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The Table of Contents (TOC) is a reader’s first impression of 
your magazine. While it’s easy to relegate it to a low-priority 
item in the overall production process, it needs some love 
and attention both early in the process (the design phase) 
and at the end (the writing).  

LEARN WHAT YOU LOVE 

Before you start your design, collect all the TOCs you can and 
spend some quality time analyzing them. How does each one 
reflect the magazine it chronicles? A design magazine is likely 
to be heavy in images of interior designs, products and of the 
designers themselves; a literary magazine might rely more 
heavily on a quieter typographic treatment of each story within 
the pages; an edgier publication might throw out all the classic 
design rules in favour of a completely different TOC each 
month. Pull apart what you love (and don’t love) on each page. 
When you flip through any magazine, pay attention to whether 
you find yourself wanting to stop on the TOC—and then take 
note of which elements made you want to stop and keep 
reading. 

CREATE A HIERARCHY 

Your book is likely organized into departments or sections—
classically speaking, a “front of book” that may have its own 
departments within it, a feature well, and a “back of book,” 
which may also have its own departments. Unlike a TOC for a 
year-end report or an academic thesis, TOCs in magazines don’t 
need to be truly linear—that is, you don’t need to start at page 
one and move to page 100 in a set sequence.  

Instead, you’re more likely to see groupings of contents on the 
page. For Vancouver magazine, for example, we have a “City” 
section for our FOB, a “Culture” section for our BOB, and a 
feature well—and the latter is given the most prominence on 
the Contents page. These features have a larger point size for 
their headlines and descriptions, and are in the top two-thirds 
of the TOC; the City and Culture section are in the bottom third, 
and in a smaller point size.  

You might also choose to have a section that’s titled “In Every 
Issue,” for those columns and sections that are regulars (and 
fan favourites) in the magazine.  

You’ll note that we’re not starting at the first section at the top 
of the page—features start in the middle of the book. And 

that’s just fine. You’re guiding the reader to each section of the 
magazine as a whole. 

MAKE IT STICKY  

It’s easy to think of the TOC as a throw-away page. After all, the 
real heavy lifting happens in the curation and editing of the 
pieces throughout your magazine, right? But I like to think of 
the TOC as another element of the display copy you have 
throughout your book—it’s a critical part of those great 
headlines, perfect pull quotes and smart captions that are all 
tools we have to get readers excited about the stories within 
the pages of the magazine. A TOC does that too—you just need 
readers to want to stop and read it, and not skip on by. 

That means introducing “sticky” elements that are more than 
just a functional listing of what’s in the pages of the magazine. 
There can be a hierarchy of those elements here, too: the 
“hero” image, one that’s the largest on the page, should be a 
compelling one. Some magazines make the image the entire 
first page and use any “space” in the photo to put the TOC 
words on top. A photo that ends up on the Contents page 
doesn’t have to be the same one that runs with the story in the 
magazine. At Vanmag, for example, we’ll often choose an 
outtake where it feels like we’ve captured an unrehearsed 
moment—a person laughing at something the photographer 
said, or giving great eye contact. And yes, just like Instagram—
people like seeing people. If your magazine’s content means 
that you can get a person on this page, great.   

You have your larger hero image and your hierarchy of written 
content. Now you need to sort out the other elements on the 
page. Smaller, intriguing photos in your TOC should be 
annotated with the page number to throw people to that 
particular story—and truly, a page number is all you need here. 
Let the photo do the work of intriguing a reader to turn to that 
piece. However, if you want to have fun writing a clever caption 
too, go for it! 

Many of your display writing techniques can work well on this 
page, too. Introduce a compelling pull quote: a great line from 
one of the stories or a great quote from an interviewee (and be 
sure to include the page number of where it appears in the 
magazine). These images and pull quotes don’t replace the 
story listing in your TOC lineup; they provide another reason for 
readers to head to those pages. 



 

 

THE ALMIGHTY HEADLINE  

Yes, a lot of TOC pages will have that word “Contents” on them 
somewhere—but your TOC doesn’t have to. It’s really a 
headline—an anchor that draws the eye to the page from a 
design point of view. Much like you wouldn’t label a sidebar 
with the word “sidebar,” you don’t need to call this page 
“Contents.” The layout and content of the page makes that 
clear.  

Feel free to change up the word. At Vanmag we’ve chosen to 
use the logo Vancouver at the top of the page to bring home 
that this is a city magazine. Or you might choose to make your 
headline the month of the issue (July 2020) or the theme of it—
at Western Living, for example, where the issues tend to have 
a design theme every month, we’ve done the latter: Great 
Renovations, The Colour Issue, etc. 

THE OTHER-THAN-CONTENTS PART OF YOUR 
TOC 

Your Contents pages are a good spot for a sidebar to remind 
your readers of your social media presence, with the logos and 
addresses of where to find you on your feeds, as well as how to 
subscribe to your newsletters or send letters to the editor. And 
they’re also a great place to give a few more details about your 
cover art—something as simple as “On the Cover” with the 
photo/illustration credit, or something more elaborate, with a 
short behind-the-scenes story of how it all came together.  

If space allows for it, you can also consider including a sidebar 
with details on a few contributors. Putting faces and personal 
details—a question of the month or a short and playful Q&A 
with each of them—adds another “sticky” element to these 
pages and helps readers feel more connected with you, the 
content makers who put the magazine together. 

Finally, if you can make your TOC two pages instead of just one, 
do. Page counts don’t always allow for it—I’ll often sacrifice a 
page of the contents if it means we can eke out another page 
for a feature that needs it—but two pages mean you can have 
a little more fun with the design and really give your various 
elements room to breathe. 

 


