022) have called for a more “radical” turn of audience studies, based on four points: decentring journalism so that it can focus on other news or non-news; broadening the understanding of audiences so that marginal audiences can be considered; paying attention to what people consider as informative; and regarding audiences as active. What counts as news, what “‘feels”’ like news, and what people do with it areis included in this approach (Swart et al., 2022), which resonates with Costera’s (2019) broader understanding of news as “social experience”.
This wider preoccupation with audiences’ perceptions of news and individual and social behaviour around it is important in the context of lifestyle journalism, particularly in the discussion of dialogues between journalists and audiences that exceed the strict values of what mainstream media might regard as newsworthy. Costera Meijer (2019) extends her argument by noting that, traditionally, the concern about a perceived or real quality decline if audiences are given “‘what they want”’, has been expressed in a desire for audiences to focus on “‘hard news”’ such as politics, economics, and current affairs at the expense of “‘soft news”’ such as travel, food, fashion, and the majority if not all, the beats associated with lifestyle journalism (a distinction that, nonetheless, has been challenged or problematised by some authors such as Lehman-Wilzig & Seletzky, 2010,; and Boczkowski, 2009). A focus on other dimensions of journalism, including the emotional and interactional aspects, the embodied and the material, such as the one proposed precisely by Costera Meijer (2019), could provide a frame for the study of the dialogues facilitated by lifestyle journalism, which, so far, has been omitted in contemporary discussions about audiences or, at least, has not been studied in its specificity.
In this vein, the concept of “reciprocal journalism”, developed by Lewis et al. (2014), and Holton et al. (2020), might be more appropriate than traditional notions of audience engagement as metrics to discuss the exchanges between lifestyle journalists and their audiences, and how they create offline and online communities through those exchanges. “Reciprocal journalism, as we call it, builds upon and yet departs from traditional notions of audience engagement and participation, capturing the range of dynamics through which journalists and audiences may exchange mutual benefit” (Lewis et al., 2014, p. 230). In their argument, if sustained over time, those relationships get clustered in communities, which constitutes an unrealised potential of participatory journalism. As a result, the authors see journalists as, potentially, “community-builders who can forge connections with and among community members by establishing patterns of reciprocal exchange” (Lewis et al., 2014, p. 236), and who are equipped to “catalyse patterns of reciprocal exchange—directly with readers, indirectly with community members, and repeatedly over time—that, in turn, may contribute to greater trust, connectedness, and social capital” (Lewis et al., 2014, p. 229).
Conceptions of audience as “‘community”’ are very visible in the lifestyle journalism ecology and appear regularly in the exchanges between journalists and audiences in various forums, particularly in social media and conversations to be found around newsletters, blog posts, and personal websites. This is arguably a result of the different roles that journalists adopt in these exchanges and of the audience’s perception of their work, which ranges from top-down expert advice (product recommendations, “‘how to’s”’) to horizontal relationships in which the journalist is cast as an equal and therefore responds to comments as if they were a friend, relative, or acquaintance of the audience member (Vodanovic, 2019). My previous research about the beauty section of the online site of the British news outlet The Guardian (Vodanovic, 2019), for instance, discusses how in some interactions between the beauty journalist Sali Hughes and her readers, the experiences of both parties come together to talk about similar and intimate affairs such as the death of a friend, the role of scent as a trigger for memories about people and events, body image, and other personal matters. This is also the Sali Hughes’ interviewing style in her podcast Beyond the Bathroom, where she talks to women in the public eye about their appearance and the role that it plays, or not, in their lives. Very often, the journalist comments that she “‘feels the same” ’ about something or that she has also had a similar experience to that of the interviewee, which is less likely to happen in other genres of journalism. In these interactions, the notion of a community of beauty lovers is often reinforced.
Critical issues and themes
Various scholars have noted that lifestyle journalism has not been as researched as other forms of journalism in academic publishing (Hanusch, 2019a, and 2019b; Hanusch & Hanitzsch, 2013; Vodanovic, 2019), so perhaps it is not entirely surprising that the current “audience turn” described above has not paid enough attention to the specific nature of the journalist–-audience relationship within this genre. It is a significant omission though because this is a particularly fertile terrain to explore this relationship, given that lifestyle content often uses a mode of address characterised by personal narratives written in first person that invite those dialogues, in which the journalist is regularly cast as a “‘friend”’ or equal among other roles (Vodanovic, 2019).
In her research about lifestyle magazines, for instance, Favaro (2017) argues that journalists from publications such as Cosmopolitan and Elle in the United Kingdom, and grazia.es and nosotras.com in Spain, describe their relationship with readers as “intimate” and state that they follow a “‘listening to a friend”’ approach when making editorial decisions. Positioning the reader as their “‘best friend”’ informs their work at all times: they research stories by paying attention to what is being discussed in social media (which the journalists interviewed described as a form of “audience research”). They also often use personal experiences as a narrative tool, and they see themselves as the “‘target audience”’ of their publications as if there was a match or symmetry between the journalists and their readers. In their interviews with the researcher, journalists “highlighted notions of ‘camaraderie’ and ‘a fun community-esque thing’. Women’s magazines were declared to render a valuable sense of ‘being part of a gang’ and ‘part of a community’, ‘clique’, ‘tribe’ or ‘group’” (Favaro, 2017, p. 324).
According to Favaro (2017), this emphasis on stories that matter to readers at a personal level mirrors the focus on intimacy and authenticity of Web 2.0 cultures. The latter often exposes complex dynamics between the very personal stories shared and the very public displays of emotion between various parties, practices that have been described by Kaplan (2021) as a form of “public intimacy” or the performance of interpersonal ties in front of a third party. This happens when “‘friends”’ or “‘followers”’ respond to a post on social media, when people like each other’s content and share it with a wider public, or indeed when a journalists interacts with their audience in a public forum that is then witnessed by other readers and members of the community, who then might like and leave a comment related to that exchange, and eventually develop a reader-to-reader interaction under the umbrella of the journalist who is acting as a host or community manager.
Intimacy, as a notion and a practice, invokes the aspiration of a shared story (Berlant, 1998). Chambers (2017) identifies three moments in society’s recent aspirations of intimacy: the “elective intimacies” of the mid to late twentieth 20th century, in which individuals became less determined by external frames of reference (family, religion, and national boundaries) and were able to choose relationships based on compatibility and friendship; a second phase of “fluid intimacy” with social dependency often based on transient connections and “families of choice”; and a third moment constructed around networks and loose systems of interaction in which individuals with shared interests come together and meet around values such as choice, agency, flexibility, respect, mutual disclosure, and companionship. This last phase, the author argues, exhibits two contradictory logics: “One emphasises exclusiveness and privacy, and the other emphasises social connectedness and sharing” (Chambers, 2017, p. 28). Chambers (2017) sees contemporary digital friendships (between people who might know each other or not in the offline world) as archetypical in this third moment of networked and mediated intimacy.
Three elements of lifestyle journalism coalesce to facilitate dialogues between journalists and their audience that can be characterised by this notion of networked and mediated intimacy. Firstly, this is a form of journalism that is often discussed in the context of “self-expression”: “Since lifestyles carry an expressive component, they can therefore be understood as the expression – or even exhibition – of one’s self along with one’s individual ‘way of life’” (Hanusch & Hanitzsch, 2013, p. 946). Given that our identities are not as determined by external terms of references as they were in the past, primarily but not exclusively in Western societies, the “’self”’ becomes a project or a task to be produced and reproduced. This is what Ouellette (2016) has referred to as the “enterprising model of subjectivity” in lifestyle media. Several intermediaries, including journalists, come to help with this enterprise of creativity and self-expression, shaping tastes, aspirations, body and beauty ideals, and consumer preferences (Ouellette, 2016, p.7). In this context, the lifestyle journalist can adopt the “role perception of the friend, who may act as a companion or even therapist to help audiences “’navigate the task of identity work’” (Hanusch, 2019a, p. 197), as well as connecting audience members in their shared identity. This process of identity creation fosters identification with one group and differentiation with another group, resulting in the creation of off and online communities that come together around a particular interest such as fashion, food, gaming, or travel.
Secondly, both personal experiences and intimate accounts are often found in the lifestyle journalism space, alongside expressions of taste and identity of the journalists themselves, who often engage in influencer-adjacent content such as “‘get ready with me”’, “‘what I eat in a day”’, or “‘my body acceptance journey”’ in their social media interactions, revealing their preferences and routines. These personal narratives of expression and identity are examples of what has been termed “confessional society” by Rosalind Coward (2010). Coward’s work (2009, 2010, 2013), with a focus on what she calls “confessional journalism”, discusses the centrality of intimate stories about lived experiences and personal journeys in journalism. She defines it as a form of “autobiographical writing exposing intimate personal details [which is] part of [a] rapidly growing cultural trend towards the inclusion of ‘real life’ stories in the media and linked to exposure of ever more intimate personal details” (Coward, 2010, p. 224). While the confessional tone is not exclusive to lifestyle journalism, Coward (2013) argues that its presence in mainstream media is a consequence of the “feminisation” of journalism, which has now become more adept at discussing issues such as mental health, body image, sexuality, and relationship that in the past were only to be found in so-called women’s pages. Journalism is not an isolated realm and therefore reflects societal trends like the growing preoccupation with subjectivity and emotions, yet Coward – an academic and a journalist who for years wrote a newspaper column about caring for her mother living with dementia – —also acknowledges that this recent emphasis is a result of “the push of feminism and featurisation towards more personal and intimate subjects” (2013, p. 88).
Molyneux’s (2019) research about the self “branding” of journalists has established that female journalists (the majority of those who work in the lifestyle field) tend to be more personal than their male counterparts in the way they speak about themselves and in their interactions with their audiences. This is evident in the social media accounts of various lifestyle journalists, which bring together professional or work-related posts – a recent work trip, a link to a magazine article, an industry award – —with content from their personal or non-work lives – weddings and anniversary photos, milestones of their children’s lives, pets, holidays, and the outfits worn during them. Aspects of this content exist in what Maares and Hanusch (2020) call the “twilight” of lifestyle journalism, a grey zone between what journalists and Instagram micro-influencers do on social media. Several of them are represented by talent agencies such as Insanity Group in the United Kingdom and the United States and are booked for brand events and as hosts of various functions. Their web profiles on those agency sites list both their professional achievements and biographical information such as the city where they live or their relationship status. This speaks to the third element of lifestyle journalism that creates a very distinct relationship with its audiences: how the personal narratives described above coexist with commercial logics, entrepreneurialism, and branding practices. In a field heavily characterised by freelancing, lifestyle journalists need to develop strategies to demonstrate their added value to both employers and audiences. 
“By developing a relationship with the audience is also part of the value proposition individual journalists make to their employers, both present and future: I can bring you this information, this writing expertise, and also this group of followers who are already interested in my content”. 
(Holton & Molyneux, 2017, p. 199). 
Audience maintenance is a significant dimension of these branding practices, which takes the form of answering queries in ‘below- the -line’ comments, responding to requests on social media, liking and sharing audiences’ posts, and using journalists’ personalities as the main currency. “Being ‘personal’ is crucial in building a personal brand by means of social media” (Hedman & Djerf-Pierre, 2013, p. 372). Authors such as Olausson (2017) have summarised these processes of self-production, commodification, and promotion within journalism with the notion of a “celebrified” journalist, while Markham (2012) has discussed how the use of headshots in online and print, the activity of journalists in comment forums, and the personal authorial voice in news writing alludes to a form of agency that is primarily individualist and personal yet also constrained by larger industry pressures. “The notion that you cannot and should not write yourself out of your work is perhaps philosophically pragmatic, supported even by author-deconstructing thinkers such as Derrida”, he writes (Markham, 2012, p. 188), suggesting both a demand for and a strategy built around these intimate exchanges, with ambivalent consequences for journalists, audiences, and the industry at large.
Current research and examples
Favaro’s (2017) work on lifestyle magazines constitutes an example of these efforts in audience maintenance and their links to both commercial imperatives and readers’ cravings for authentic and intimate content. 
“Contributing to their success, women’s online magazines offer free of charge content, and significantly greater opportunities for interaction. This includes ‘internal’ features in the form of discussion boards and/or comment sections under the editorial, along with the possibility to engage with social media by ‘liking’, ‘sharing’, ‘retweeting’ or ‘pinning’ content.” 
(Favaro, 2017, p. 321). 
The lifestyle journalists interviewed in her research state that these interactions with the audience motivate the readers to share the content through their networks, and so drives traffic. “Therefore, ‘being real’ content is the profitably shareable content, as required by a business model based on virality” (Favaro, 2017, p. 328), while also being content that audiences perceive as more real and less mass produced. These findings support earlier work about the social and business merits of audience participation, in terms of enhancing the user’s ability to get and recall new information, leading to social engagement and creating roots for communities online (Meyer & Carey, 2014).
These audience practices in magazine culture and lifestyle journalism more broadly embody what was conceptualised earlier in this chapter, based on the work of Lewis et al. (2014), as “reciprocal journalism”, a notion that speaks of the mutually beneficial relationships that journalists develop with their audiences. This reciprocity takes the shape of different forms of exchange: direct exchanges between the journalist and their audiences in a one-to-one fashion, for instance, when the journalist responds directly to an individual comment below the line or takes the time to respond to a direct message send through Instagram or one of the other social media platforms; indirect messages intended for community benefit, as they are witnessed by third parties and so embody the notion of networked intimacy also described earlier; and sustained reciprocity, which is fostered through exchanges that occur repeatedly over time. Sustained reciprocity “resituates journalists in the network. It casts them in a community manager role” (Lewis et al., 2014, p. 167). The role of the community manager and advocate involves different and varied tasks, from providing a forum for readers’ comments and questions to fostering and reinforcing that community of interest, while also engaging in more critical practices “advocating for audiences’ interests, telling audiences about ethical and moral dimensions of certain lifestyles and experiences, and monitoring and scrutinizing businesses involved in the lifestyle industries” (Hanusch, 2019a, p. 201).
These different forms of mutually beneficial relationships between journalists and their audiences might even be taken offline. It is not uncommon for lifestyle journalists to host events, for instance, ticketed or not;, invite their audiences to come and meet them personally;, and attend book launches and signings. Various lifestyle journalists have been involved in commercial enterprises outside yet linked to their profession and expertise, so those interactions also become ways for them to promote their products in an informative manner (instead of a conventional sales pitch) and for audiences to engage in conversations about how much they enjoy them. Pandora Sykes, for instance, had a brand collaboration with swimwear range Hunza G when she was working as the fashion features editor at The Sunday Times Style in the United Kingdom; beauty and health journalist Nadine Baggott has done Beauty Box Sets with high street chemist Superdrug, in addition to her work for various newspapers, magazines, and television programmes. These commercial activities are further iterations of the intimate yet commercial logic that governs the journalist-audience relationship as described in the previous section.
It is important to note that research into journalist-audience interactions in general, and ‘below the line’ comments in particular, has highlighted that not all journalists have positive views about these exchanges. For instance, initial research by Hermida and Thurman (2008) speaks of “a clash of cultures” in UK newspaper websites concerning user-generated content (of which ‘below the line the comments’ is a significant dimension alongside other forms of participation such as ‘polls’ and “‘have your say”s’ sections). The authors argue that even though tools and opportunities for audience participation had become more available, in those early years, editors expressed doubts about their commercial value given that moderation has a cost and that the opportunity to monetise these interactions was unclear at the time. More recently, Wright et al. (202019) have researched The Guardian’s ‘below the line’ comments space and established that, while there is a considerable interest in comment spaces among readers, an exponential growth in user commenting, and substantial engagement by some journalists – a dynamic that the author describes through the notion of “sustained reciprocity” that has been used here too –—, journalists’ responses to audience comments have recently waned. The reasons cited are to do with cost/benefit logics, concerns about abuse and uncivility, lack of clarity about the value added of these comments, and editorial changes (Wright et al., 202019). The negative effects of abuse and harassment from news audiences are often mentioned in the recent literature about the mental health and wellbeing of journalists (Šimunjak, 20232; Bélair-Gagnon et al., 2024; Storm, 2024). This can be made worse if work is precarious, as is often the case with freelancers and self-employed journalists (Van Leuven & Vandenberghe, 2024).	Comment by admin: AU: Ref. “Wright et al 2019” is cited in text, but the corresponding reference is not in reference list. Please provide the reference for this citation or remove the citation.	Comment by Lucia Vodanovic: It is actually 2020, which is already in the reference list. I have changed all the references for this text to ‘2020’
The lifestyle space of the news organisation reflects this change: for instance, the beauty section of The Guardian that I studied elsewhere (Vodanovic, 2019) is currently closed for comments after the columnist Sali Hughes was embroiled in a long series of Internet attacks that she documented in the BBC Radio 4 audio series Me and My Trolls (2020), with consequences for her mental health and personal life. Hughes has continued to engage extensively with audiences on her social media platforms though, where she shares a mixture of personal and professional content, promotes her skincare range Sali Hughes for Revolution, and answers questions from readers about her published work in various outlets, including her weekly column for The Guardian. It could be argued that this reflects Olausson’s concept of “individualisation” in journalism, the “trend among the most active journalists to exploit social media to create personal brands and promote themselves as individual professionals rather than (or possibly in parallel with) their role as employees of a particular news organisation” (2017, pp. 1–2). Despite the longevity of her column (it has been published weekly for over fifteen 15 years), Hughes contributes to The Guardian in a freelance capacity, and therefore “digital disconnection” strategies – including muting or deleting social media accounts altogether – —, which have been discussed as potentially beneficial for the mental health, work management, and wellbeing of journalists (Šimunjak, 20232), might have a financial cost for her. On social media, she does sponsored and non-sponsored beauty and lifestyle content (including Instagram “‘lives”’ filmed during family holidays) and also adds to and expands on her journalistic practice. This defence and explanation of why and how journalists do their work is identified by Wright et al. (202019) as one of the ways in which journalists have continued to maintain audience reciprocity despite the recent overall wane in their responses to the public. Arguably, it is also one of the most important contributions to the journalist industry that these spaces for dialogue can make, as there are few other spaces where this type of conversation can take place.
Lifestyle journalists, particularly those who are freelancers, invest heavily in audience engagement in their platforms, either alongside, or sometimes in place of, interactions on news and magazine sites. The use of newsletters – hosted either by Substack or other subscription newsletter platforms –—, for instance, has become a relatively recent but a very popular addition to the contemporary ecology of journalism. They have also been discussed as particularly useful for freelance journalists who want to interact with their audiences directly, build their personal brands, and foster and expand their communities (Andringa, 2022). Themes such as “imagined audiences”, “reciprocal exchanges”, and “parasocial relationships” have started to be explored in the emergent research into this area (Andringa, 2022), alongside the notion of a “digital epistolary” (Santos & Peixinho, 2017), which emphasises the dialogical nature of the medium. From an industry perspective, a recent report published by the Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism (Newman, 2022) states that the top two recent audience-facing innovations according to publishers and editors were podcasts (80 %) percent) and email newsletters (70 %), percent), which speaks of the increasing popularity and relevance of the format. Substack, in particular, has been called the “New New Thing” in mainstream media (Naughton, 2023). Lifestyle sectors such as Food & Drink, Fashion & Beauty, and Parenting, among others, are heavily represented in the “‘Discover”’ section aimed at Substack (n.d) readers. The same platform has a separate link in the “‘For Writers”’ section aimed specifically at food writers (Substack, n.d.).
The type of content that Katherine Omerod creates is illustrative of how dialogues between her and the audience work in this new space created by newsletters. After a career of fifteen 15 years as a lifestyle and features journalist in publications such as Grazia, Glamour, and The Sunday Times Style, and a parallel one doing content for Instagram and working with brands, she launched her newsletter Every Shade of Grey on Substack, which was free for subscribers until November  1,1st, 2023, and now has a membership model that allows readers to access a small portion of the content for free and paid subscribers to get full access. The trade-offs of this change are discussed by Omerod in the post “How desperate are you” (2023e), where she worries about what her audience will think of the new, transactional setup given the close bonds they have with her, talks about the likely decrease in subscribers and what would it mean for her career, and offers to gift a subscription to those readers who can’t afford it (with no specification of a means tested process), which suggests a model based on loyalty and community, but also commercial value and privileged access.
Omerod’s subscribers receive a weekly newsletter delivered to their emails and partial or full access to her website, where the dialogues between her and the readers take place. The newsletters encompass all aspects of everyday life, from health to relationships, careers, children, interiors, hosting dinners, and online safety, among others, often written in an honest and confessional tone that heavily resonates with readers who leave comments on her website. “Forget confidence: steadfastedness is a far more realistic goal” (Omerod, 2023d), her newsletter from September 17th containing a mixture of life coaching advice and career tips, shows ‘below the line’ comments from readers such as “I have tears in my eyes reading this”, which highlight how audience members feel that they are very seen in her experience. Similarly, her post about having a pregnancy termination for medical reasons contains a dialogue between an audience member stating “in it together” and Omerod replying “love you mate” (2023b). Another newsletter entry, “My children may kill each other, I’ve been told this is normal” (Omerod, 2023c), from August 6th, gets a reply that says “I will genuinely sleep better tonight so thank you”, followed by a heart emoji, once again highlighting the similarity between the reader experience and that of Omerod. A third one, “Getting shit done doesn’t make you a good person” (Omerod, 2023a) about being overly productive in all areas of life from career to parenting, to the detriment of oneself, published on January 15th, gets several comments about how it resonates with readers. One poster sends a message with the wording: “Sending you so much love, XXXX”. In the ‘below the line’ exchanges under this third example, Omerod (2023a) expands on the topics already discussed, revealing, for instance, what she does when and if she manages to relax. She also likes readers’ posts and, writes hearts and other emojis with various face expressions. Interestingly, several of the posters also have their Substacks, so audience members who are witnessing and reading those exchanges can also click directly on the username and access the site of a different newsletter. ‘Below the line’ comments in the examples just cited come from content creators such as Emma Louise Boynton from the “Writers Swipe Right” newsletter;, Louise Hallan, who writes “The Wisdom Path”;, and Sarah Copeland, author of the popular food and travel newsletter “Edible Living”: about recipes and travelogues.
A slightly different model is that of That’s Not My Age, the fashion site and monthly newsletter founded by Alyson Walsh, dedicated to older women. Walsh is another freelance journalist and former magazine fashion editor, and the author of the book Know Your Style. Various aspects of her site emphasise the notion of community described earlier in the chapter. For instance, there is an exclusive section for paid Patreon subscribers only (the rest of the content is available for free). The invitation to become one tells readers to “join the community” (Walsh, n. d.), whereas the phrase that encourages audience members to post comments reads “start a conversation” (Walsh, n. d.), also used by other digital lifestyle publications such as Refinery 29. Even though Walsh’s content is primarily fashion and beauty (the subtitle of the site is “the grown-up guide to great style”), the website also includes stories about books, films, interiors, health, menopause, and others. The tone of her interactions with readers is less personal than in the previous example, yet Walsh comments on, likes, and responds to almost every comment from readers, at times with simple phrases that signal she agrees with or likes what is being said. Others contain longer paragraphs with memories about areas of London (where she lives), shops that she trusts, or retailers whothat have disappeared. Often, she uses the friendly humour and tone of phrases like “Steady on, Helen!” or “Nice one, Liz”, stressing the name of her readers as if they were known acquaintances. These interactions coexist with the commercial dimension of her site, sometimes in the same post. There is a dedicated section called “TNMA Edit”, a collection of items for sale that she has created in collaboration with independent designers; some stories are shopping lists with affiliated links. A selection of clothing comes with direct links to the sites of retailers.
Yet another example of dialogues facilitated by this format is The Review of Beauty (formerly known as The Unpublishable), the newsletter of freelance beauty culture critic Jessica Defino. Her reporting on how the beauty industry affects people, often in negative ways, has appeared in mainstream media such as Vogue, The New York Times, and The Cut, among others, and her newsletter has been highlighted by outlets such as Forbes and HuffPost. She calls it “The beauty industry’s least favourite newsletter” (jessicadefino.substack.com, n. d.) as it often goes against the grain of the standard beauty coverage and gives reasons why audience members should stop buying products rather than presenting them with several options. Her “‘don’t buy list”ss’ include, for instance, various pink packaged products that are marketed during breast cancer awareness month every year; she suggests that readers could donate directly to cancer charities instead and read around the potentially harmful health effects of, for instance, petrochemical byproducts used in the beauty industry. During one of the Black Friday November sales (when retailers often choose to sell items at discounted prices), she wrote a “Don’t Buy Day” column (Defino, 2021) and made all her “‘don’t buy list”ss’ freely available, while marking down the subscription price of her newsletter for a few days only. This is arguably an example of how different dynamics can coexist in the work of these journalists: on the one hand, Defino’s following is likely to expect a column about how the consumer logic of the market permeates the intimate space of wellbeing and personal appearance, which she delivers; on the other, she is using the same Black Friday sales period to increase her subscribers and income.
Defino’s newsletter from October 10, 10th, 2023, titled “When war sells serum”, argues that beauty companies often use war metaphors in their press releases, quoting phrases such as “combat aging” or “battle acne”, alongside others such as “skincare regime” or “army of products” that are also often found in journalistic copy about beauty. In the same piece, she interviews linguist Amanda Montell, who notes that a general “vocabulary of conflict” permeates this industry; other examples include talking about pimples or acne “colonizing your face” (in Defino, 2023c). Readers’ comments under this newsletter post include phrases such as “standing ovation” or “round of applause”, all of which are liked and directly thanked by the author, who says things such as “This made my day xx” (Defino, 2023c). Further dialogues between the journalist and readers include recommendations of books about the same topic in several conversations between the journalist and the reader and reader-to-reader interactions. As in Omerod’s example, some of the readers are also Substack writers, so those conversations could, potentially, lead to other newsletters and other conversation threads. Another newsletter post, from May 19th, “Martha Stewart’s Sports Illustrated Cover Means Next to Nothing” (Defino, 2023a), about the American entrepreneur who appeared on the magazine cover wearing a silver swimming costumeustom at the age of 81, is followed by personal messages from readers talking about the negative effects of diet culture and what some, including Defino, see as the cynicism of some age- positive content. Readers describe how the author verbalises “all my feelings about this” or matches their reactions. Others tell stories of how they have seen their mothers, of similar age to Stewart, be unhappy for the whole of their lives due to extreme dieting;, reply with their own, intimate experiences of eating disorders;, or post comments about friends who have been unwell or died as a result of health complications after cosmetic surgery procedures.
On November 2nd, 2023, Defino started to do a monthly advice column for The Guardian with the title of “Ask Ugly”. She informed The Unpublishable readers that she would share a preview of that column with her newsletter subscribers, who would also be able to access extra quick-fire questions not available to the rest; this suggests that Defino is interested in keeping some exclusive and intimate aspects of her smaller community, while also reaching a much bigger audience That first column, “Should you be getting Botox? Welcome to Ask Ugly, our new beauty column!” (Defino, 2023b) from The Guardian website was not open for readers’ comments.
Future directions
As this chapter has outlined, the recent “‘audience turn”’ in journalism studies and the industry of journalism has not paid dedicated attention to the relationship between journalists and their audiences in the specific field of lifestyle journalism, where notions of community and intimacy discourses coexist with commercial logic. As such, it is necessary to study the particularities of this relationship given those characteristics, which include “‘where”’ they take place – online and offline communities, ‘below the line’ comments, newsletters, and journalists’ websites— –,  what is the content of the interactions;, and how they are performed. A change of paradigm in audience research that does not focus solely on metrics but rather on making sense practices, in emotional and embodied dimensions, and a notion of news consumption as “social experience”, as outlined by Costera Meijer (2019), seems an appropriate approach that could inform future avenues of research.	Comment by Codemantra: AU: Both single and double quotation marks have been used throughout this chapter. Please confirm if it is intentional or confirm which one needs to be followed consistently.	Comment by Lucia Vodanovic: I have changed everything to double quotation marks for consistency (unless it is a quote within a quote). There is one exception: I have kept ‘Below the line’ (used for ‘below the line’ comments) as it conveys the meaning better. If you think everything should have double, please change that too
The literature and examples discussed in the chapter demonstrate that the commercial logic and interest that underlieies the lifestyle media sector and the fact that this journalist niche relies heavily on freelancers fosters a form of interaction that could be characterised as individualistic, invested in the voices and authority of individual journalists who have built audience communities around themselves. As a result, forms of audience engagement value intimate experiences, authorial voices, and displays of personal identity; dialogues in different interactive forums bring together personal and professional content, conventional journalistic work, and entrepreneurial activities, across different platforms and modes of interaction. At the same time, this work is not free from traditional journalistic structures, the logic and commercial priorities of platforms, or the simple need to make a living in a precarious industry through a portfolio career.
This is a time in which several news organisations have limited the use of spaces for audience interactions, particularly ‘below the line’ comments, both for commercial reasons and for protecting journalists from abuse and uncivility (Wright et al., 202019). Women and people of colour appear to be particularly vulnerable to abuse and dismissive trolling regardless of what the article is about, as research from The Guardian, based on 70 million comments left on their sites, has established (Gardiner et al., 2016). “The tone of comments was also found to deter some readers—particularly women—from participating in comment threads”, states Gardiner (2018), based both on her own experience as an editor and on academic research that discusses this. Some news organisations have closed those sections on their sites but have moved the interactions and moderation to the social media pages (Goujard, 2016). As discussed in this chapter, lifestyle journalists, who are often freelancers, reflect this trend as they do audience engagement work on their platforms and appear to invest significant resources in it.
Further research into what happens when these dialogues are increasingly being held outside mainstream news outlets (and often behind a paywall) is needed, particularly in the case of freelance lifestyle journalists who then become the only moderators and gatekeepers of those dialogues, unlike in the case of news organisations that have their policies, practices, and staff working on moderation. This has consequences for both journalists themselves – the workload, time, cost, and emotional labour required for this is significant, with potential impact on their mental health as mentioned in this chapter – —and for the audience, who might have limited access to a diverse, meaningful, and enriching space for dialogue that is not fully controlled by the journalist who relies on their branded persona; these two aspects could be explored in research too. The access and visibility of marginal communities, a dimension that has been absent in audience studies anyway, is also something to be explored when interactions are held on individual sites that often bring together like-minded people with very similar interests and lifestyles. Lastly, the intersection and overlap between commercial, branded, and entrepreneurial work by lifestyle journalists, and their editorial and conventional outputs, requires further examination too.
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