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Abstract
In the context of World Wide Web and associated technologies, online design practice rarely becomes a focus of
the Internet research community. However, its unique position to offer development tools, carry the message and
provide the means of experience provides a rich platform of investigation within a wider scope of design
knowledge. The argument focuses on BEME.com – a women's commercial portal – to examine online design
practice from a feminist theoretical perspective. It suggests that BEME.com represents a particular type of
gendered experience, constructed through design specifically for female online use. This experience is expressed
through web page layouts and exists within a specific structure of social, cultural and political discourses that
disseminate gendered assumptions about female online users. Thus, an investigation of sites like BEME.com with
its design and social context provides an important insight into ways in which design practice perpetuates
patriarchal gender structures. Reflecting on such issues can offer design a way towards self-understanding,
challenging gendered design knowledge.

Figure1: BEME.com represents a women’s portal, where design plays a
significant role in constructing the online experience. However, does
BEME.com offer through design, what women really want from an
online encounter?)

In the context of World Wide Web and the associated technologies, online design practice rarely becomes a focus
of the Internet research community. However, where the advancement of the World Wide Web is concerned,
online design is swiftly developing into an exciting but challenging communication platform. Its unique position
to offer development tools, carry the message and provide the means of experience, in this digital environment,
presents many opportunities to learn more about design practice in general. Therefore, an investigation of an
online site and relating design practices can actively contribute to a wider scope of design knowledge.
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Through the examination of online design practice with support of feminist theoretical framework, this paper
focuses on BEME.com – a women's commercial online portal. It suggests that BEME.com represents a particular
type of gendered experience, constructed through design specifically for female online use. In addition, this
intended experience is also located in the overall historical relationship between gender and technology, mediated
through design practice. In support of this argument, the paper maps out the kind of intended experience
BEME.com communicates to its female users, through an investigation of key design solutions and discourses
informing design decisions. The analysis covers public relations publications, market surveys, and interviews with
BEME.com creators. The paper concludes with a broader discussion highlighting the enormous complexity
involved in online design practice. The role of such a discussion is to unpick and make explicit the various ways
in which online design practice perpetuates patriarchal gender structures. 

Using grounded theory as the research methodology (Denzin and Lincoln 1998; Strauss and Corbin 1998; et al),
the supporting data was obtained from IPC Media (IPC) web published press releases covering the period
between 2000 and 2001. In addition, a number of interviews were conducted with BEME.com design team
between November 2001 and March 2002. This data is examined for the ways in which participants negotiated
BEME.com, highlighting the different discourses used to design and explain BEME.com intended experience in
terms of perceived ‘reality’ within the design context. Moreover, gender and women’s visibility issues, supported
by the feminist perspective, are implemented in the evaluation of design condition of BEME.com. This choice is
based on the particular appropriateness of the feminist theories in analysing women’s interactions online. (Van
Zoonen 1994; Harding 1997; et al).

EXTERNAL INFLUENCES SHAPING DESIGN OF BEME.COM

Figure 2: Timeline demonstrating the life-cycle of BEME.com

Figure 3: Timeline demonstrating the approximate growth of female Internet users during the life-cycle of BEME.com. (Source: which?online)
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In February 2000 IPC Media – a UK magazine publishing house – launched its first commercial women’s portal
(BEME.com) to provide an alternative for its wide female readership and respond to an increasing economic boom
in the online industries. Over the period of eighteen months, the site offered information and advice to female
users, with a final closure in August 2001. The existence of BEME.com was not a spontaneous activity, but a result
of many complex economical, social, cultural and political responses that came together to produce the web
portal. To substantiate this argument, I highlight two significant external influences that I believe had contributed
to the conceptualisation of the online design driving BEME.com, each force in adversely causing the closure of
the site.

The first influence is grounded in the understanding of the gendering of the Internet, strongly located in the
overall historical relationship between gender and technology. As Stewart Millar (1998) argues ‘…[i]n
contemporary western culture, men are assumed to make the machines, and, if culturally appropriate, women
may use them.’ She goes on to explain such thinking as grounded in ‘…traditional images of masculinity…
[representing] …the technological ‘Progress of Man’ from so called barbarism to civilization…’. According to
Stewart Millar ‘…[s]uch an identification is reinforced by millennia of historically constituted gender constructions
that have come to define our very notions of what it is to be male and female.’ (Stewart Millar 1998: 15)
Therefore, the gendering of the Internet does not just occur because of lack of access for women to the object
in question. It stems from an ongoing social, cultural and political control over the technological discourse that
sees women as inferior. (Plant 1997; Scott 1998; et al) 

The second influence upon design of BEME.com stems from the ongoing change in the market forces controlling
the financial investment, thus supporting or negating the site’s existence. Around the time of BEME.com launch,
the view of online market displayed a significant gender gap in the Internet use. Leading research agencies like
Forrester Research clearly observed the ever-present gender divide between male and female users. In report
entitled Europe’s Women Catch Up Online, van der Harst (2000) states that ‘Europe’s current online gender gap
is large, but it will eventually close as the Internet becomes more mainstream.’ Furthermore, the report supports
a belief that this process can be accelerated by ‘… replicating offline social experiences on the Net …’ through
creation of gender-specific content. (van der Harst and Zanetti Polzi 2000) Reviewing BEME.com situated position,
it is apparent that the site provides a perfect fit due to its traditional women’s magazines communication patterns.

Within its own ranks IPC conducted a survey in April 2000 reflecting on the relationship between women’s
magazines and the Internet as used by its female readers. Although recognising the difference in the use of the
Internet between men and women, IPC key findings pointed to the use of magazines as a medium to promote
online use. Such findings only strengthen the link between the traditional gendered women’s publishing and
online women’s portals. Instead of supporting experimentation with alternative approaches to portals like
BEME.com, IPC survey linked and propagated the patriarchal environments sustained by traditional women’s
magazine industry. Although, the initially intended design of BEME.com attempted to break away from the
gendered norms, because of its ownership, the site still had to fit into IPC women’s publishing context.

Within a year of BEME.com launch, the larger online market climate has been changing for the worse. This
prompted IPC to conduct a strategic review of its online business. Concurrently with the review, an air of
uncertainty about women’s online portals was settling around BEME.com. At that time, a Guardian (UK) article
entitled IPC Media Loses Faith in Women’s Portals quoted IPC director of communications admitting that the
company ‘… no longer believes in the broad portal model for the women’s market’. (Vickers 2001) Such
observations seemed to be a result of changing opinion of online publishing industry about women as Internet
users. With the deterioration of the dot.com industries, it seemed that IPC stronger then ever looked towards the
traditional understanding of its target audience in relation to online investment. It prompted a change of vision
about BEME.com resulting in its complete re-design, creating a site that by default could only offer gendered
experience to its female viewers. 
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By August 2001, the results of the IPC review of its online portfolio proved detrimental to BEME.com existence.
At the time, IPC press release commented on the growing lack of support for online business. It quoted chief
executive of IPC Media, who stated that ‘… the media landscape has changed considerably. Two years ago,
investment and confidence levels in the Internet were over inflated. Now, the reality is very different and media
organisations are adopting greater commercial realism in their forward plans.’ (IPC Media, 2001(b)) In the eyes of
IPC, the portal did not provide any commercial or strategic opportunities within the changing online economy.
BEME.com was not considered a robust digital brand anymore and was taken offline. (IPC Media, 2001(b)) 

Ironically, at the same time, as IPC pulled the plug on its women’s portal a general survey about the Internet use
conducted in UK by which?online – an online resource providing independent and unbiased information about
consumer products – observed that women have finally ‘… made their mark on the Internet scene this year
[2001], narrowing the gender divide to the extent that 45% of all surfers are now female.” (which?online 2001)

The online market climate exposed the greater patterns of activity that shaped how design team understood
BEME.com, its role, its market positioning, its meaning communication and possible response by the target
audience. The key to positioning of BEME.com is its direct development out of the women’s paper magazine
publishing structure. In its digital form, BEME.com still represented an electronic version of a women’s magazine
positioned within the traditional women’s publishing industry. Thus, it was associated with an understanding of
women’s gendered social status within the Western culture. Thus, gender notions became one of the key factors
within the online market that substantiated the existence of BEME.com in its designed outcome. 

WHAT WOMEN WANT BY DESIGN

To understand in depth the complexities behind the design process involved in creating BEME.com, it is important
to realise that the portal was not product centred, but a branded digital environment. The underlying ideas were
focused on designing an online community and establishing online customer loyalty. BEME.com offered news,
counsel and entertainment, not an opportunity to buy the latest gadget or consumable product. It was initially
content/editorial driven site, putting publicity on the back burner.

Right before its closure, an edition of BEME.com comprised of the following design structure: The site was divided
into six interest channels: entertainment; love, sex and friendship; fashion and beauty; health, body and soul;
travel; and news each with its own colour coding. The general layout of each web page consisted of key feature
articles that included image, headline and thematic introduction. The content deemed less important was
represented only by a headline and a key sentence. To access the complete article one had to click on the headline
leading the user to a new page with an entire text, images and other related links. Each of the six channels could
be accessed simultaneously alongside a menu bar providing thematical shortcuts to the features considered more
interesting. The communication tone of BEME.com was straightforward and factual, characteristic of many web
publications. The visual language was austere in comparison to the luscious paper editions. However, the design
of the visual language still clearly and effortlessly communicated the normative gender paradigm.

BEME.com target audience was middle class women aged between 20 to 35 years with high disposable income,
education, steady professional career and good access to the Internet technologies. (IPC Media 2001(c)) Their
Internet participation was passive or active, reading, scanning, viewing, ‘dipping in’ for diversion or relaxation, or
maybe searching with a very concrete purpose in mind. However, most importantly, they were to encounter
BEME.com designed content and engage with its consumption prompting meanings. IPC Media described the
users as a heterogeneous set of women at various stages of their lives (IPC Media 2001(a)), where the
geographical focus was the Western hemisphere. Here, I argue, these female users are in a privileged position.
As often questioned by the feminist research in this field, this understanding represents a particular, homogenized
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and stereotyped view of women strongly rooted within the patriarchal social structures. Thus, BEME.com female
users have been brought up within an environment of a Western social, cultural and political understanding with
strong ties to the practice and tradition of reading women’s paper published magazines (weeklies or monthlies).
Such activity has developed a level of product loyalty, transcending the design output from paper publishing into
e-commerce. Consequently, the BEME.com female users have an insider’s knowledge of the communication
codes and design tools that they have learned and absorbed from the paper magazine industry. 

BEME.com, although an investment by IPC into the Internet publishing market, was a team effort including a
variety of experts, who had direct influence over the design process. IPC commissioned three agencies at various
stages of BEME.com development to undertake this task, limiting its own role to overseeing the process and
approving the design choices. Once the site was live online, IPC used their in-house team to provide the content
and general maintenance. However, in the first stage of the development, a branding agency was commissioned
to develop BEME.com into a digital web based brand. As soon as the brand was approved by IPC, two further
agencies were commissioned: one to design and develop BEME.com interface and the other to do the back-end
programming. The entire process of creating BEME.com had many stages and took a long time from
conceptualisation to its launch. The key phases were: research into the women’s portals and market positioning,
brand design, interface design including back-end database programming, testing and launch. The agencies
supported the appropriate phases based on their expertise. At the same time, there was a great need for cross
collaboration to make the design and production process a smooth and successful one. Thus, the above-described
team embarked on a design journey that culminated in BEME.com representing an amalgamation of design
solutions and processes. The following is a brief compilation of the intended key design propositions converging
from different members of the team at different stages of the design process.

The interviewed brand designer believed the best way to respond to today’s female users was to acknowledge
their multi-faceted characters and lifestyles with a freedom to be anything they choose to be. The idea that drove
BEME.com was the notion of an experience as ‘AND’ or ‘BOTH’. It was a new way to characterise the magazine
target audience, in opposition to the traditional attitude to magazine audiences creating one type of a woman
(‘Cosmo girl’ or ‘ELLE woman’). BEME.com approach explored an idea that the female user could be a mother
‘AND’ engage with fashion. She could be a career determined professional ‘AND’ be looking to re-design her
home interior or throw a spring bash for her friends. The focus of the brand intended by its designers was to
acknowledge the many sides and the uniqueness of the subscribing female users. The ‘AND’ or ‘BOTH’ notions
opened up the definition of the target audience by creating an infinite number of combinations. The ideal was
not understood as ‘ONLY’ one option any more.

In addition, the designed brand was to offer an experience that was new, snappy, easy to dip into but presenting
content that had depth and ability to expand. It was not meant just as a form of entertainment, but also could
be used as a resource. Expanding on the technological environment, BEME.com was a site that needed to be
experienced through an active passage rather then just observation. The created web page layouts were based
on the idea of doors that one goes through to discover the content. Finally, the brand designer believed that
BEME.com experience had to be enjoyable, but also had to make sense to its female users by focusing on their
daily lives. 

The female editor and female senior producer of the site layered their visions on top of the branding. Their ideas
of what BEME.com should be were based on what was already out there for women in form of other portals and
female users Internet consumption patterns. The driving idea behind their understanding of BEME.com
experience was the notion of community and new, innovative design. The interactive approach to the site was
similar to that of watching TV and clicking through various channels. Each channel was mood-based and colour
coded to respond to the brand design of a journey. The content represented by the site was not meant to be
‘fluffy’ but neither totally serious, offering an experience that was amusing, but with a serious centre. Therefore,
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the role of the designed outcome was to please, inform and connect female users within a women’s
communicative space on the Internet.

The interviewed male web designer believed the key to understanding the experience of BEME.com was his in-
depth knowledge of the Internet and female users experience of a computer technological environment. This
interpretation teased out the personal side of the BEME.com designed experience. The notion of the one-to-one
direct communication underlined the uniqueness of each female user. It offered the BEME.com brand an
alternative to other women’s portals online. Its aim was to create an Internet communicative space that was
personal to each prospective user. 

The BEME.com experience brought together, as demonstrated above, a number of visions that in different ways
found their outlet in its design. Each idea reflected a continuous negotiation of the different intended meanings
of what a commercial, digital, Internet space should offer to female users. It is important to note that BEME.com
existed at a time when women’s publishing industry, supported by designers, was still experimenting with the
development of commercially based publishing spaces for female users. Hence, depending on the hierarchical,
decision-making structures the different design solutions made their way in varying degrees into the visual layouts
of the site. Therefore, I believe BEME.com took on its final designed form as a result of negotiated discourses
rooted in the following themes: ‘tacit knowledge’, ‘power structures’, ‘marketing strategies’, ‘historical
perspectives’ and ‘gender systems’. These discourses have been observed within data as each participant
described their understanding of BEME.com design and production process and final experience. The following
section is, therefore, dedicated to an explanation of these discourses in support of my argument.

DISCOURSES INFORMING BEME.COM DESIGN PROCESS

During data collection, it became apparent that BEME.com experience was constructed from a variety of
negotiated meanings that played a major part in conceptualisation of BEME.com ‘reality’ within the online design
context. As a result, BEME.com experience is associated with, at present identified, five discourses that each
participant interprets in their own fashion. As mentioned above these are: ‘tacit knowledge’, ‘power structures’,
‘marketing strategies’, ‘historical perspectives’ and ‘gender systems’. The given labels are based on a close
examination of the obtained data in an attempt to provide a carefully chosen match between the textual narrative
and the meaning of the data. (Strauss and Corbin 1990 et al) The initial three discourses, I believe, are directly
involved in forming the conceptual understanding of the BEME.com design and the intended experience. The
latter two, although indirectly involved, are used to locate the portal’s existence in a larger social, cultural and
political context.

The ‘tacit knowledge’
The examination of the interview data and IPC Media press releases has revealed that BEME.com experience has
been deeply informed by the discourse of ‘tacit knowledge’. Different participants used this discourse in varying
degree depending on their role in relation to the experience. Some aspects of the discourse were shared, for
example, the knowledge of what constitutes the category of a women’s Internet portal, or the notion of a
branded product. These two particular aspects of the discourse allowed each participant to create a common
shared knowledge towards which they would add their own personal capabilities. Other aspect of the discourse
like participants’ professional expertise, their reflective commentaries/observations and personal histories would
be brought to supplement the understanding. For example, IPC Media relied on its timely expertise in the field of
women’s publishing, design and branding, supported by belief in their‘…unique position within the Women’s
market ...’ (IPC Media 2001(a)) The design team drew upon their design expertise and reflective observation in
conjunction with their own previous, personal or design experiences. This can be illustrated by a male designer’s
reflection as follows:
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‘... I think yeah, maybe [it] did fail in some respects, but I also think I did some interesting things. I
thought it dealt with ... content really well, I think we came up with some sort of innovative features.
… Showed people you could do it. ... it wasn't a big revolution or anything but it was just,
interesting to … make something just a little bit different. ... in that respect it was good and it
looked good. … things that we could've done better shouldn't have been done in Flash. All that
Flash took to long, turned into a hassle … learned from that.’ (in Sadowska 2003)

The ‘power structures’
Another discourse that influenced perceptions about BEME.com experience was rooted within ‘power structures’.
These were strongly dependant on the position and relationship to the whole project of each participant. A
number of power struggles occurred at a point where participants felt they needed to preserve their own
individual standpoint. Through observations like ‘… she would have a tantrum actually.... she was in control and
had to be ... in control’ (in Sadowska 2003) the female senior producer made a reference to the difficulties arising
from that aspect of team work. However, power structures did not only depend on the individual characters of
the co-workers. In the obtained data, there is evidence of quite a strong institutional power structures based on
the hierarchies within the IPC itself. Comments like ‘… IPC didn’t ever fully understand the potential of the web
as their core business was magazine based, and editors saw the website as competition rather than an
opportunity to address their readers in a new and added value way …’ (in Sadowska 2003) highlighted the
problem.

Unfortunately, the power struggles did not end at this level. There were also power struggles exemplified through
the question of BEME.com ownership. The design team was considered in an inferior position because they were
not the rightful owners, but only creators, as female senior producer notes ‘… IPC became very protective about
it. They didn’t want to give us, like the people who’ve been involved ... no kind of feedback on statistics…. They
kept it all very closed to their chest, which is their total right ’cause they were the buyer and they were paying
us. They bought it.’ (in Sadowska 2003) These commentaries drawn from the producer’s observations of the
BEME.com design process, illustrate quite clearly the importance of power discourse involved in the
conceptualisation of BEME.com as a design. Furthermore, I would argue that this particular discourse has played
a crucial role for BEME.com in terms of layout and experience it offered. It formatted its launch and existence and
seemed to be one of the main forces for its final closure.

The ‘marketing strategies’ 
The ‘marketing strategies’ discourse yet again directly informs the BEME.com experience. The available data
points to the observation that this particular discourse was primarily constructed by IPC corporation in support of
a launch of its product. Through a carefully conceptualised and designed sales pitch, it promoted the site and its
high qualities. In numerous press releases, BEME.com was described as ‘… the most comprehensive Internet
destination for women …’. (IPC Media 2001(b)) Through precise consideration of economics and branding a
marketing discourse was designed to define BEME.com experience as so-called ‘added value’ endeavour. Hence,
the discourse concentrated on the sales pitch, description of BEME.com marketable qualities and economic
factors. Since IPC was the official owner of the site, it held a position of power as to the interpretation of this
particular discourse, dictating it to other members of the BEME.com design team. 

The ‘historical perspective’ 
The discourse focusing on ‘historical perspective’ explored the technological relationships and located BEME.com
within a time spectrum in relation to other sites and success/failure of the Internet itself. By making explicit the
development of the Internet technological and design innovation, this discourse allowed BEME.com design team
to gain the commercial uniqueness, illustrated by the use of vertical adverts. The female senior producer observed
‘…this new idea of … being able to put vertical ads … [was at the time] cutting edge design in new media, …’.
(in Sadowska 2003) The ‘historical perspective’ discourse provided a common point of reference for BEME.com
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design team. It allowed all participants to define what could constitute a unique Internet experience – an aspect
quite crucial in the design process within publishing industries. It also provided a common thread in
understanding BEME.com technological environment and the type of experience BEME.com could offer to its
female users.

The ‘gender systems’ 
The ‘historical perspective’ functioned in conjunction with gender notions encapsulated by the ‘gender systems’
discourse. This particular discourse had a very apt and powerful influence on the construction of BEME.com
experience. It was driven by the participants understanding of notions of gender combined with their
understanding of the category of ‘women’. Considering that BEME.com experience was aimed at female users,
this discourse became crucial in socially defining what constitutes BEME.com as ‘female’ experience.
Unfortunately, BEME.com was created by a traditional women’s publishing house, typified by quite stereotypical
notions of gender and women. Such notions could be observed within the following comments:

‘… I mean the colours are everything, were sort of like chosen specific for women. … the set we
worked with … quite nice subtle sort of pastel hues. They weren’t necessarily girly colours or
anything … but they were quite calming and they were quite nice shades, sort of pastel shades. …
I think they felt right as well. It didn't feel like you were looking at too much data because the
colours were quite sort of like soothing in a way and they worked quite well on the web … .’ (in
Sadowska 2003) 

The ‘gender systems’ discourse is also responsible for participants approach to women related issues. It defined
the understanding of how to deal with a women’s web site design and what are the ways in which to
communicate ideas to female users. Thus, the whole notion of BEME.com was deeply rooted in a gendered
understanding of female Internet user as male brand designer explains ‘… I think that the thought was that ...
women’s portals is a good idea, because women at that time ... were a bit less ... willing to scoot around … on
line. That’s changed now. …’ (in Sadowska 2003) Unfortunately locating the site within women’s publishing
tradition with its patriarchal assumptions did not encouraged alternative empowering interpretations, positioning
this particular understanding as the dominant, women defining discourse. 

In summary, socially, culturally and politically placed discourses allowed each member of the design team to
conceptualise BEME.com experience. These discourse were crucial in providing an understanding of the visual,
designed outcomes, forming part of the collective knowledge used to rationalise the existence of BEME.com as
a designed product. I argue that these discourses illustrate how deeply design processes are rooted within social,
cultural and political conditions of our everyday reality. At the same time, the designed products/experiences
perpetuate these discourses leaving minimal room for searching out alternatives.

THE COMPLEXITIES OF ONLINE DESIGN PRACTICE

BEME.com case study offers a rich platform not just for Internet researchers, but as I have established, it is a
valuable insight into different processes constructing and situating online design practice and contributing to
design discipline in general. The aim of this paper was to focus on the complexities of online design practice
involved in BEME.com creation and the ways in which these design processes implicitly or explicitly participate in
gender politics. In review, lets briefly consider the practical context of everyday designing of a site like BEME.com.
A designer given this task most likely will bear in mind: the needs and wishes of the client, the target audience,
technological affordances/limitations, and possibly the relevance of the product to its larger context. These
considerations already make the design task quite a complex undertaking, where each aspect has to be carefully
thought-out and fitted within the rest. Thus, the daily routine of designing BEME.com already reveals how
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complex and involving this design process is, where often, only the web site is acknowledged for its visual
presence. However, in this paper, I have also demonstrated that BEME.com is an accumulation of interdependent
and intertwined set of discourses and greater influences that are not always acknowledged by the people involved
in the design process. 

In case of BEME.com, the technological discourse formatting the historical understanding of the relationship
between women and technology is one of fundamental forces defining the design problem within the online
design practice. The online market climate on the other hand is an element that shapes the economical
justifications for the product itself as well as the need and involvement of design practitioners. It dictates in very
practical terms the value attached to the recognition and appreciation given to online design practice and its
ability to create consumable products. The site itself with its visual interface and back-end programming is a result
of intersecting believes, values, desires, understandings and rationalisations located in everyday life of online
experience. It combines an array of notions and ideologies that result in an ongoing dialogue between the various
parties involved in the design of the site. Thus, I would argue the physical presence of BEME.com is a visual
representation of an agreement between all who are involved within the hierarchy of design decision-making
process. This agreement is subjected to implicit set of discourses shaping the designers understanding of
BEME.com as an Internet experience mediated through online design practice. As such, these discourses reveal
the role gender plays in informing online design practice. In case of BEME.com, the notions of gender were not
just evident in the visual results of the site itself (Sadowska 2002). As the interchange of technological discourse,
online market trends, design solutions and informing discourses demonstrated, gender notions existed in one
form or the other on every level of engagement. As such, almost unacknowledged, they made their way into
every aspect of design process and expression.

In conclusion, the investigation of sites like BEME.com strongly situated within the traditions of design practice
and social, cultural and economic context provides an important insight into ways in which design practice
perpetuates patriarchal gender structures. Thus, I argue, by creating women's communicative online spaces such
as BEME.com based on assumptions about what a woman is and wants, can no longer be acceptable as part of
contemporary design practice. Therefore, I suggest that there is a need within design practice for a shared
responsibility in the creation and development of future online experiences that consciously avoids gendered
representations of both men and women. Moreover, I strongly believe that a reflection on such issues can offer
design discipline a way towards self-understanding, challenging gendered notion still being embedded within
design knowledge.
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