WOMEN FAIL TO SEDUCE MALE READERS

New research published by the Orange Prize for Fiction reveals that women still have to work twice as hard as men to get their books read by the opposite sex.

Additionally men will often pass over books written by men if the choice of cover design or title indicates that it is a ‘female read’ regardless of subject matter.

The research [in which twenty books were shown to 200 respondents - male and female] was commissioned to address the following questions:

- How important is the gender of the author in our choice of books?

- To what extent are particular authors’ books perceived as being written mainly for women, for men or for both and on what basis is this judgement made?

- Do books written by women have to ‘work harder’ to sell to men than vice-versa?

Respondents – who were chosen to be a nationally representative selection of adults who read literary fiction – were shown front and back covers of 20 titles and asked to categorise them as intended to be read i) mainly by men ii) mainly by women iii) by both about equally. In addition, focus groups were used for qualitative research (see attached quotes). 

THE RESULTS

From the survey, men are far more biased towards books written by men than women are to books written by women.  They are easily put off buying books if they judge the cover design or title too feminine, regardless of actual subject matter of the book.  Women on the other hand are less likely to judge a book’s suitability from its cover and less inclined to label a book a male or female read.

While 40% of women surveyed said they would read books they believed appealed mainly to men, only 25% of men said they would consider a book they felt was for women.

Men will avoid books which they consider to be ‘female reads’.  This will include books with titles implying that the book is a love story, books mainly about women or books with a ‘feminine’ cover design.

Ian McEwan’s Enduring Love was classed as a female read by men because of its title, as was The English Patient by Michael Ondaatje because of its cover design.

Men admit that gender is an important factor in choosing a book and 2 out of 3 male respondents claimed they were able to tell the gender of an author just from the writing.

Of the 20 books chosen for the research (see below) only one title, High Fidelity, was considered a male read and nonetheless over 50% of the female respondents said they would be interested in reading it.  Yet less than 30% of men would choose to read the books deemed to be female reads (12 of remaining 19) which include The French Lieutenant’s Woman and Tales of the City (both by men).

Kate Mosse, co-founder and Honorary Director of the Orange Prize for Fiction responded: "This research does support the contention that women novelists have to work harder to be taken seriously by both sexes and supports the informal research we undertook with booksellers when setting up the prize in 1994. It is, however, interesting to see that male authors can also limit the audience for their books by having a cover or title that labels it a ‘women’s book’."

Overall it became clear that front cover and title are critical in determining in the public’s mind whether a book is a male or female read.  It appeared that women are less judgmental than men and are more experimental, using reading as a form of social interaction (talking to friends about books) and self-improvement.

For men, reading fiction is about relaxation and they rarely talk about books to people or even borrow them from friends (one of the most important sources for women).  They are much more likely to read non-fiction for self-improvement.

Mark Turner**, Senior Lecturer at the University of Surrey Roehampton commented:

'Since the burgeoning of mass-market paperbacks in the 19th century, the question of gender and readership has been prominent.  The novelist George Moore complained in the 1880s that popular fiction had been overtaken by women writers and women's subjects, to the exclusion of men and men's subjects (which for him meant 'serious' subjects).  Assumptions about what constitutes men's and women's reading have been with us a long time, and the Orange Prize research suggests that these assumptions still have a powerful hold over reading habits.'

The survey also asked respondents which of the books they would seriously consider reading. At this point the differences between men and women became very marked. The greatest variance was for the following 7 titles where the percentage of women prepared to read them was at least 40% higher:

The English Patient (Michael Ondaatje), The Sandcastle (Iris Murdoch), Ladder of Years (Anne Tyler), Human Croquet (Kate Atkinson), Wise Children (Angela Carter), Alias Grace (Margaret Atwood), Possession (AS Byatt)

All these books were classed as female reads.

Nick Hornby (High Fidelity) and Pat Barker (Regeneration) were the only books which significantly more men than women wish to read.

*Research conducted by Book Marketing Ltd

**Mark Turner is the author of Trollope and the Magazines: Gendered Issues in Mid-Victorian Britain
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Example Verbatim Quotes

Book choice

Women

"The fact that a book has been shortlisted for, or won, a prize means that somebody other than the publisher and author must have liked it."

Men

"Frankly, these mean nothing – there are so many prizes these days, and you have no idea most of the time what they are, or who is judging them."

Author gender

Women

"Men haven’t the slightest idea how to write about women – they are all stereotypes – either sluts or motherly."

Men

"It is one of our great problems. Women understand us, but we can’t fathom them."

How books are categorised

Women

" If a book is written by a woman, then automatically it is aimed at women. Sometimes the market is men too – but that depends on the subject and the particular author."

Men

"Even if the cover doesn’t put you off, the description on the back often does. If they talk about emotions, depression, understanding oneself - that’s for women."

Why men are more conservative

Women

"Men are very conservative in their reading. My partner wouldn’t read half the books I do, yet I am quite happy to read most of his."

Men

"I think women have more time to read, and therefore more incentive to read a wider range of books."

Author promotion

Women

" I think women authors are squeezed into the female-read category, which affects the amount and type of publicity they get – adversely of course."

Men

" I think the battle between the sexes is a bit overdone. If women write books that appeal to more people, they’ll get the platform."

READING AND GENDER

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

A
INTRODUCTION


Questions were placed on an omnibus survey, designed to investigate reactions to each of 20 titles, shown in the form of a colour reproduction of their front and back covers.

Specifically, for each book, respondents were asked to say whether they felt it was intended to be read mainly by men, by women or by both about equally.



The sample of respondents was selected to be nationally representative of all adults (aged 16 or over) who read literary fiction, which was defined as classic or 20th century or contemporary fiction. 

Overall 20% of the adults claimed to read literary fiction.

The original representative sample of 2000 was thus reduced to c400, each of whom was shown 10 of the 20 books. The order of the books in each group of ten was rotated at each interview, to minimise bias in the order.

Thus, each book was shown to c200 respondents altogether.



The fieldwork was conducted over the period from 31st March to 4th April, 1999.



Important note

Frequently throughout this text we refer to the authors alone, but it must be remembered that the data from the omnibus refers to particular titles. It is possible for authors to write different books whose perceived target audiences are different.


B
BACKGROUND 

Table


There is no doubt that people can and do make rapid judgments, not only about whether they want to pick up a fiction book to consider reading it, but also whether they then would like to start reading it.



Taking into account both the group discussions and other research findings, if knowledge of the author or book is excluded, we would judge that the most important factor in this choice process is the front cover –which also involves the title. Table 1 shows some results from a separate research project which emphasises the importance of the book’s packaging .

The front cover/title is taken to be a strong indicator of the sort of fiction a book it is and whether or not it might be of interest, and – very importantly – whether the book is intended to be a male or female read.
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
Women are both far less judgmental than men, and far less constrained by whether they believe the book is a male or female read. 

Women are more prepared than men to consider books, even when they are not particularly drawn to the front cover, and also more prepared to read a book when they are doubtful of its appeal to them: they are less afraid than men are of making a mistake in this respect.



While books are recognised as playing a role in the reader’s image, for example, projecting an air of intellectualism, or avoiding being seen reading inappropriate  books, this is only occasionally a motivator behind choice.



For women reading extends to social interaction (eg talking about books to friends) and also to self-improvement (eg stretching them intellectually, giving them ideas about people’s relationships and psychology, etc).



For men, reading fiction is mainly a way of passing the time and of relaxing. Compared to women they rarely talk about books to people, or even borrow them from friends , and they are much more inclined to read non-fiction for self-improvement, etc.



Men tend to avoid books which they consider to be female reads, and frequently this will mean avoiding literary  books written by women, or which feature relationships and psychology.

They will also designate as female reads those books with titles implying the book is a love story, or mainly about women, and they will also be disinclined to consider books whose cover design is feminine (which includes the picture or illustration and colour design). Thus Enduring Love (Ian McEwan) and Larry’s Party (Carol Shields) are both automatically classified as female reads – the former because of the title, the latter because of the cover. Similarly, the designs of Angela Carter: Wise Children (two costumed women) and of John Fowles: The French Lieutenant’s Woman (pastel picture of a woman, title itself) also are designated as female reads.



Women are rather slower to judge a book’s suitability from the front cover, and also are less inclined to label a book a male or female read than are men.

Further, women are far more likely to start reading a book which they perceive as a male read than the reverse.



The importance of the gender of an author to men and to women can be seen from Table 2 , and it is clear that men claim to be far more biased towards books written by men than women are to books written by women.

Not only do men tend to prefer male authors, they also generally admit that the author gender is an important factor in book choice, and also two out of three claim to be able to tell the author’s gender, just from the writing.
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
The importance of the cover in this process has already been highlighted in Table 1, but we can see that nearly three quarters of men (and over half of the women) say that a book’s cover usually indicates whether the book is aimed mainly at men or at women.


C
SUMMARY RESULTS




From the omnibus results it is clear that (on the whole) deciding whether a book is a male or female read is more likely to be because of the gender of the author rather than the demographics (gender, age, social grade) of the potential reader. 



Only one of the 20 books tested (High Fidelity) is considered a male read, and 12 of the remaining 19 are designated more female than neutral.

Designation of a female read, is not only based upon the gender of the author, but also on the colour and general look of the cover (eg pastels/pink, floral scenes, etc), the title (eg use of the word love) and then the description of the subject matter (eg love stories, relationships/feeling). 

Three of the books written by women are designated as neutral reads, and if the author, cover, title and subject matter are considered, it can be seen why this is so. 

Neither the cover of Anne Michaels: Fugitive Pieces (a picture of the back of a person’s head, and greyish/dull colours), nor the title or description give any real indications of its being a male or female, and people seem to assume therefore it is a neutral read.

With Beryl Bainbridge: Every Man for Himself , the title itself provokes male interest, and the cover picture of the Titanic and the subject matter all imply a book for both men and women.

Pat Barker’s name means that many people mistake her for a male author, the title Regeneration is neutral, as is the cover, while the subject matter is war-based, which starts to move it into male territory. However, because many do know she is a woman, the male effect is somewhat counteracted. 
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
Men and women frequently classify books written by women in the same way, particularly those written by women.

Differences are more likely to emerge with books written by men. For example, for both Ian McEwan: Enduring Love and Michael Ondaatje: The English Patient there is a markedly higher incidence of men than women thinking they are female reads.

With Sebastian Faulks: Birdsong, on the other hand, significantly more women than men classify it as a female read.
4


If we examine the books which respondents say they  would seriously consider reading , we find that women are generally more enthusiastic about reading the books involved in this research than are the men. 

Indeed, the differences in the percentages of men and women interested in reading them are very significant for most books.
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
Nick Hornby: High Fidelity and Pat Barker: Regeneration are the only books which significantly more men than women wish to read.

Further, the only books where similar percentages of men and women are recorded are all neutral reads.



It can be seen from Table 5 that most of the books which are classified as female reads are of relatively little interest to men – with George Eliot and John Fowles the exceptions.

On the other hand, over half the women express interest in Nick Hornby: High Fidelity, which is the one book classified as a male read.



All the data suggest that women are much more likely to read books which they classify as male reads, than are men to read books they mark down as female reads.

This assertion is backed up by the statistic that while, on average, c40% of women say they are interested in reading the books they believe appeal mainly to men, the reverse figure is only c25%.
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
Ian McEwan: Enduring Love is a prime example of a book which, in spite of  neutral words in its description (eg suspense), sends out signals from the look of its cover (including the use of pink) and from its title (using the word Love) that it is a book which would mainly interest women is.  Over three out of four men think it is a female read, and less than 30% would be interested in reading it.



Overall, it seem to be clear that books written by men are likely to appeal to both men and women, while those written by women are likely to appeal mainly to women. In other words books written by women have to work harder to sell to men than books written by men do to sell  to women.



Further, male readers are easily put off books written by men if the choice of cover design or title indicates it is a female read, regardless of the actual subject matter of the book.


