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Welcome to Media Masters, a series of one to one interviews with people at the 
top of the media game. Today, I’m joined by Lisa Smosarski, editor-in-chief of 
Stylist magazine. A former editor of Bliss, Smash Hits and More, in 2009 Lisa 
took the reins at the newly created Stylist, a magazine for the “professional 
woman”. Since the magazine’s launch, Lisa has been behind a rapid rise in 
circulation, and made Stylist a staple brand amongst women’s magazines. She 
won respect for taking a unique editorial approach, including banning diet 
features and cosmetic surgery ads, and in 2010 was named Aviva’s Media 
Woman of the Future.  
 
Lisa, thank you for joining me.  
Thanks for having me.  
 
So, Lisa, we’ll start with a nice easy open question before we get to the hard 
stuff. What is it that sets Stylist apart from the more glossy, celeb-led women’s 
magazines? 
I think this is all about our DNA. When we launched Stylist, we had a really clear 
mission; we wanted to be different to the magazines that women had perhaps grown 
up with, had become used to, and we did lots of research into what that really meant. 
Women felt patronised, and women worried that some of those magazines were 
misogynistic, you know, the famous paparazzi shots that go out of their way to point 
at women’s “bad bits” – and I say that in inverted commas – and also they just 
wanted an intelligent magazine that represented all the different facets of a woman’s 
life. So that was our mission right at the beginning, and, as you mentioned, we did 
things like banning diet features, we decided not to do anything on cosmetic surgery 
and Botox, and things were on the rise then so we took a really clear editorial stance. 
And that led to the kind of Stylist you see now, which is life through a feminist lens. 
So it’s a really clear agenda. And we wanted to do things differently. That translated 
to how we did covers, that translated to the features that we chose, and that 
translated to the tone of voice that we decided to use. So I think we had a very 
different strategy, and a strategy to be deliberately different, actually.  
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Because there was an argument that a lot of women’s magazines then, and 
potentially still do now, promote incorrect body imagery, insofar as it’s all 
about perfection and all about diet products, and he should love you for who 
you are, but also on the next page how to lose three stone.  
Oh! “He will love you if you are thin!” But that was the underlying message, which 
was we’re here to please our men, and we must look perfect in the process, and that 
is incredibly damaging. And, of course, women aren’t stupid; they know that that’s 
what they were being fed. So we wanted to make sure that we didn’t fall into those 
usual traps of sort of Acme magazine, women’s magazine journalism, which is why 
we created that editorial stance. So actually, you’ll rarely see us talking about “your 
other half” anyway. This is a YOU magazine. It’s all about what you’re thinking, what 
your feeling, how you’re behaving, your priorities, your ambitions. So that is really 
important. And then the body image issue was critical, I think. We wanted to show 
different women, we wanted to show different role models. We had a strategy where 
we would only put women we loved, respected for their intelligence and talent on the 
cover. So that ruled out the raft of reality TV stars who were famous for being 
famous, and having that clear definition from day one I think was really important. 
 
So tell us about the genesis of the magazine. How did you come to be involved 
with it? You obviously created it how. What was the journey? 
Shortlist magazine was the first magazine out of our company, Shortlist Media, which 
really set the template for what Stylist was to be. Shortlist, when it launched, again, 
was an intelligent men’s weekly with a strategy to be free but with quality that was 
better than what you were getting in your paid for magazines. And I must admit, I’ve 
followed Shortlist on that journey. I loved it. And I thought to myself, “God, if they 
ever do a women’s one, I really want to be part of it.” I was at More magazine at the 
time, and I’ve got to be honest I didn’t know that there, in the back of their minds, 
was this plan to launch a female Shortlist. But I got a call out of the blue one day 
from Phil Hilton, the editorial director, and I remember where I was. I jumped for joy! 
Because I was like, “Yes! This is it! This is the magazine that I’d thought of!” 
Because I had a really clear idea of what I would do if I was given that opportunity. 
So it felt like – and this is not my way – but it felt like the stars aligned somehow, 
because actually I really had already thought about that. So, when the opportunity 
arose to go into Phil Hilton and Mike Soutar to present my vision of what a women’s 
free magazine would be, a freemium magazine would be, I was very pleased to say 
it aligned with their vision as well. We launched it very quickly afterwards, and that 
was it. But it was really interesting, because they had taken some ideas into 
research. I presented my ideas, and they showed me theirs back, and there was just 
so much synergy between what we created, and then really that was mine for the 
moulding. You know, what would our voice be, what was that attitude that we would 
represent on those pages each week, and I have to say I fully expected that when 
we launched we’d be tweaking, we’d be playing with it. There aren’t many launches 
that are just smooth. So there’s this brilliant story when I think about it now, because 
we’re almost nine years old, but on that very first morning I printed my own email 
address in the magazine, because I was like, you know, I really need feedback, I 
need to understand what people think. God, what happens if no one picks it up? That 
morning, and I’d been working the most ridiculous hours, sort of like 7.30am-2am, 
and I’d come in, checked my email, gone on to a breakfast meeting with an 
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advertiser, came back to my desk – and I had 300 emails. I went away from my desk 
to another meeting, came back, and it was up to 500, and the day continued like 
that. And it was unanimously, “This is the magazine I’ve been waiting for.” And that 
blew our minds, because we fully expected, you know, sleeves rolled up, we’re ready 
to go, we’ll take that feedback, we’ll mould, we’ll keep going, but actually people 
really understood what we were trying to achieve, and it was so fantastic to be able 
to really say with confidence, our vision that is different to what women have been 
traditionally served in the media is really working. And so much of that template is 
the Stylist you see nine years later, you know, the same franchises are in there, the 
same attitude, the same spirit. And things have changed in volume, obviously, as 
trends have changed. But it is really the pure DNA of what we started. 
 
And with it being free, you’ve obviously got access to a huge marketplace in 
terms of the readership. I can remember growing up that the free York 
Advertiser was taxed, basically, because it was free. Whereas now, I won’t take 
a free magazine when I get out of the tube unless I actually want to read it, 
because I am aware that I am in effect giving my time to that brand, which is 
just as valuable as money.  
Of course. And your hand space. Nobody wants to carry something around that they 
don’t actually want, and it’s really interesting because that process is self-selecting. 
You’ve got one chance to get it right, so if you can capture the person’s attention 
with your cover and you can engage them with your content, they will come back to 
you. We have so many loyal readers. Our biggest complaint still now, nine years on, 
is, “I can’t find Stylist on a Wednesday morning.” So we know we could print more 
issues. There is such huge demand. And we also know that people don’t pick up 
things they don’t enjoy. So we had to work I’d say doubly hard to prove our worth. 
Because to interrupt someone’s commute, to interrupt their morning, there has to be 
a value exchange, and ours was, “This is content you would pay for,” and that’s the 
best compliment when we hear it. And we have subscribers who do pay for a free 
magazine – that is a remarkable thing.  
 
How does that work? 
They pay to have it delivered.  
 
Wow, that’s incredible! Because when you think about it, the old free model 
decades ago was that it was just received in the letterbox, I had no choice. 
Whereas in fact if someone is stood at the exit to the Tube and hands the 
magazine to me, I have to put my hand out to receive it. There’s the very act, 
as you’ve just said there, of self-selection.  
You have to lift your hand from your phone!  
 
Absolutely!  
Which is a big deal these days.  
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It is! And you pre-empt one of my other questions of course, which is 
expanding into digital and capturing that market, but hang on.  
Okay, sorry! Impatient as ever.  
 
It must have been an incredible opportunity, because in one sense most job 
opportunities are, there’s an existing thing that’s there, you apply for a job and 
then you join the staff. There’s a culture, there’s a history. This was something 
that you literally created out of nothing. Was that both exciting and a little bit 
scary at the same time? 
Of course! It was absolutely terrifying. I had been Emap at then Bauer for a long 
time, they had been incredibly good to me and supportive of my career. I’d had the 
opportunity to edit three magazines there and work on others over the years. And I 
liked it there. That’s probably the most important thing. I actually was having a great 
time, and there were great opportunities, but I was just so excited by the prospect of 
doing something new and different. You know, it’s a baby of sorts. You create 
something, you birth it. It hits the streets, people engage with it. So it was a risk, 
definitely. I was nervous, definitely. But it felt like a calculated risk. I believed so 
much in what we could do, I believed in Mike and Phil and Tim and Carl who ran the 
company at the time. They were a brilliant support team and really believed in what I 
was saying that I wanted to do with the magazine as well. So it just seemed too good 
an opportunity to miss. But there were plenty of people who didn’t want us to 
succeed, because this changed the dynamic of magazines. And that’s hard, when 
you know that there are people out there campaigning for your decline – which is 
why it’s so delightful nine years later to be sitting here. 
 
So what are the ingredients of a typical issue, and what is a typical week of 
putting it together?  
Okay, so the ingredients… I liken an issue of Stylist really to a night out with your 
best friend, which is that when a Stylist reader goes out she will talk about many, 
many things. So today, we’ll be talking about Brexit, we’ll be talking about the flyover 
of the RAF, we’ll be talking about a wedding we have to go to that weekend and the 
outfit we have to get, we might talk about our careers, our ambitions, our pay, and 
we’ll probably talk about food for quite a long time. And that’s a simplified version, 
but really it was about encapsulating the idea that women are multifaceted, that we 
talk about different things, and that ranges from politics to fashion – and we do that 
with pride and comfort. And we have the same colloquial voice that you would talk to 
a friend. We have a mix of ingredients for the features as well, so obviously we have 
our regular pages, we have the brilliant Style List and Worklife at the front that 
people still love so much. Fashion and beauty are critical to what we do. And then 
our features well really is made up of something psyche, something about you. The 
biggest compliment, I think, is when someone says, “How did you know what I was 
thinking?” So we play psychologist, we’re trying to think all the time about how 
people are thinking and feeling, and tapping into very small critical moments, and 
amplifying that in a feature to explore it through science, actually, most of the time, 
and psychology. There’s usually something from “the real world, we call it, so a 
reporter at large, some interesting women you should know about, usually career will 
come up, that’s really critical part of our mix, and then usually some sort of lifestyle 
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content as well, or a quirky feature, something surprising that you wouldn’t expect to 
see in a women’s magazine. And then for us really it’s the package that it’s wrapped 
up in, so that design should be surprising, it wouldn’t again be the standard kind of 
library images that you might expect. We use our paper differently actually, so the 
way that we use images is different to a traditional women’s magazine – that’s been 
really important, I think, to our success. And then everything is through a feminist 
lens. So actually, we do talk about feminism as a subject, but most of it is the attitude 
that we apply to what we do. 
 
And what’s the typical interaction with the reader? Do you expect someone to 
get on at zone four and then read it on the way into central London, or do you 
want them to take it home with them? Do they read it over several days? Do 
you have this data from your readers? 
Yes, it’s interesting actually, because I guess when we launched we thought about 
that kind of standard statistic of 2.4 readers to every magazine. What we were 
finding was that people weren’t leaving them behind, and we had these brilliant 
anecdotes about tussles on the tube when one got left out and two women jumped 
up to grab it. And we just heard this repeatedly. What we see actually, and we can 
tell this by the feedback and the way that people engage with the content, is 
obviously there’s a huge spike on a… we actually distribute from Tuesday evening, 
so Wednesday morning is Stylist Wednesday, big noisy moment, and feedback 
tends to come through until Saturday morning. And retailers and advertisers tell us 
that as well, from when people decide to go and buy something from The Style List 
or decide to engage with their travel company, for example, that they’ve seen in the 
magazine. So we have this amazing… the most flattering term coined of the Stylist 
Effect by PRs, because actually you would see this huge spike on Wednesday, and 
that would travel through to the end of the week, really. And that was a huge 
compliment, actually. We weren’t disposable. There’s a real value in that paper 
product which I think in this day and age is incredibly exciting. 
 
Yes, because as you said, just because you’re given at no charge doesn’t 
necessarily mean that it’s tat any more, than it would have made, say, 20 years 
ago. People have a different dynamic. The Evening Standard, for example, 
Shortlist, as you said. Consumers expect high quality, whether it’s on a 
website for free, or indeed on a paper copy for free. 
Yes. I mean, content and value are very complex now actually. Because we get so 
much brilliant content for free, expectations have changed. I would say it was a little 
bit different nine years ago when we launched, there was still the kind of ‘girl about 
town’ rumours, you know, rocking around, the idea that, like your local paper, it was 
a freesheet, the journalism wasn’t as important as the advertising, and really you 
were just being sold stuff. Now, it was essential to our success that we countered 
that.  
 
Or you would lose readers.  
Yes, of course. Who’s going to engage with that? And who’s certainly going to 
engage with that for a long period of time? And particularly when we’re talking to 
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articulate, educated women who demand a lot from their media. They’ve got choices; 
why would they stay with you when there are other things to do? So we know that 
our journalism had to be award-winning, that we needed to be as good as – if not 
better – than our paid for competitors, and that we had to continue to surprise our 
readers all the time. So again, a relatively high frequency product like a weekly could 
get tiring, so what surprises can we put in? How do we keep the reader on her toes? 
How do we make sure that she is delighted she picked it up that day? So FOMO 
obviously is critical here, you need to know that you’re missing out on something. 
 
These are obviously incredibly ambitious goals, even nine years later! You’ve 
got to get something out every week with that high level of quality. Do you 
ever feel the pressure even now, or have you got into a good rhythm in terms 
of how you get the magazine out?  
The magazine is a machine, and if it doesn’t run on time it’s broken. This is really the 
rule that we live by. So it’s a formula week. So we know when we do things, we know 
when things have to be in, and the team understand that and are brilliant at 
delivering that. I never worry that we won’t have ideas. We have too many ideas, 
we’re overflowing with ideas. Things go wrong, of course – people are unpredictable, 
content can be unpredictable. So, like every other magazine in the world, we can be 
running around the night before press day replacing a cover story or suchlike, but we 
have this really incredibly tight schedule. You know, some bits are six weeks planned 
in advance, some eight weeks, we have six covers on the go at any given time, 
replacements lined up if something falls through. I like planning, I like lists. We are 
very methodical in how we do things. And from that, allows us true creativity; it 
allows us to swap things around and make changes because the basic brickwork is 
there already. It doesn’t run like that every week, but that’s the theory behind it! 
 
Sounds like my business! In theory it should all run like clockwork, but the 
reality is it’s just 14 hours of agony every day without end. 
And that first year of Stylist, we worked insane hours.  
 
I don’t doubt it! 
Because there were 12 of us, we were in a tiny little office, it was very basic. As 
we’ve grown as a team, and as a company around it, we have again got more 
confident with that system and the production process, so it should work. I’m 
touching wood! It should work. 
 
So how does the week work? You mentioned it was Tuesday night that you’re 
off stone. Do have Wednesdays off?  
Thursday we head off to press actually.  
 
Thursday – forgive me. So do you have Fridays off and start again on Monday? 
How does it actually work, in theory?  
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Feet up? No! It doesn’t work like that. Also, I look after the digital and video and 
social sides of the brand now, and events, I work with them as well. This is a non-
stop machine! And that’s probably one of the biggest changes of the last nine years. 
I mentioned we started with 12 people in a small room creating one magazine, and 
we end up with a huge company. Well, huge by our standards. 
 
What’s the head count?  
What, the total company? 
 
Yes. And of Stylist.  
So we have 27 people across print and digital plus a video team, and then obviously 
the commercial teams around it. So, as the whole company, it’s just under 200 
people. 
 
That’s incredible.  
Yes. We’ve moved buildings several times as we’ve grown. It’s a remarkable thing, 
actually. To start a young, start-up company with all that entrepreneurial spirit and 
see it grow. But Stylist has such an incredible relationship with its readers, and we 
realised quite early on we had opportunities to diversify, to really engage with our 
audience in lots of different ways all the time. So we would come to her through 
events, you know, in the first year we were running events. Obviously the digital 
landscape has changed hugely over the last nine years. So again, that’s changed 
how we’ve worked as a company. So the print week, again, is very formulaic, but we 
have an ‘ideas first’ way of working, so I have my digital and print team, video team 
and our email team in all meetings, so fashion, beauty, features – and we are still 
platform specific, but we share those ideas, I decide where they should go, what we 
want to focus on, and from there those teams then separate again and go off and 
make those things happen. So the week is busy and unrelenting! 
 
I can imagine.  
There’s a lot of content going on. 
 
When you think of a member of your audience – and I use that phrase 
deliberately because I don’t want to be too specific and pre-empt your answer 
– but what is that person? Is that someone emerging from the Tube being 
handed a paper copy? Or is it increasingly that they’re moving to digital? How 
do you want to interact with a reader? Do you want someone to read the paper 
magazine but also subscribe to the email list and go online regularly, or do 
you have online only readers? How does it actually work? What’s the mix?  
"Both" is the true answer there.  
 
I knew you’d say that!  
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Is it a cop-out? Probably, but it’s entirely true. Stylist readers are very loyal. 
Essentially, Stylist is a badge brand; it says a lot about you as a person if you pick it 
up, if you read it. We know that there is a route for our audience from print into 
digital, and we like that. We want to have a conversation with them all the time. We 
want to remain relevant to that audience all the time. So we take them with us. What 
we do know, from looking at our digital audience, is it is broader. So we run through 
the spine of England with print, from Glasgow down to London, so we go across 
cities, but only in urban centres, and we can see more of a sprawl when we look at 
our digital footprint. So, of course, people who have stopped commuting but still love 
the brand engage with us on a digital level. Lots of people who’ve gone on maternity 
leave, for example, engage with us on a digital level. We have a whole new audience 
that perhaps didn’t know that there was a print edition, and we are keen on growing 
that all the time, so we’re always thinking about how we engage a broader 
readership through our digital audience through video as well. And obviously through 
events. Now, if you go to Stylist Live, there is a hardcore Stylist mafia there. You 
know, these women know it better than I do, and can reference things, and are so 
passionate and exciting. But again, this year, as we moved to Olympia and it got 
bigger, we saw that audience broaden as well. What is lovely is that they still remain 
the person that we’re targeting; it’s just that we’re finding them in different ways. We 
have this expression that we use to describe our audience of Shortlist and Stylist, 
which is ‘The Met Set’. So, obviously, it’s an urban audience, or started as an urban 
audience, because of how we commute. In Birmingham, we’re around the Bull Ring. 
Everyone drives into Birmingham to work, we distribute around there. In Edinburgh 
we’re at Waverley Station so how people get to work is how we get our magazines to 
them. But of course, we know that’s changing. So, again, that’s up to us to evolve 
with it. But I think the sensibility is that feminist lens, that career ambition, that desire 
to have more things to your life, to be multifaceted, to be interested in the world, to 
be naturally curious, remains on all of those platforms. 
 
How does it work in terms of what the advertisers want? They want a half page 
in the physical magazine, but they also want banner adverts and co-branded 
videos? How does that work? 
Ah, this is an ever-evolving area actually, and we have recently invested in an 
agency side of the business in what we call ‘family’, because branded content is 
increasingly important, and those partnerships are increasingly important. So of 
course we have a traditional display advertising, but increasingly we’re seeing that 
everyone wants to be part of the conversation on all platforms. Everyone wants more 
synergy, branded content of course being the number one priority really at the 
moment. So we’ve responded to that changing need by changing our team structure, 
and it means that we’re always thinking of new and creative ways for advertisers to 
work with us. That’s a really important part of our proposition. So yes, it’s very rare 
now if you’re a branded content partner that you come in for one platform – it really is 
about the 360 experience.  
 
And you mentioned there, because I want to talk about Stylist Live and about 
how important it is you are doing these live events. Olympia is obviously not a 
tiny venue.  
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It is not!  
 
So the very fact that you’re at that level now means you guys are massive. So 
tell us, how did that emerge? Because lots of traditional media brands are 
really realising the power of these branded events. 
Yes, well, so we were running lots of small events. I mentioned before that in our first 
year we launched something called the Stylist Network, and that really was about 
entrepreneurial women coming together, learning together, and getting a chance to 
network, actually, to mingle, to talk with like-minded women. And these events would 
sell out within an hour. I mean, it was amazing. When we’d go there, we’d meet the 
women, there was just the most incredible buzz in the room, it was really genuinely 
electric. And that evolved into a life lessons event, we had a book club event, and all 
of these things that we were doing were just working really well. So really, we got to 
thinking about where could we take this, what could we do? We thought about 
weekenders, we thought about retreats, and we ended up with the first Stylist Live, 
which was in the business design centre in Islington, so it wasn’t a small venue to 
start with. It was terrifying! We were all terrified, you know, would people turn up, 
would we be talking to empty stages, do we have enough sponsors and partners and 
retailers there to make a financial success of it as well. And I’m so lucky and proud to 
say that actually, the queues snaked around from like half an hour before the doors 
opened, and it was busy throughout. And that was an incredibly humbling moment. 
Mike Soutar at the time was very emotional about it, because again, it wasn’t without 
risk. It was a huge investment on behalf of the company. But this is the power of the 
Stylist brand. That engagement is really quite unique actually, it’s very different to 
places I have worked at before. And so, we started to outgrow the business design 
centre by footfall and by the brands that wanted to work with us. So we decided this 
year to move to Olympia, and the fear was felt all over again.  
 
I can imagine. 
It’s a huge space.  
 
What a great problem to have, though. 
Yes, I know, I know! And it is an incredible privilege, to work on a brand that you’re 
able to have that conversation with your audience. And again, I know this sounds a 
bit sucky, I have to say, but I described it as one of my favourite weekends of the 
year, because I was surrounded by these women who loved the brand so much, who 
were running over to find me to tell me that, to share their experience of Stylist, of 
things that had helped them, that had changed their lives. So you’re like, “We’ve 
created something meaningful here. This isn’t just disposable entertainment; we add 
value to women’s lives.” That is a very unique place to be, I think. So we feel 
incredibly lucky. I am very grateful to the partners who allow us to do that as well, 
you know, the advertisers that come with us on that journey. And we’re looking 
forward to rerunning the fun in November! 
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What’s top of your To Do list in the medium term? Because what’s top of my 
To Do list usually every day is just to get through the day and react to stuff! 
I’m sure yours is as well. But I am supposed to, and often do, have an eye on 
the medium term in terms of where I want to take things next. What’s on your 
medium term to do list? Is it more innovation commercially or is it editorially?  
For me personally it’s about diversifying the brand. It’s about where else we can talk 
to this audience. What are the new opportunities? So that could be a new launch 
within the Stylist brand. There are just so many things that could be actually, so 
that’s what we’re exploring at the moment. It’s more diversification and it’s more 
ways to touch our readers’ lives. And that really is a big brand priority for us. So the 
advertising strategy and the branded content is critical to the company, of course, 
but my personal remit is around that expansion of the brand. 
 
How does it work in terms of the brand’s interaction on social media? Because 
in one sense, you’re tweeting, and you’re putting Facebook posts out there, 
it’s great to drive traffic. But many editors who’ve sat in that chair have said 
that Facebook is a bit of a frenemy, because although you might populate the 
Stylist page with content, all of the advertising on that page goes to pay Mark 
Zuckerberg’s private jet and not yours. How does that work in terms of how 
you interact with your readers? You say you get some great feedback. How is 
that feedback physically delivered? Is it via email, social media, are people 
going on your website?  
Every platform is critical. Now, look, we obviously had a big dependency on 
Facebook, as a lot of brands did, and we also have learnt that when algorithms 
change that can be quite challenging. Facebook continues to be really important to 
us, we talk to them all the time about the role of publishers, and that advertising 
question all the time, and we have a good working relationship with Facebook which 
hopefully will benefit that conversation in the long term for lots of publishers really. 
 
Well, ultimately it’s in their interests that you succeed. 
It is, and they are very interested in content, and they are very open about their 
desire to work with publishers. So I think it’s an interesting dynamic. I think we, like 
everyone, know that we shouldn’t be dependent on another platform. We have a 
brilliant Instagram following, we have an amazing Twitter following, and Facebook 
continues to be important, as I said. LinkedIn is quite important for us because we 
have so much careers content. Pinterest is important to us. So we try and touch our 
readers’ lives in all the places that they are naturally, so our social chat strategy 
changes all the time as all of those platforms evolve and change. We’ve invested a 
lot of time and effort into video through social, that’s been incredibly effective for us. 
We’ve created some brilliant things that have gone viral. And again, that means we 
reach a different audience in a different way, and they come into the Stylist fold, 
hopefully, as a consequence. So we have to be flexible and responsive in terms of 
how we deal with social. It is absolutely essential for us to be in all of those spaces. It 
drives traffic, it’s important in terms of just sheer engagement with our audience, and 
as you mentioned it’s critical for feedback. So we hear so much information from all 
of those platforms, but they still email me as well. So I have changed the email 
address in the magazine. 
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Ah, there you are, you see, so you’re not getting spammed. Good work! But 
whether Facebook and Pinterest and Instagram is a frenemy or not. It must be 
difficult to monetise an interaction if people are just following your social 
channels. 
Yes. We’re obviously very interested in that journey from the social channel to our 
own website.  
 
So social media as a signpost to your website. 
Yes. And there are ways to engage, and particularly when looking at video and 
branded content, that does actually work quite well in the social space. So we’ve had 
incredibly effective branded content posts, because they’re so heartland Stylist, and 
the brand has worked closely with us, that run them through social and readers have 
engaged with it through social. But obviously our long-term vision is always driving 
back to our platforms about keeping the reader engaged with all our various 
touchstones, and obviously there are lots of ways of doing this. And as these pieces 
of technology change over time, you know, the swipe up function in Instagram 
changes how you use Instagram, and IGTV will change it again. So it’s up to us to be 
on our toes and really fleet of foot actually, I think, to go, “Okay, what next?” and not 
get stuck in our ways. 
 
You’ve mentioned video a few times. Tell us about the genesis of that. It’s 
clearly a big success, but what have been the challenges along the way? 
Oh, it’s been a huge learning experience for us actually, and as I mentioned, we’ve 
had some incredible successes, attempted to replicate that, and discovered that they 
no, they wont be replicated. It is a very unpredictable platform. What we have 
realised, and what we’ve learned, is that we are very, very pure to our brand DNA, 
so we deliver things that are emotional, that have our kind of mostly the feminist 
angle running through, and are topical, we have the best results – and that really is 
what works for us. So you’ll see a big narrative if you look at Stylist video around the 
gender pay gap, around equality. We did a brilliant video called The Man Tax Pub, 
which was secret cameras set up in a pub and we charge men 18% more for their 
beers. Now, some of those reactions are quite volatile. It is a brilliant video. That 
went viral. We did an excellent video about men in heels, which was a response to 
the news story about a woman being sent home from work for not wearing heels. 
That ended up on New York breakfast TV.  
 
I’d wear heels! I’m a shortarse anyway, I’m about 5’7”.  
You should! They work for many men, apart from the men in our video. Who 
couldn’t, frankly, do anything, which was the point! And that went viral. So they have 
changed the conversation for us. We can make a brilliant video, and we do that in-
house with an excellent team. And we brought that expertise into our company, and 
that really enhances the Stylist offering actually, and it’s great for me to be able to 
work with that talent as well in terms of what we can produce.  
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Your Suffragette centenary cover in February was incredibly striking. 
Apparently advertisers loved it. How much planning went into that? 
Well, it’s a funny question because when we launched Stylist, I was doing some 
forward planning, looking at key dates, and I was like, “Oh, when is the centenary of 
the women’s vote?” And it was like, eight years away, it was fine – but I wrote it 
down.  
 
Ambitious even then! I like it.  
Ambitious even then! I mean, like a steely, ridiculous ambition. I mean, assuming I’m 
still in the job and Stylist is still going, we’re going big on this! Because actually, the 
reason being that was such a Stylist topic, I wanted us to own that conversation. It’s 
really important for us to be all over that, to really represent that audience. Now, that 
was eight years ago, we’d had a suffragette on the cover previously around an 
election, and it had done really well for us so we knew we would go big. So probably 
six to eight months before we got to the centenary in February, we started to think 
about what exactly that would be. We’d had an idea previously about ageing an 
entire magazine, and that’s what we decided to do. So we went to the Women’s 
Library, we researched the illustration of the time, design of the time, we spent a lot 
of lot of time researching the Suffragettes, and we decided to take that specific 
angle, because we’ve got this whole initiative this year about celebrating women who 
are essentially invisible, and bringing them to the forefront. And lots of those women 
weren’t known, you know? Lots of people don’t know the full story of the 
Suffragettes. I mean, even my team, who perhaps are more well versed than the 
average woman, were surprised about what they were discovering as they went on 
this journey. And what we decided to do really was to create a journey piece in this 
issue, so it would look and feel like an event issue. It was special, it was different. 
You know, what were you getting on this Wednesday morning? It was so exciting. 
And then we wanted content really to say, “Look how far we’ve come, but look how 
far there is still to go.” Because obviously the big thing that changed over the past 
eight years are things like the Harvey Weinstein story, #MeToo, Time’s Up, Laura 
Bates, Everyday Sexism. The mood had changed, and we were living in this really 
exciting time where actually, finally, women were getting heard.  
 
And arguably, your magazine has been part of the catalyst that’s brought that 
about.  
I really hope that’s the case, because actually that was our agenda, and that’s what 
we wanted to do, and I went into an ad agency, I remember this so clearly, before we 
launched, saying, “We’re feminists, but with a lower case f,” because people were 
still scared. They were like, “Well, I don’t want to a bunch of bolshie feminists running 
a magazine!” 
 
Burn your bra and all that nonsense.  
“Women? What are you doing?” But actually we had that in our DNA from the start, 
and we changed the conversation, I think, and we saw other people follow in our 
footsteps, and that was great. So, yes, really this issue was a culmination. And so I 
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was like, “We’re going to age the whole thing, we’re going to get this brilliant 
illustrator to do it. Ad team, how do you fancy changing all the ads in the issue?”  
 
Brilliant.  
So that obviously went down with some caution to have this conversation. 
 
Tip-toed down to the advertising department.  
“Hi! I’ve got a brilliant idea, you’re going to love it!” Actually, they did love it, and they 
were so enthusiastic, and they were so on board. And the brilliance of the team 
around me was that they took that challenge and spoke to our most loyal advertisers, 
the people who’d believed in Stylist from the beginning, brands who we knew that 
had feminist leanings who wanted to talk to women about gender equality, and we 
said, “We’re doing this brilliant issue, but you can only come in if you play our game.” 
And they did! And that’s game-changing.  
 
It’s incredible. To get them on board, that’s a step up. 
I know! And there were many kind of… if this was a documentary, there were many 
critical crying moments. It wasn’t easy, and that isn’t just because there wasn’t will – 
there was absolute will – but we all know the layers of approval and change that it 
takes to get to that point and to get that level signed off, you know, I think it was 11 
pages of advertising. I mean, it was incredible. And yes, so it was a really important 
moment for us actually, and the fact that we’re doing that as we enter our ninth 
birthday, it’s just so exciting! How lucky I am to work on a magazine where you can 
do that?  
 
What have been the hard lessons? 
So we’ve had a couple of covers that… I don’t know, missed the mark. Actually, we 
found it quite interesting where we have put someone the cover who we don’t like as 
a brand, who we are uncomfortable with as a brand, and we are criticised for giving 
them airtime. So it’s quite an interesting learning curve for us actually, because the 
inside, the content, is as angry as it possibly can be, but actually we’ve afforded 
someone airtime, and actually our audience is saying to us, “Don’t do that. Don’t give 
them that profile.” So that was an interesting one anyway.  
 
So cover as tacit endorsement in a sense, even though you’re not doing it. 
Even though you’re not, yes.  
 
It’s a bit like when Twitter were saying about the blue tick, that although it’s 
meant to show it’s verified, people were using it as a status symbol and giving 
a blue tick to a far right politician arguably endorses them.  
Yes, it is an argument, isn’t it? And of course, we are relatively apolitical – as in we 
don’t align ourselves with a particular party – but we have been critical of the 



	
	

	 14	

extreme right wing, and there have been cases where people have just sort of said, 
“Don’t talk about it.” But this is an eternal conversation with press, isn’t it? So it’s 
actually, by ignoring it, is that okay? Does it make it go away? Well, actually, we’ve 
argued otherwise but we have learnt that we have to change the way that we do that 
if we want to have those conversations in print. That is something that’s very 
important to me actually, which is a learning from a piece of feedback I had, was that 
– and I’ve told this story a couple of times – but in the first few months of Stylist, 
there was very active pressure group called Women of Colour, who were contacting 
all media actually, because I’d come across them before. And they were really 
talking about the fact that magazines weren’t diverse and representative, and I 
received, what I wish I’d kept actually, this very brilliant email from a very smart 
woman saying, “Look, you have to understand – when I pick up a magazine, I don’t 
see myself looking back, and when I pick up Stylist, that’s true.” Now, I was 
incredibly affected by that, because I thought I’d created this magazine that I believe 
is really championing women, and we are not doing enough.  
 
So there’s a blind spot. 
Yes, possibly. Or maybe we knew but we just didn’t do enough about it. We change 
how we work. So we work very hard to try and show ethnic diversity on our pages, to 
talk about different cultures, to make sure that any woman sees herself looking back 
from the pages of Stylist. 
 
Was this the genesis of the Visible Women campaign? 
It wasn’t really actually, that was very much borne out of reading Caroline Criado 
Perez’s brilliant article in New Statesman about statues, which is the fantastic stat 
that if you remove historical figures and mythical figures, there are only 2.7% of 
statues of women, and one of them is a ghost following her husband around. 
 
Nice! 
Which I think is brilliant but awful, I have to say.  
 
Well, we have to count her, because otherwise we’d have to halve the stats!  
Exactly! She is critical to this statistic. So I was like, “Okay, let’s think about this.” 
Women make up 51% of the population but 32% of Parliament, 32% of the cabinet, 
ever changing, 6% of the FTSE 100, something like 24% of the leading small 
businesses have female CEOs. Street signs are predominantly named after men. 
What does this mean? Now, we hear that brilliant quote, “You cannot be what you 
cannot see,” but everywhere we look as women we’re not represented. And then I 
started investigating that more, and there’s just like a wealth of research around what 
happens when you put women in the room, and you can’t say, you know, we’re not 
naïve, if you have more female politicians they will always vote for things that are 
good for women. That’s not how it works. But actually there was a brilliant study in 
Ecuador where they increased the number of female politicians and then they can 
track that actually more legislation is passed that favours women. And so all of this 
information and research fed in, and we were like, “Actually, what can we do as a 
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brand?” Well, we can raise the visibility of women. We can champion women that 
you don’t know about that you should know about. There’s no women’s studies, 
histories, that are compulsory on the national curriculum. So how do you reach girls 
and tell them about all these things that they can be? And that really built the 
premise for our visible women initiative. But always in the back of my mind is that 
saying, “I don’t see myself looking back.” And I think that colours everything that I do 
actually.  
 
In what sense? 
Well, I just think, for me, every time I’m looking at an issue and when I’m looking at 
our website, I want to see every woman represented. Whether that’s body diversity, 
whether that’s about ethnicity, whether that’s about age, whether that’s about career. 
Just how do we show that we are not just a one-dimensional woman reader? And it 
goes back to your earlier point actually, which is about how magazines particularly 
over the years built up this perception of body image and body shape – and I’ve 
been part of that, you know, I can’t excuse myself from being part of that system in 
previous times in magazines – but actually, it doesn’t sit comfortably, and the more 
you learn, and the more you understand, you know… I have an amazing platform, I 
can do something about that. And I intend to. And that’s what we intend to do. 
 
What’s the demographic of your readership in terms of age, and indeed 
gender? I imagine you must have some male readers. 
We do have male readers, they’re very low, it’s something around 5% of the Stylist 
readership is male, age demographic, our core is 20 to 40, but I have had letters 
from teenagers and I’ve had letters from 80-year-olds, who tell me it’s the most 
relevant publication they’ve ever read! Because I think there’s a psychographic in 
there. There is an attitude and a spirit and a love for life that lots of people relate to 
at different stages. But in our minds, we’re talking to really a woman in her early 30s. 
 
Tell us about your career and how you started in journalism. I know you once 
went on the record to say there’s nothing wrong with blind ambition, as you 
were editor of Smash Hits at 25!  
I think I might have been young when I said that!  
 
Well, rightly so. Look, ambition never did Macbeth any harm, that’s my view. 
But you were editor of Smash Hits at 25. We’ve actually had Barry McIlheney in 
that chair many years ago. 
Oh, I love Barry!  
 
Barry’s a legend.  
Yes, he is.  
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He created Smash Hits, of course. What was that like, to run Smash Hits 
magazine?  
Oh, it was incredible! It was like all my Christmases come at once. I remember 
getting the call to say I’d successfully got this position as editor of Smash Hits, and I 
was just blown away. It was a publication I’d grown up with, that I’d really loved, it 
had been a big part of my own life. It was iconic, it had made so many brilliant 
journalists and editors… the footprint of Smash Hits was huge. So, yes, when I went 
for the job did I think I would get it? No! This goes back to the blind ambition I think, 
which was like, “Well, I’m just going to give it a go. I’ve got lots of ideas and lots of 
enthusiasm. I have no experience as an editor, but I’m going to push myself forward 
and give it a shot.” And that’s what I did! So it was an amazing thing. I’m very 
thankful for that team, for that backing at that time, because that really opened the 
doors to the rest of my career, actually. And getting that at such a young age is 
remarkable. I learnt so much in that seat, really so much. I look back and go, “I can’t 
believe there’s so much I didn’t know when I started.” And that’s from 
management… 
 
I still don’t know about that now!  
Yes, well you learn every day about that, don’t you?  
 
You mean by getting it wrong, don’t you?! I certainly do, anyway.  
But publishing itself, I was still very naive about that. Leadership, very different to 
management actually, how do you take a team on a journey. I was there just as 
music streaming was starting, the music industry was having a tough time, music 
trends were changing again. I was going through a transition period. We learnt so 
much. It did very well. We increased circulation. The most brilliant training ground 
that you could possibly get.  
 
Did you always want to be a journalist? 
I did, yes! I wanted to be a journalist from watching Press Gang.  
 
I loved Press Gang! Dexter Fletcher and Julia Sawalha, isn’t it?  
Well, I was Julia in my mind. 
 
She was brilliant, that character.  
She was brilliant.  
 
Press Gang. Wow! What a blast from the past.  
Isn’t that strange? Ageing myself there.  
 
Me too! I’ve watched every Press Gang ever.  
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It’s brilliant! My friends and I can still quote it at each other. But yes, I don’t know how 
true that really is, but that is what I felt at the time. I thought, “This is the job for me.” 
So I was like, what, 13 or 14, and I was like, “I will be a journalist,” and set my sights 
and my whole education on just getting in the door. I didn’t know what form of 
journalism I wanted to go into, but it just really appealed to me. It’s natural curiosity I 
think, I’m quite a nosy person. 
 
A lot of people in that chair say it’s nosiness that’s the key thing. Desire to 
change the world as well.  
Nosiness, yes. What, why, how. That’s just my staple questions on a night out. So 
that fundamentally forms who you are, I think.  
 
They’re good questions! Now, after Smash Hits, you became editor of More 
magazine. What was your mission there? I actually have to admit that I am a 
closet reader of More, or I was back in the day. My sister used to buy it.  
I actually bounced to Bliss before I went to More. So when I went to More, it was 
going through a challenging time. So again, it was another magazine I’d known as a 
teenager. It was over 20 years old by the time I got there, that might be slightly 
wrong, but it was going through a tough time. The weekly market was booming, and 
More was fortnightly. Fortnightly is the most random kind of way to…  
 
“It’s neither nowt nor summat,” as my granddad would have said. 
I know! It really isn’t, is it? So people had a habit at the beginning of the month or 
every week, but this fortnightly idea was very confusing, and we were being really 
overtaken by the Heats, the Closers, and that whole raft of magazines that had come 
out. So my mission, which was not an easy one, was to take it weekly, which really 
was changing so much of the DNA. That is probably my toughest job to date 
actually, at More, because it really is about changing the entire content, the 
publishing strategy, where we sat, as an old magazine with a slightly tarnished 
reputation, against this fresh, glossy exciting new world of reality TV and the 
magazines that went with it. So really, the few years that I spent there was an 
evolution all the time, and that was sort of change the magazine, get it ready to go 
weekly, change the frequency, change it again. We did manage to buck the trend. 
We stopped the circulation declining. So it was a good mission, but it was a tough 
mission.  
 
It must be difficult to… like when you created Stylist, although there’s a 
different type of challenge from having a blank sheet of paper, you had an 
existing entrenched staff culture, and to come in and have to change 
everything Mary Poppins style, flying in on the umbrella. That in a sense is 
much more difficult. 
Yes, much more. Creating something from scratch is easy, essentially, in 
comparison, because you learn from everything around you, and you sort of go, “Oh, 
okay, well, this is where we are, in this year, this is what people want now.” A 
magazine like More, which obviously had a reputation around sex for so long, and 
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essentially that has become the thing that cursed it as well, so people loved it and 
hated it for exactly the same reason; they had perception about what it is but hadn’t 
read it in years. It had quite high brand awareness, but not much brand love. It was a 
very tricky magazine to come into. A brilliant, funny, dynamic team who were up for 
the challenges and up for the changes, thankfully, actually, because it was a tough 
job, but who just loved it so much they wanted it to win and succeed and have the 
platform that it deserved. But it was a very pressured time for everyone that worked 
on it, because it was just change all the time. I probably spent more time in the 
project room than I did on the shop floor in the first year, really trying to work out 
what we would do. But yes, from that you do learn so much, and that’s so much 
about audience behaviour. I mean, really, if you think, the genesis of Stylist starts 
there, because you’re learning about audiences, you’re learning about what they 
want, you’re learning about the changes and trends, how people engage with 
magazines, the frequency etc. So much starts from that moment, even though they 
are very different magazines. But it’s going into development on that, coming up with 
ideas, and brilliant franchises, and new reasons to love More. That really helped me 
when I got Stylist, because we took that same sensibility and craft and applied it to a 
new magazine. 
 
Do you work on gut instinct? Like when you came to More magazine did you 
just in your gut know what needed to be done? 
I think so, yes. I would say that across the board. And it’s funny, isn’t it, in a data-
driven world, because I imagine most people who sit in the seat will talk about gut 
instinct at some point. Because, of course, if you ask people what they want, they 
only know what they know. They don’t know what they don’t know.  
 
It’s that old Henry Ford thing that’s often misattributed to him, where he said, 
“If you’d asked my customers what they wanted they’d have just said a faster 
horse.”  
Exactly! Which is just so absolutely true, and you have a feel that something else is 
in the air that you can change that. Do people know they want it? Probably not, until 
it’s delivered to them. So I absolutely believe in gut instinct. It’s in everything that we 
do. And I think all good ideas come from gut instinct, and not from research, I have 
to say.  
 
Now, you’ve said that aspiring female editors need a role model. You had a 
particularly important figure when you were at New Woman.  
I did. I worked for a brilliant editor called Sarah Kramer, who later went to Redwood 
as CEO. Obviously a brilliant woman, dynamic woman. One of the calmest people 
I’ve ever met. And as I left to go to Smash Hits – I was with her for a very short 
amount of time – she started to give me lots of advice about what it would mean to 
be a first-time editor, about the things to expect. Get used to the fact that people 
might not like you. Her famous one was, “You’re not an ambulance driver; nobody 
dies.” So it was all about this calm, pragmatic way of editing. So she was brilliant. 
She was such a fantastic mentor, and I worked for her for a very short period of time, 
but she was brilliant, and we’re still in touch now. I think she’s fantastic. 
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Last couple of questions, then. Penultimate one: what advice would you give 
to someone starting out in their career now that wants to be the next editor of 
Stylist? 
I think it’s very hard in the industry that we work in now, so I think you have to be 
very self-starting, you always did, it’s a competitive industry, and the entry jobs are 
fewer. Our junior jobs now, we will get to 500 applications for each one that we 
advertise. 
 
That’s incredible. Not just for those poor people, 498 of which won’t get it, I 
imagine, but for you as well just to process that. 
It is. So it’s sort of how do you stand out. So we’re always looking for people with 
natural passion and enthusiasm. So have you started a ‘zine, do you have a blog or 
a vlog, what are you doing? Obviously, whether you’re studying journalism is of 
interest, but actually, we’re really looking for people who have just got desperate 
drive. So my advice always is go out, get experience, try and get an internship or 
work experience. If you’re struggling because you don’t live somewhere where that’s 
an opportunity, you have no excuse not to be writing now, because the Internet 
allows everyone a platform in which they can do it. So we’re really interested in how 
people embrace that passion, whether they’ve got their own podcast, whether 
they’ve got their own vlog, whether they’re just writing in a more traditional way. So 
we’re really interested in those sides of it as well. And then my other piece of advice 
is about be a yes person. Lots of people come in and expect the moon on a stick 
instantly, and everyone, I’m sure – and I’ve listened to this podcast many times – 
people start by making the tea, you’re around people, you’re learning by osmosis, 
you know, and you’re just getting that opportunity to be in an area and learn what it 
means to work in journalism. So for me, and that really was my case, I started as an 
intern doing anything and everything and being keen, say yes to everything that 
comes your way. 
 
Would you say you’re as ambitious now as you were then, even though that 
ambition is manifested differently, or have you relaxed a little bit now? 
I think I’ve probably relaxed a little bit, but I say that as someone who is very 
competitive, so I don’t know if that’s true! I am very ambitious, but I very much 
wanted to work on lots of titles when I started out; to move around, to feel my way 
around the industry, to get my first editorship, to move on. I was very ambitious for 
those things. My ambitions are very much for Stylist now, because it’s my baby. Like 
I’ve created this amazing magazine that’s turned into this powerful brand, and so I’m 
like, you know, I want to be the best at everything, I want to do more and I want to do 
it first. And I’m just so excited about what we can do with that. So I guess that is 
quite ambitious. Competitive ambitious. 
 
But that brings me to my last question, because Stylist is your baby, but 
babies grow up to become adults and flee the nest. I don’t expect you to 
answer, because no one ever does, but what will be next for you? Ultimately, 
you’ll either fall under a milk float or a bus or retire…  
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Thanks!  
 
… or something will happen. There will be a point where there’s another editor. 
What will you be doing when that other editor takes the reins? 
Oh, God! You know I can’t answer this! Because really, the opportunities for me, I 
have changed, my role has changed within Stylist, and I know there are opportunities 
for me to continue to grow and do new, brilliant, exciting things. So that’s all you’re 
getting.  
 
So no answer then, basically!  
Haha!  
 
Lisa, it’s been an absolute pleasure to talk to you. Thank you for your time.  
Thank you.  
 
 


