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ABSTRACT
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This article seeks to deﬁne, historicize, and critique the
phenomenon of trend journalism within American journalism. I
position trend journalism as an outgrowth of journalistic
movements that, since the mid-twentieth century, have sought to
elevate the role of storytelling and thematic interpretation in
journalistic practice. In addition to historically and theoretically
contextualizing trend journalism, the article examines critiques of
trend journalism and analyzes coverage of metrosexuality in the
2000s as an exemplar of the generic features and shortcomings
of trend journalism. In sum, this article argues that trend
journalism showcases the power as well as limits of trends as a
prism through which journalists understand and explain the
world to their readership.
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Introduction
The New York Times published “A Fourth of July Symbol of Unity That May No Longer
Unite” just in time for Independence Day 2021. Reporter Sarah Maslin Nir explored how
partisanship was altering the meaning of the American ﬂag, transforming it into a political
symbol that belonged to some Americans but not others. “Politicians of both parties have
long sought to wrap themselves in the ﬂag,” Maslin Nir writes,
[b]ut something may be changing: Today, ﬂying the ﬂag from the back of a pickup truck or
over a lawn is increasingly seen as a clue, albeit an imperfect one, to a person’s political aﬃliation in a deeply divided nation.

Her story originated in Southold, NY, where she interviewed visitors and residents: a
potato farmer who wonders what message he’s sending with the large American ﬂag
that adorns his truck; a Republican whose friends urge him to ﬂy a Trump ﬂag next to
his stars and stripes; a Black democrat who removed the ﬂag from her home because
“[it] felt like it didn’t belong to me anymore.” John R. Vile, a political scientist at Middle
Tennessee University, testiﬁes to the dire consequences of ﬂag politicization. “It’s E Pluribus Unum—from many, one,” he explains. “If the pluribus overwhelms the unum, then
what do we have left?”
If your feelings about the ﬂag have changed in recent years, especially in the wake of
the Trump presidency, Maslin Nir’s story may strike a nerve. That’s ﬁtting, because “A
Fourth of July Symbol of Unity That May No Longer Unite” is not so much deeply reported
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as deeply felt. The piece is impressionistic, building its case through a handful of interviews, one expert, a dusting of historical allusion, and a YouGov survey about how
many Americans feel proud of the ﬂag. Deeper context—for instance, on the origins of
ﬂag politicization, or statistics about how ﬂag allegiance varies over time or by party—
are absent. Instead, moments of equivocation temper the article’s otherwise conﬁdent
assertions. For example, the headline explains that the ﬂag “may no longer unite”; a
few grafs later, Maslin Nir asserts that “something may be changing.” The piece sketches
out an emergent phenomenon yet remains evasive about its validity.
Maslin Nir’s article is a textbook example of a genre of American journalism generally
known as trend journalism. Trend journalism consists of stories that attempt to identify,
explain, and analyze emergent contemporary phenomena. While trend journalism can
be pegged to a speciﬁc event, it doesn’t have to be. Instead, the hook for a trend story
is usually the urgency to interpret what Park (1940, 676) called the “specious present”:
ﬁnding meaning in the cascade of daily happenings, using colorful details to document
broad dynamics that nevertheless are diﬃcult to pin down. As Maguire (2014) notes,
trend stories “put the reporter and the reader out in front of forces that are just starting
to have an eﬀect” (156). This makes trend journalism both inductive and deductive, both
presentist and speculative. By placing developing phenomena in context, it primes
readers on how to see the world, understand its evolution, and prepare for the future.
Trend journalism exempliﬁes a much longer development that Barnhurst, writing in
1994, called “the new long journalism.” For Barnhurst, the new long journalism
emerged in the second part of the twentieth century, reaching full maturity in the ‘80s
and ‘90s; besides being longer, this journalism was more thematic, more interpretive,
and favored broader problems over discrete events (1994, 14–15). Because it prioritizes
pattern recognition and storytelling, trend journalism may also be associated with
other types of interpretive journalism, such as narrative and literary journalism. Trend
journalism also exhibits features of “soft” journalism—a problematic label that nonetheless captures how features, style, entertainment, and human interest reporting traditionally have diﬀered from politics, foreign correspondence, crime, and beat reporting.
Despite some strides, journalism studies continues to take “soft” journalism less seriously,
often presuming that “news” is synonymous with hard journalism.1 One objective of this
article is to stitch together what up until this point has been a disjointed and partial
understanding, in an eﬀort to trace trend journalism’s history and take its impact and contributions seriously.
In his original conception, Barnhurst argued that the “new long journalism” was “distanced from the individual citizen” in ways that proved “more frustrating than cathartic”
(15). His point was that thematic interpretation did not always help readers to make sense
of their world; sometimes, by connecting individual experiences to broad dynamics,
speciﬁc meaning was lost or skewed. The second objective of this article is to take up
Barnhurst’s provocation to consider how trend journalism can simultaneously enhance
and diminish understanding of the world. I argue that trends—stories about patterns—
are an important form of evidence that journalists may use to reveal truths and experiences which are hard to document otherwise. At the same time, I agree with trend journalism’s critics (Faludi 2006; Shafer 2008, 2009, 2011; Abad-Santos and Doll 2012) who
claim that it is too often ﬂimsy and misleading. In oﬀering critical analysis of one facet
of journalism’s interpretive turn, I hope this work can inspire future research, journalism
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education, and practice, and contribute to understanding how trends function in journalism more broadly.
The present inquiry blends history, cultural studies, journalism studies, and media
studies. In addition to conducting a review of literature about trends, trend journalism,
and interpretive journalism, I researched commentary and criticism of trend journalism
from journalists, as well as textbooks and other educational materials that seek to instruct
on how to do trend journalism. I elucidate my arguments with one historical case of trend
journalism—the coverage of metrosexuality in the New York Times in June 2003. While this
case may not be representative per se, the outsize inﬂuence of the story—especially
visible twenty years on—brings some of the deﬁning characteristics of trend journalism
into stark relief.
This study focuses on the written word in long form as it appears in newspapers, magazines, and online publications in the United States. I have also narrowed this research to
focus explicitly on trend journalism within the sphere of cultural journalism. In recent
decades, cultural journalism has emerged as a distinct area of scholarly inquiry whose
subject matter ranges “from culture understood narrowly as aesthetic expressions to
culture viewed more broadly as a ‘whole way of life’” (Kristensen 2019, 2). That said, cultural journalism means diﬀerent things in diﬀerent parts of the world; much of the scholarship on cultural journalism has been conducted in Nordic countries, where cultural
journalism includes a highly developed arts journalism scene that far surpasses what is
found in the U.S. (Kristensen 2019, 4). For this piece, the cultural journalism that interests
me here not so much humanistic as focused on the zeitgeist—that dynamic “whole way
of life” that, in the contemporary U.S., is thoroughly rooted in consumer culture. Trend
journalism is a popular way for journalists of all stripes to document, make sense of,
and foresee these changes.

Trends and the Tracking of Culture
The concept of a trend is extremely common, if frequently taken for granted. In American
culture, trends abound, pointing consumers to the latest in fashion, furnishings, and foodstuﬀs, not to mention politics, love, religion and more. As Altehenger, Abu-Er-Rub, and
Gehrig (2011, 140) write, “trends are some of the most visible manifestations of
changes within and between diﬀerent popular cultures.” “Trend” also has a range of temporal meanings, referring to both rapid changes in habits and behavior as well as longterm shifts in institutions and ideologies. That the same word describes ephemeral collective phenomena on social media—TikTok challenges, memes, Twitter jokes—and major
social shifts taking place over years or even decades—movements in childrearing, political polarization, or race relations—suggests that trends are fundamental to how we perceive and comprehend change in contemporary culture. As Powers (2019, 7) writes,
trends are “impermanent cultural changes that indicate a trajectory of social inﬂuence.”
Cultural change is an expectation, driven largely by what other people encourage or
inspire us to do.
A core irony of trends is that even though they are fundamental to the recognition of
cultural change, they also are nebulous and diﬃcult to deﬁnitively identify. On social
media, algorithms usually determine what trends and what doesn’t; trending content
gets called out with a hashtag, list, or other special designation that can reinforce visibility
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and spread. Yet as Gillespie (2018) has noted, algorithmic trends are constructs that
encode certain choices over others. Social media trends may or may not correspond
with the general interests of the platform’s userbase. Things that are popular but fail to
spike within a narrow time frame may never trend, for instance. Likewise, a social
media trend might or might not reverberate beyond any given platform or community.
Something dominating Instagram may have no carriage on Twitter; things that dominate
the feed of a black 20something in South Carolina may be completely absent among
older white adults in California, let alone people of other age, regional, national, racial,
or class demographics.
It is even less clear how cultural trends that do not originate on social media come to
be recognized. There are no hard and fast rules to determine a trend’s geography, prevalence, or timeline. Instead, trends rely upon a deeply human yet elusive sense of sociality
and subjectivity, manifesting in both direct and indirect observation. We know something
is a trend because we see other people doing it, we read stories about it, or we feel it
aﬀecting the people around us. In this sense, trends mimic what Igo (2007) has contended
about polls and surveys, which helped give Americans a sense of the “mass public,” even
as they also helped to create it (Igo 2007, 5). Yet a trend is a less precise instrument than a
public opinion poll or survey, though in some ways it is more powerful and capacious.
Surveys, polls, and other statistical renderings of the population draw conclusions
about the whole based on samples of people; these ﬁndings are then communicated
through media. Trends, on the other hand, don’t need statistics to be signiﬁcant or believable. People learn of trends through media, but they may also recognize them in their
own surroundings; media may encourage people to perceive a trend that they might
not otherwise have noticed. The burden of proof for trends is also lower than it is for a
poll or survey, which ironically allows them to make even bigger statements about the
culture in which they are happening.
The above may make it seem like anything can be a trend at any time. Trends are
elastic, yes, but not completely without rules. Trends form from patterns; in most circumstances, multiple occurrences of something need to transpire order for them to be meaningful. For example, having one friend who has decided to do teletherapy, shop at thrift
stores, or downsize their home does not a trend make. If several acquaintances are
making the same choice, however, it becomes much easier to see their decisions collectively. The number of occurrences necessary is not set in stone, though many scholars and
commenters have pointed to three as the minimum number required to constitute a
pattern (Carlson and Shu 2007; Raymond 2010, 55; Barry 2018). Once this minimum is
reached, however, a trend can expand, gaining the explanatory power, applicable
across a range of contexts. It becomes possible to draw links between a macro-level
example—say, a celebrity championing body positivity—and one’s individual, local, or
micro experience (Raymond 2010, 55).
Trends therefore do more than just make cultural change visible (Powers 2019). In providing a way to make sense of culture in all its vastness, heterogeneity, and dynamism,
they are central to how we know what culture is at all, especially beyond our subjective
sense. Trends help us to both explain and experience change, which is what makes them
crucial to both cultural commentary (where culture is now) and forecasting (where culture
is going). But the fact that such a powerful heuristic can be ﬁlled with so many diﬀerent
methods, timelines, and perspectives and, from there, used so indiscriminately also makes
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trends inexact, easy to manipulate, and prone to distortion. When a phenomenon is identiﬁed as a trend, that does not always explain what is happening.

What is Trend Journalism? Deﬁnitions and Origins
Trends are important to many professions, from market research to politics, economics to
education. Trends may also be a part of many types of journalism. To manage this complexity, I have limited my focus in this article to how trends manifest within cultural journalism, with “cultural” understood in its broadest sense. Cultural journalism is among the
most powerful purveyors of trends, for a few reasons. First, cultural journalism has the
power to declare something a trend, in a way that achieves publicity, if not faith. Kristensen (2019) explains that “[c]ritique, criticism, and reviewing of cultural trends, phenomena
and expressions have long been key to cultural journalism” and are key to “processes of
cultural legitimation and changing cultural hierarchies” as well as tastemaking (5; see also
Sparre and From 2017, 176). Cultural journalism also circulates trends present in other
spheres, including other industries, social institutions, demographic segments, and
media. For example, cultural journalism may be how older folks learn about a dance
craze among younger people, or how a food fad travels from Detroit to Philadelphia.
Finally, even if trendsetting is not the stated goal, the topics cultural journalists gravitate
toward can become evidence of a trend to be deciphered and acted upon within diﬀerent
sectors, communities, and professions. To wit, even academics rely on cultural journalism
“as empirical records or data to exemplify broader power structures, aesthetic values, or
transformations in culture and society” (Kristensen 2019, 3, emphasis original). Yet cultural
journalism can serve other purposes besides identify trends; for this reason, not all cultural
journalism is trend journalism, just like not all trend journalism is cultural journalism.
The concept of trend journalism is not new and therefore has some presence within
the journalism studies literature. It is understudied, however. One explanation for this
lacuna pertains to how the categories of “hard” and “soft” news, which have long resonated among journalists and scholars, continue to shape journalism research (LehmanWilzig and Seletzky 2010; Pressman 2018, 117–118). Hard journalism is typically characterized as necessary and serious, consisting of investigations and information the citizenry
requires to live informed lives. Soft journalism, on the other hand, is seen as appealing
to readers as consumers, covering personal and lifestyle concerns that are often gendered
female (North 2016; Pressman 2018). Journalism and its study have long been heavily
biased toward hard journalism, a vestige of journalistic high modernism which views political news as the gold standard (Hallin 1992; Hartsock 1998). Among scholars, soft journalism is frequently ignored altogether and sometimes maligned (Hanusch 2012; McNair
2017). This creates a twofold dilemma for this study. On the one hand, the categories
of hard and soft are sexist, outdated, and more intertwined than such stark distinctions
might have one believe (Lehman-Wilzig and Seletzky 2010; North 2016). On the other
hand, they do reﬂect diﬀerent lineages, assumptions, and standards, which have epistemological, social, and economic consequences. In this work, I view the category of
soft journalism as instructive but also limited. Soft journalism deserves to be taken
seriously, but also seriously scrutinized. This is especially true as journalism across the
board takes on “soft” characteristics, especially ones that make journalism cheaper and
easier to produce.
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Trend journalism has a variety of predecessors, all of them rooted in the rise of storytelling as a journalistic strategy. Beginning in the 1960s, “reporters borrowed narrative
techniques, transforming sources into characters, events into plots, and their own work
from stenography to anthropology”—what Schmidt (2019, 3) calls this a “paradigmatic
shift in terms of what constituted news and how it was being told.” Such journalism
became a staple of American newspaper style sections, especially that of the Washington
Post, which started a style section in 1968 to replace its society pages (Schmidt 2019, 4,
20). Following in the footsteps of magazine journalism, style sections began to traﬃc in
more evergreen stories and those more interested in long term trends (Schmidt 2019,
29–30). These changes not only transformed the structure and shape of journalism, but
also pushed journalists to think about their craft diﬀerently. Schmidt (2019) explains
that “The challenge, as many of the narrative journalists saw it, was ﬁnding the small
story that illuminated the larger, the microcosm that encapsulated the macrocosm, the
personal story that held universal appeal” (Schmidt 2019, 69).
Narrative journalism is related to interpretive journalism, a phenomenon that also has
roots in the 1960s (Pressman 2018). Interpretive journalism examines the meaning of
news, seeking to explore “the truth behind the facts” (Salgado and Strömbäck 2020,
154). Salgado and Strömbäck (2020) explain that
[in] most cases interpretive journalism is conceptualized as opposed to or going beyond
descriptive, fact-based or source-driven journalism; entailing greater journalistic control
over news content and a more prominent journalistic voice, which may include overt commentary by journalists; entailing a stronger emphasis on the theme chosen by the journalist;
and as entailing a focus on the meaning and Why of news rather than on the Who, What,
Where and When. (Salgado and Strömbäck 2020, 149)

Interpretive journalism need not be narrative, but it does take up some of the same concerns, namely an investment in the broader or longer-term signiﬁcance of a story over the
narrow impact of any given event. In an exploration of the “decline in event-centered
reporting” Barnhurst and Mutz (1997) argue that interpretation means that “[i]ndividuals
are less important; stories get longer, and there are fewer of them; lines blur between
current events and history; locations become more general; individual events are
grouped into roundups; and analysis replaces coverage focused on individual events”
(Barnhurst and Mutz 1997, 27, 28). In an earlier discussion, Barnhurst (1994) sums the
shift up this way: “In the long journalism, the house across town didn’t burn; instead,
society confronted a chronic wiring problem in its aging stock of housing” (15).
Taken together, these changes further illustrate what Hallin (1992), in a classic conception, called “the passing of the high modernism of American journalism.” In some
ways, journalism of the late 1960s and 1970s was
an era when the historically troubled role of the journalist seemed fully rationalized, when it
seemed possible for the journalist to be powerful and prosperous and at the same time independent, disinterested, public-spirited, and trusted and beloved by everyone, from the corridors of power around the world to the ordinary citizen and consumer. (Hallin 1992, 16)

Yet in other ways, journalistic values were splintering to the point of disarray, giving rise to
competing objectives within diﬀerent parts of the same publication. Beginning in style
sections of certain publications, but gradually showing up elsewhere, American journalists
were emphasizing writerly liberties, evergreenness, and thematic interpretation.
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The aforementioned changes created fertile conditions for trend journalism, which I
understand as a subtype of narrative and interpretive journalism that seeks to tell
stories through the identiﬁcation of patterns across a wide and potentially diverse
terrain of examples; quite often, that terrain is culture writ large. By the 1980s, trend journalism had become a such a popular form that it had become an object of commentary,
and sometimes derision, among observers of the press. For example, a 1986 Advertising
Age story explained that Norman Pearlstine’s arrival at the Wall Street Journal in 1983
resulted in more “trend stories” and opportunities for staﬀ to explore “broad topics
through articles and series of articles grouped on an inside page or two” (Wallach
1986). In US News and World Report, journalist Sanoﬀ (1988) remarked that Max Frankely’s
ascendance to executive editor of the New York Times had “shaken up” the paper by
putting “soft news” on the front page and adding more “trend stories” across all sections.
In doing so, wrote Sanoﬀ, Frankley had “accelerated a process that is transforming newspapers across the nation: Stretching the deﬁnition of news beyond just what happened
yesterday.” Other commenters noted that the embrace of trend stories was driven by
economics, as newspapers faced increased competition from television as well as the
advent of more digestible, user-friendly newspapers such as USA Today (El Nasser
1989). Another important contributor for thematic reportage more generally was, according to Barnhurst and Mutz (1997, 48) “the sheer scale and complexity of contemporary
society” which made it “necessary and desirable for [journalists] to identify larger patterns
and themes for readers” (see also Pressman 2018). Whatever other forces might be driving
the shift, by the turn of the twentieth century, trend journalism had made an indelible
mark on American journalism. “[T]he real news is no longer the headline event,” explained
a 1997 CNN story on the changing nature of news.
It is the rapid changes in work, in daily life from the West to booming China. It is the impact of
new technologies, even the way people get their news: on cable, by satellite and online. Journalists call these trend stories. They are part of the fabric of what today is one of the most
dramatic periods of any millennium. (Battista, Waters, and Utley 1997)

Creating Trends Through Journalism: The Case of Metrosexuality
Among contemporary journalism educators, trend journalism is understood as an
advanced reporting technique which seeks to explain an emergent phenomenon. As
Maguire (2014) writes in Advanced Reporting, trend journalism
helps to make sense of the world around us, allowing us to see beyond seemingly random
and unrelated happenings to discern a pattern. That kind of reporting also helps us
prepare for the future by identifying ideas and opportunities while they are still in their
early stages so that we can take advantage of them—or at least be sure not to be disadvantaged by them. (156)

Another textbook, Mathewson’s A Quick Guide to Writing Business Stories (2016, 80)
explains that
[t]he ﬁrst challenge, of course, is to identify a trend, and the best way to do that is to keep
your eyes open … . It’s been said that one event is a novelty, two are an anomaly, and
three make a trend. That’s not far oﬀ, for if you can spot three similar incidences, there probably are more.
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Nichols, in a guide to writing ﬁrst-person journalism, adds that
[i]n trend stories, journalists use anecdotes and credible factual information to explain why
such changes matter. And in ﬁrst-person trend features, writers connect cultural shifts over
time with personal changes, often illuminating what it means beyond a dry recitation of
data. (2022, 154)

These examples from educational texts agree that trend stories aspire to connect the dots,
for both the journalist and the reader. Yet how to do so, and do it well, remains somewhat
ineﬀable—which might explain why trend journalism is a less common aspect of journalism textbooks than, say, proﬁles or features.
What strategies do cultural journalists use to communicate that a phenomenon is a
trend—and what happens once that trend is identiﬁed? These questions are tough to
answer given the diverse nature of both cultural journalism and trends. Not all journalists
or publications are endowed with the power (or hubris) to be trendsetting, either. In this
section, I analyze one very powerful historic cultural trend story to illustrate some general
characteristics of American trend journalism as well as point out some of the opportunities and limits of trends as a way of seeing.
The story I have chosen is “Metrosexuals Come Out” by Warren St. John, published in
the New York Times on 22 June 2003. I chose this article because, as the ﬁrst documented
usage of the term in the US, it has since been credited with both identifying and driving
the phenomenon of metrosexuality (Shugart 2008, 283; Paskin 2020). To validate this
claim and provide additional context, I searched the term “metrosexual*” within Nexis
Academic, Google Trends, and Google NGram. Nexis Academic shows the term to be virtually nonexistent until 2003, when there is a steep surge in usage; that surge peaks in
2005 and stays strong until a drop oﬀ in mid-2007. Another, steeper drop oﬀ comes
around mid-2013. Google Trends, which shows frequency of the search terms, shows
the peak usage to be in 2004, the earliest date that the Trends feature tracks; there is
steep decline by spring 2004 and a slower decline from that point onward. NGram,
which indexes usage in books, shows a sharp but much later peak, around 2011, with
an equally sharp fall. These tools are imperfect but nonetheless aﬃrm the novelty of
St. John’s article and support the hypothesis that it hit upon the metrosexuality zeitgeist,
and possibly excited it. It makes sense that news coverage (Nexis) would drive awareness
of the phenomenon, that searches would be highest when the term was least familiar, and
that the slower metabolism for books would take longer to fully digest the concept.
The occasion for Warren St. John’s piece was that marketers had come to embrace the
term “metrosexual,” which had been ﬂoating around queer culture since the 1990s. Originally, the word was used derisively to describe what happened when marketers
attempted to get men to shop more: they used “sensitive” (read: gay or gay-seeming)
men in their pitches, since they assumed “real” (read: straight) men didn’t invest in
their appearance (St. John 2003). Yet by the early 2000s, metrosexuality had been
defanged of its critique, less a commentary on capitalism and gender than a full-on
embrace of masculine consumerism. Metrosexuality also began to refer to men who
embraced what until that point had been known as stereotypically feminine activities,
including hair and skin care regimens, fashion, and wearing bright colors (St. John
2003; Paskin 2020). St. John’s article is a commentary on these shifts but, as noted
above, it also played a decisive role in normalizing and promoting them.
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After opening with a vignette of 30-year-old straight guy who loves shopping, wine,
and high fashion, St. John declares that “America may be on the verge of a metrosexual
moment.” To prove this, St. John relies heavily on marketers, who serve as experts on the
existence and viability of the metrosexual demographic. “They’re style makers,” asserts
one, Marian Salzman, who at the time was chief strategy oﬃcer at Euro RSCG, a major
advertising ﬁrm. “It doesn’t mean your average Joe American is going to copy everything
they do, but unless you study these guys you don’t know where Joe American is heading.”
Metrosexuals themselves are the other primary experts. One man explains that “it doesn’t
bother me at all” if people mistake him for gay; another claims that while he doesn’t think
of himself as a marketer, he doesn’t mind making recommendations of products or events
to his friends. (The concept of an “inﬂuencer” did not yet exist.) The article also builds its
case via history (“America has a long tradition of sensitive guys”) and popular culture
(David Beckham, the then-new Queer Eye for the Straight Guy, an uptick in men getting
plastic surgery), suggesting how masculinity has morphed throughout the ages. The
story’s evidentiary tactics are in keeping with what journalism educators recommend
regarding reporting trend stories: to seek out observations, especially through talking
to people, and to back up one’s assertions with documentation when possible
(Maguire 2014, 157–158).
St. John was not the only person amplifying metrosexuality during this moment. In July
2003, the show Queer Eye for the Straight Guy debuted to much fanfare, pushing the
notion that straight men should take fashion and lifestyle cues from gay men. Within a
year, Michael Flocker’s The Metrosexual Guide to Style: A Handbook for the Modern Man
became a bestseller. As Shugart (2008, 284) asserts, the concept of metrosexuality
“thoroughly pervaded the public consciousness for the better part of two years.” Moreover, the trend is both evidence of and fodder for a shifting conversation about gender
roles, sexuality, and commercialism. That makes the New York Times piece prescient,
even if it was also absurd and somewhat problematic, especially in hindsight. St. John’s
piece was not just documenting a real phenomenon but had real eﬀects on how
people understood the world.
Yet at the same time, “Metrosexuals Come Out” showed weaknesses, especially relative
to normative expectations of journalism. For example, it did not question the existence of
metrosexuality, nor oﬀer an alternative for thinking about its signiﬁcance or trajectory. This
is suspicious considering that the primary expertise in the article came from marketers, who
had a vested interest in promoting their views. Additionally, the article couched its boldest
claim (“America may be on the verge of a metrosexual moment”) and focused solely on
New York City, hardly representative of the country writ large. Indeed, the article’s persuasiveness rests on St. John’s capacity for storytelling and interpretation. “Metrosexuals Come
Out” appeared in the Style section, a part of the paper that for decades had followed
diﬀerent rules. Style and other forms of soft journalism and cultural journalism are sometimes considered “not real journalism,” which is a petty insult. Nevertheless, it acknowledges real distinctions among types of news (see also Kristensen 2019, 3).

Critiquing Trend Journalism
As trend journalism popularized, so did criticism of the phenomenon. One of the most
trenchant analyses comes from journalist Susan Faludi’s 1991 book, Backlash: The
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Undeclared War Against American Women. While the book is about much more than trend
journalism, Faludi devotes an entire chapter to the media’s role in undermining feminist
progress. Faludi argues that one means by which feminism is stymied is when reporters
conjure or parrot discriminatory ideas, such as the “mommy track,” “man shortage,” or
“biological clock.” Such phenomena are not empirically identiﬁable, Faludi asserts, but
instead evocative slogans that barely disguise their misogynistic leanings. Her point is
worth quoting at length:
The press delivered the backlash to the public through a series of “trend stories,” articles that
claimed to divine sweeping shifts in female social behavior while providing little in the way of
evidence to support their generalizations. The trend story, which may go down as late-20thcentury journalism’s prime contribution to its craft, professes to oﬀer “news” of changing
mores, yet prescribes more than it observes. Claiming to mirror public sentiment, its reﬂections of the human landscapes are strangely depopulated. Pretending to take the public’s
pulse, it monitors only its own heartbeat—and its advertiser’s. Trend journalism attains authority not through actual reporting but through the power of repetition. Said enough times,
anything can be made to seem true. A trend declared in one publication sets oﬀ a chain reaction, as the rest of the media scramble to get the story, too. The lightning speed at which
these messages spread has less to do with accuracy of the trend than with journalists’ propensity to repeat one another. (127–129)

Faludi is unrelenting in her description of the political and economic eﬀects of shoddy
trend journalism. She also details additional characteristics of trend stories include
lacking hard data or numbers; reliance on just a few individuals to speak for an entire
group; overuse of imprecise language such as “more and more” or “increasingly”; and a
tendency to lean on market researchers or psychologists, who themselves use other
trend stories as evidence (131–132).
Trend stories gained more detractors by the late ‘00s. For example, from 2008 to 2011,
press critic Jack Shafer wrote a column for Slate called Press Box, where he regularly
debunked a “bogus trend story.” Early on in his column, he explained: “The bogus
trend story thrives thanks to the journalists who never let the facts get in the way
when they think they’ve discovered some new social tendency” (Shafer 2008). The run
of Shafer’s column provides something of a typology of such “bogus” tendencies.
There are trends that recur annually yet are presented as novel, such as the perennial
“worst allergy season” story (Shafer 2011). There are trends which ﬁnd correlations
where they might not exist, such as the late ‘00s trend of “home haircuts,” seen as an outgrowth of the Great Recession (Shafer 2009). And there’s an endless parade of trends that
fudge their evidence, selecting phenomena that seem to be increasing or decreasing, but
that reporters can’t or won’t support with any meaningful data.
The shift to this mode of journalistic storytelling has had many implications for journalism practice, economics, and epistemology that are not fully captured in the above critiques. For example, it is not a far leap from putting together several stories to indicate
a broader theme (e.g., a spate of ﬁres suggest faulty wiring in the town’s older homes),
to imagining a broad theme and looking for stories to ﬁt (e.g., a journalist desires to
write about aging housing stock and so hunts for stories about deteriorating houses). It
is also not so tough to imagine a journalist who sees that a pattern indicates a shift it
does not necessarily indicate—for instance, that house ﬁres are about aging housing
stock rather than arson, or insurance fraud, or negligence. As Maguire (2014) explains,
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“a trend story is always a risky proposition as the reporter is making a singular judgment
call that may not bear up to close scrutiny, or the simple passage of time.” He continues,
“[t]he joke in many newsrooms is that three occurrences of anything signify a ‘trend,’ an
excuse to put together a story that purports to identify and explain some phenomenon
that for some reason no one else has noticed.” (156). In sum, these issues might create
journalism that is less credible.
Moreover, while deduction is a valid social scientiﬁc paradigm, it is also a potentially
faster and cheaper way to ﬁnd stories. Speaking anecdotally, when I worked at a teen
magazine some years ago, we regularly came up with stories in this fashion, deciding
to cover a phenomenon (like cheating in high school or queer teens coming out) and
then hunting for subjects until we had a few examples, which we then presented as a
trend. Likewise, when pressed for time and space, one may be less inclined to look for
conﬂicting evidence that would call one’s hypothesis into question. Trends, in this case,
become not just a persuasive way to explain phenomenon but also a potential shortcut,
and a way to make news more appealing to consumers (Nadler 2016; Pressman 2018).
Yet simply decrying trend journalism as empirically questionable fails to recognize the
ways of knowing that these kinds of stories rely on, or that story itself can be a convincing
form of proof. Ironically, this point is well-demonstrated in a 2012 article from another
critic of trend stories, Justin Peters. In a piece entitled “The Trendiest Guy in New York
City,” Peters attempts to slavishly follow the advice of the New York Times style section,
by then so deeply metrosexual that it need not be mentioned. Peters wears his hair in
a man-bun, undergoes a painful genital waxing, and sprinkles his speech with Britishisms
like “cheers” and “brilliant.” Yet in lampooning the idea that trends are ironclad laws that
dictate social behavior, Peters proves their realness as stories that help to make sense of
our and others’ lives. He reveals that trends are about leaders and followers, hype and
backlash, and quickly shifting styles and behaviors that, with the help of trend journalism,
feel coherent as we are living through them.
At the crossroads of these two conceptions—one, seeing trends as a way of making
cultural phenomena visible, the other understanding them as obscurant or spurious—
lies a tacit agreement that the job of the journalist is to help interpret the world, not
just to report on it. “Just the facts” journalism has come under ﬁre for good reason, as
it has many limitations and is not easily executed (Mindich 1998; Anderson 2018; Callison
and Young 2019). Yet once journalism ventures from straightforward facticity—and its
related ideals, such as objectivity—important questions remain unanswered. What
counts as evidence? How does a journalist justify a particular interpretation? Do journalists create stories or merely report them? Does the identity of the journalist shape how
they report and write? Can “the truth” be bent in the service of narrative? And, most fundamentally, what is the role of journalism itself? That trend journalism hits upon so many
of these enduring issues within journalism suggests that it is a serious endeavor, despite
its sometimes light subject matter.
As one 2012 satirical piece about trend journalism in the Atlantic mocked, “at the very
base of its existence, a trend story is simply something that is happening” (Abad-Santos
and Doll 2012, emphasis original). The insinuation here is that the bar should be
higher. But isn’t news, by deﬁnition, a chronicle of the day’s happenings? If it is not
enough to simply say something is happening—if, instead, that “something” must be
important, true, widespread, unusual, or something else—how are those determinations
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made? To answer those questions completely goes well beyond what I am able to do
within the conﬁnes of this article. That said, I have suggested here that trends oﬀer a
way to interpret the world and where it is going—interpretations which reveal even as
they conceal. They reveal that the world is complicated, that not everything can be
summed up in “data” and “evidence,” and that thematic interpretation can discover
broad changes that isolated reportage simply can’t replicate. By the same token, trends
conceal: losing speciﬁcity in generality, exactitude in speculation, and, sometimes, truth
in story.

Conclusion
In the late spring of 2021, the American press became obsessed with the idea of “hot vax
summer.” Across news outlets of all kinds, stories began to appear about how the waning
coronavirus pandemic, rising vaccination rates, and loosening lockdown measures would
result in a ﬁgurative orgy of togetherness—and maybe some literal ones. “Some singles
are emerging from their quarantine bubbles anticipating a ‘hot vax summer’ of horny
hookups and experimental exploits,” noted Maya Phillips in the New York Times. Vox
explored how teens were excited for a summer of debauchery, while CNN online noted
that “vaccinated Americans are ready to go wild and make up for lost time” (Gamar
2021; Valinsky 2021).
But of course, that hot vax summer never arrived. Turns out, people weren’t quite so
eager to reach out and touch someone, and within a few weeks, the surge of the Delta
variant sent conscientious Americans back into their bunkers. That is, if they ever really
left in the ﬁrst place. Hot vax summer, like so much trend journalism, was more a
mood than a solid state. And while it is a stretch to say journalists invented “hot vax
summer” wholesale, they did treat it as preordained, only later to ask “was hot vax
summer all it was cracked up to be?” (Seligson 2021).
It is easy and amusing to point out that all the hot vax summer reporting got it wrong.
It is more interesting, though, to consider how little any of this mattered. Like it or not,
“hot vax summer” sparked a reading of the world that, for as long as it held, provided
a yardstick by which some people measured their experience, judged others, and made
decisions. How many people? No one knows, and this is part of the problem. The trend
documented something both unfounded and true—and was just as easy to prove as to
disprove. In the process, “hot vax summer” embodied both the positives and negatives
of trend journalism. During an especially anxious time, the trend oﬀered a glimmer of
hope that life was going to get better, safer, and more fun. And in hindsight, it encapsulates how untrustworthy such speculations are.
As I have explored here, trend journalism oﬀers a window into the world as it is and
could be. This technique is so common within cultural commentary that it almost goes
without saying. This article has endeavored to conceptualize, historicize, and criticize
this taken-for-granted journalistic genre, revealing both its powers and pitfalls for journalistic practice and epistemology. As I have shown, trends are a tricky concept to think with,
and an even trickier one to apply to the world. Trend journalism also reveals how, as
important as it is to embrace a journalism that goes beyond “just the facts,” interpretation
and pattern-based storytelling also present hard epistemological problems when it comes
how journalism represents and translates the world for its readers.
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I have only brieﬂy touched upon how the subjectivity of the journalist and the priorities
of their news organization might shape how trends are seen and reported. Indeed, one
limitation of this work is that it is does not include the voices of journalists speaking to
their understanding and practices of reporting on trends. I hope that this work serves
as a foundation for future studies that delve more deeply into areas I was not able to
cover here. There is plenty more to learn about the routines and reception of trend journalism. Other directions for future research might entail examining the ways that journalists learn to see, decipher, and write about trends, or how trend journalism looks in areas
outside cultural journalism. There is also room for research on the relationship between
trend journalism and the dominance of “hot takes” and other forms of “churnalistic” cultural commentary. Finally, this study only looked at cultural trend journalism in written
form in the United States, leaving much room for research in other national contexts,
other media, and other beats.
“One, two, trend” has long been one of those jokes that American journalists make
amongst themselves, referring to how three examples of anything seems suﬃcient evidence of a burgeoning phenomenon. But it is not so easy to discard the trend as a
way of coming to terms with a changing culture. If the goal is to hold trend journalism
to a higher standard, that will require serious thinking about some of journalism’s most
diﬃcult and intractable concerns.

Note
1. The divide between hard and soft journalism exists at both the scholarly and professional
levels. Soft journalism has been characterized as overtly commercial, a play made by newspapers to give audiences more of what they want and a shift that many traditionalist journalists came to resent (Pressman 2018, 111–148). Among scholars, while overt biases against soft
journalism are sometimes articulated, more common are tacit biases or delimitations, where
soft journalism needs to be identiﬁed as such but hard journalism can represent all. For
example, scholars sometimes exclude soft news from their studies (Reich and Barnoy 2021,
7); other times, scholars make arguments about journalistic facticity without having to
clarify what kind of journalism they mean (Nielsen 2017; Anderson 2018).
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