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[ABSTRACT] 
 

This thesis aims to answer the question, what are the most popular design elements on young 

adult (YA) fantasy book covers and are they prevalent on the most loved books from the past 

decade? 

By analyzing the covers of 100 of the most loved YA fantasy books (which can be 

representative of the YA fantasy genre) from the years 2010-2019, this thesis shows evidence 

that the three most prominent cover design elements of this genre appear on the majority of the 

book covers analyzed. The results show that the most popular design elements in regard to YA 

fantasy book cover design are indeed prevalent on the most loved books (chosen from the 

Goodreads Choice Awards) from the past decade. The three design elements that are discussed 

throughout this thesis are fantasy colour theory, the appearance of human figures, and instances 

of symbolism. The importance of each design element is explained at length. Additionally, this 

thesis discusses why these specific design elements are so widely used and how they work 

together to convey the YA fantasy genre to prospective readers. This research sheds light on an 

interesting aspect of cover design and offers reasoning as to why those three design elements are 

such an integral part of the creation of YA fantasy book covers.  
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[INTRODUCTION] 
 

The topic of this thesis is popular design elements in young adult (YA) fantasy cover 

design and their prevalence on the most loved YA fantasy books from the past decade. Through 

primary research, this thesis aims to show evidence that the majority of the most loved YA 

fantasy books from the years 2010-2019 include three of the most popular design elements that 

appear on YA fantasy books covers.  

Before discussing popular design elements that are prominent on YA fantasy book 

covers, it is important to understand what young adult literature (YAL) is. YAL primarily targets 

those of adolescent age (12-18) as those are very transformative years in one’s life (Bonavia, 

2019, p. 14). These are the years in which teens are transitioning from teenagers into young 

adults and begin to read literature that is relatable as the characters are going through similar life 

situations and emotions. YAL includes topics related to finding one’s self and all the pressure 

that comes with growing up and becoming more independent (Bonavia, 2019, p. 14). YA books 

feature young adults that are going through the motions of life which at times can be extremely 

difficult and uncomfortable. The reader is able to relate to the protagonist as well as other 

characters in the story and gain a new perspective on life. These stories help young teens and 

those on the cusp of adulthood transition into this new era of life knowing that their favourite 

characters have gone through similar experiences yet emerge triumphant (Bonavia, 2019, p. 16). 

The YA fantasy genre is very similar in that the stories feature characters that struggle with the 

same issues that teens face, but the storylines are accompanied by some element the supernatural 

or magic (Bonavia, 2019, p. 16). This adds a different kind of escape for readers as they can 

identify with characters in the story but are also able to immerse themselves in a new and 

magical world.  

 The focus of this thesis is design elements that are prominent exclusively in YA fantasy 

book cover design. 100 book covers were gathered and studied from the past decade (2010-

2019). These book covers can be representation of the most loved YA fantasy books from the 

past decade. This thesis discusses what role cover design can play in the popularity of YA 

fantasy books. Current research that exists on this topic discusses several of the most popular 

design elements that appear on the covers of YA fantasy books. However, this literature does not 

explain whether or not these elements are prevalent on the most loved books in the YA fantasy 
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genre from the years 2010-2019. This thesis will aim to address this gap and come to a 

conclusion regarding the influence of the most popular design elements. Prior to starting the 

research, a prediction came to be, which stated that each of the design elements would appear on 

the majority of the book covers studied. This thesis takes several steps in order to confirm this 

prediction and create a meaningful discussion surrounding this topic.   

 As an overview of the structure of this thesis, the literature review introduces and 

explains the importance of three of the most prominent design elements on YA fantasy book 

covers. The three design elements that will be discussed are fantasy colour theory, human 

figures, and symbolism. The methodology explains each of the steps taken in order to address the 

gap in literature and confirm the prediction. Each book cover collected for this study was 

carefully analyzed in order to identify how many covers feature each of the three design 

elements. The results showcase the findings of this study and the discussion analyzes them and 

gives reasoning for the outcomes as well as addresses the implications and limitations of the 

research.  
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[LITERATURE REVIEW] 
 

Cover design for YA fantasy books is a crucial element of the marketing process. 

Designers and publishers have realized that it is imperative to produce a cover that is visually 

appealing and alluring to a teen audience (Yampbell, 2005). If the cover does not engage the 

reader, the book will get lost amongst others that teens deem to be more interesting (Yampbell, 

2005). Although we have always been told to not judge a book by its cover, the cover is more 

often than not the readers first interaction with a book (Yampbell, 2005). Regardless of what the 

story is about or how well written it is, the cover can ultimately determine the success of a book 

(Yampbell, 2005). Several design elements are used to create visual appeal and communicate the 

story to prospective readers, but this literature review will discuss three of the most prominent 

design elements that appear on many YA fantasy book covers, which are fantasy colour theory, 

human figures, and symbolism.  

 
Design Element: Fantasy Colour Theory 
 

Colour theory is one of the most important aspects of cover design as different colours 

communicate certain emotions and feelings to readers. Humans subconsciously react in certain 

ways to visual patterns and designers take advantage of this (Lototska, 2020). When designing 

book covers, colours can communicate many different emotions without the use of words. This 

design element is used to visually communicate the different feelings that a reader will have 

while reading the book. Colour is used as a marketing tool which almost guarantees that a 

purchasing decision will be made within seconds of picking up a book (Morr, 2016). Ensuring 

the use of colours that emit the right emotions is crucial to the marketability of a book (Morr, 

2016). In the case of fantasy colour theory, many authors agree on a certain colour palette that 

designers adhere to when designing the cover of a book.   

The article, Fantasy Book Cover Design: 30 Examples and Why They Work, discusses the 

most widely used colours in YA fantasy cover design. When discussing the importance of 

colour, the author explains that saturated and bold colours are usually chosen to encompass the 

supernatural elements that exist in YA fantasy literature (Volianiuk, 2020). The most popular 

colours that they discuss are blue (which represents truth, faith, and consciousness), purple 

(which embodies mysteriousness), red (which brings upon feelings of courage and danger), and 

green (which conveys renewal and balance) (Volianiuk, 2020). In the article, How to Master the 
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Colour Theory in Book Cover Design, the importance of colour choice in cover design is also 

emphasized. The same colours mentioned in the previous article are also discussed but are given 

a more in-depth analysis. Blue is explained as representing miracles and magic, which are very 

prominent themes in YA fantasy literature (Lototska, 2020). Green is associated with magic as 

well as “paranormal phenomena” which are again, reoccurring themes in YA fantasy (Lototska, 

2020). Purple is referred to as a colour that has to do with spirituality and mysteriousness which 

is prevalent in the fantasy genre as well (Lototska, 2020). Finally, red radiates energy and 

confidence which are popular attributes associated with the protagonist of most YA fantasy 

books (Lototska, 2020).  

In the dissertation, Young Adult Book Cover Analysis, colour is explained as a crucial 

aspect of the cover design as it helps to send a message to the reader. Colour can influence a 

reader’s emotions and feelings towards a book (O’Connell, p. 23). This is because certain 

colours evoke specific feelings and different combinations of colours can subconsciously 

manipulate the reader’s feelings (O’Connell p. 23). The author coded colours and their 

corresponding emotions. To compare, as mentioned in the article, Fantasy Book Cover Design: 

30 Examples and Why They Work, the colours most prominently used in fantasy cover design are 

blue, purple, red, and green. Both of these works describe purple as conveying mysteriousness 

and red as being bold and powerful, but the latter does not discuss blue or green at length.  
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Provided below are examples of book covers that feature the four most popular colours 

used in YA fantasy book cover design. The cover of the first book, The Raven King, written by 

Maggie Stiefvater showcases the colour blue. The cover of the second book, The Crown, written 

by Kiera Cass utilizes purple. The cover of the third book, Scythe, written by Neal Shusterman 

features the colour red. Lastly, the cover of the fourth book, Linger, written by Maggie Stiefvater 

uses different shades of green. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Design Element: Human Figures 
 

An extremely popular and noticeable design element when it comes to YA fantasy book 

cover design is the appearance of human figures. The figure can be completely visible or kept 

partly hidden to promote intrigue. The figure is usually taking up most of the space on the cover 

to emphasize their importance to the story. 

In the dissertation, Dedication to Detail: Book Cover Communication in Young Adult 

Literature, the author discusses the popularity of figures on the cover of YA fantasy books. 

Usually, the protagonist is shown on the cover to introduce the reader to the story as well as the 

main character as they are of extreme importance to the story (Bonavia, 2019, p. 22). This is also 

helpful in terms of consistency and familiarity as the overwhelming majority of YA fantasy 

literature are series (Bonavia, 2019, p. 27). This ensures that the reader will recognize the series 

as the same character appears on all of the covers. For example, provided below are three books 

The Raven King 

by Maggie 
Stiefvater 

The Crown by 
Kiera Cass 

Scythe by Neal 
Shusterman 

Linger by 
Maggie 

Stiefvater 
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from the A Court of Thorns and Roses series written by Sarah J. Maas. The protagonist of the 

story, Feyre Archeron, appears on each cover.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A Court of Thorns and Roses series by Sarah J. Maas 

 

The article, Judging a Book by Its Cover: Publishing Trends in Young Adult Literature, 

discusses the changes in YA covers in the early 2000s. The author explains that from 2001-2003, 

YA covers were dominated by less realistic designs. Imagery and abstract covers were used to 

appeal to teens from different backgrounds (gender, ethnicity, etc.) (Yampbell, 2005). However, 

in 2004, characters began to return to the book covers. In addition, interesting graphical elements 

were also implemented on the covers to improve the “grabability” of the book such as holograms 

and matte lamination (Yampbell, 2005).  

In the article, 8 Cover Design Secrets Publishers Use to Manipulate Readers into Buying 

Books, which was written by a book cover designer, the author discusses human figures on the 

covers of books as a marketing tool. The author explains that the inclusion of a human figure on 

a book cover “creates intrigue and interest” (Murphy, 2013). It is explained that the addition of a 

human figure to a cover can turn a boring cover into one that is captivating (Murphy, 2013). 

Humans show emotions with their facial expressions, so books that feature a closeup of a 

person’s face can tell a lot about the story (Murphy, 2013).  

The dissertation, Judge a Book by its Cover: An Exploration of Book Marketing in the 

Young Adult Genre, discusses YA cover design and the most noticeable design elements. The 
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author points out that since most books in the YA genre are part of a larger series, fans of the 

series come to expect “physical representation of the characters” in the story (Bowers, 2015, p. 

6). The author explains that a figure on the cover of a book can mean many different things. 

While the other two works only discuss human figures on the covers, the author of this 

dissertation explains that figures can exist on a cover in many different ways. Since YA fantasy 

deals with themes that are other worldly and of supernatural nature, many different kinds of 

creatures can exist on the covers (Bowers, 2015, p. 6). For example, the author mentions 

fantastical beings such as dragons being featured on covers (Bowers, 2015, p. 6). There are so 

many different magical creatures that exist in fantasy literature, so it is understandable that 

humans are not the only figures that appear on the covers of YA fantasy book covers. 

 
Design Element: Symbolism 
 

When it comes to YA fantasy, the dissertation, Dedication to Detail: Book Cover 

Communication in Young Adult Literature, explains that minimal symbolism is another popular 

element of design. Utilizing symbols that are of importance to the story helps to entice readers. 

Readers will want to know what the symbol means and why it is important (Bonavia, 2020, p. 

27). For example, if a sword is used as the focal point of the cover, the reader may wonder what 

significance the sword has to the story and may feel encouraged to pick up the book and read the 

synopsis to learn more. Including various symbols like crowns or weapons offers an opportunity 

to establish an identity for the series, since as mentioned previously, most YA fantasy books are 

part of a larger series (Bonavia, 2019, p. 27). Keeping the cover fairly minimal also leaves room 

for expansion as the series continues to grow and the story becomes more complex. This type of 

flexible design allows for more creative freedom (Bonavia, 2020, p. 27).    

As mentioned earlier, the article, Judging a Book by Its Cover: Publishing Trends in 

Young Adult Literature, discusses the popularity of imagery on book covers. Between the years 

of 2001-2003, symbols were used on covers as this would ensure that the cover could resonate 

with many different teens regardless of their backgrounds (Yampbell, 2005). Anyone could look 

at the cover and find it enticing enough to learn more.  

The article, Fantasy Book Cover Design: 30 Examples and Why They Work, discusses the 

most popular design elements for YA fantasy cover design. Some of the most used and explored 

design elements are imagery and symbolism (Volianiuk, 2020). By including supernatural 
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aspects like fireballs on the cover, the reader can easily determine that the genre of the book is 

fantasy. These elements ensure that the reader knows exactly what they are getting into when 

picking up the book (Volianiuk, 2020). 

The article, How to Design Book Covers for any Genre, the author agrees with the 

previous article that imagery and symbolism can play a major role in cover design when it comes 

to creating certain moods. Using symbolism can work to a book’s advantage as something 

surreal can easily create unrest (Morr, 2016). Since the reader may not be familiar with certain 

aspects of the story, looking at a symbol that is unknown to them could create intrigue and 

persuade them to learn more about the story (Morr, 2016). Provided below are three books in the 

Red Queen series written by Victoria Aveyard. These book covers are an example of effective 

symbolism in which royal crowns are covered in blood to create feelings of uneasiness.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Red Queen series by Victoria Aveyard 
 

To conclude, the three most popular design elements that appear on the covers of YA 

fantasy books are fantasy colour theory, human figures, and symbolism. Through the various 

dissertations and articles, it is evident that these three elements can help a book communicate 

certain feelings and emotions to readers. The cover of a book acts as the first point of 

communication between the story and the reader and it is important that the reader is excited by 

the cover, especially if it is a book that is unknown to them. Through this review, a gap in the 

literature was found. While it is evident that the three design elements are extremely popular 
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when it comes to YA fantasy cover design, the authors did not discuss how prevalent these 

design elements are on the most loved YA fantasy books from the past decade. In the next 

sections, this gap in the literature will be researched and discussed more in-depth.  

  



 
 

10 
 

[METHODOLOGY] 
 
The Type of Research Conducted 
 

To address the gap in the literature, a study took place to determine how prevalent the 

three design elements that were previously discussed in the literature are on the most loved YA 

fantasy books from the past decade. Basic research was conducted as a prediction was developed 

which stated that each of the three design elements would appear on the majority of the book 

covers gathered for this research. The research conducted was non-probability sampling as 

conclusions were drawn only about the specific subjects of research, which were design elements 

that exist exclusively in YA fantasy cover design. In addition, the research that was completed 

was longitudinal as data was gathered from the years 2010-2019. This aspect of YA fantasy 

cover design was researched more in-depth because this particular information was lacking from 

the information in the literature review. Exploratory research was conducted as an under-

researched aspect of YA fantasy cover design was studied. This research aimed to identify how 

many of the most loved YA fantasy books from the past decade feature each of the three design 

elements. To restate, the three design elements are fantasy colour theory, human figures, and 

symbolism.  

 
How the Data Was Collected 
 

Primary data was collected as the researcher gathered, sorted, and analyzed the data. 

Although existing information was used in order to conduct the research, a primary approach 

was taken in order to uncover new information. In order to gather the proper information for this 

part of the research, the platform Goodreads was used to retrieve lists and images of the most 

loved YA fantasy books from the years 2010-2019. Each year Goodreads hosts the Goodreads 

Choice Awards in which members can vote for their favourite books in various categories, 

Young Adult Fantasy being one of the categories. Images of the top ten highest voted for books 

from the years 2010-2019 were collected from the Young Adult Fantasy category for a total 

sample of 100 books. Books from the year 2020 were left out as the awards had not been 

released at the time of the research. However, the books that were gathered can be representative 

of the entire YA fantasy category as the people who voted are fans of the genre and are part of 

the target demographic. While many of the books that were gathered have several cover designs, 
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the selected covers had the most saved ISBNs by users on Goodreads. This was done to ensure 

that the images of the covers that were collected were the most common and recognizable.  

Goodreads was used to collect this information as it is a very reliable source for 

discovering which books people loved the most. For a free subscription, book lovers can create 

an account to learn about new books, review ones that they have read, and vote for their 

favourites (Jonker, 2013). Users must be above the age of 13 in order to join, which means that it 

is a great site to promote books to those of the young adult age group, which is 12-18 (Jonker, 

2013). Goodreads enables a safe environment for readers to share their opinions about their 

favourite or least favourite books and learn about what others think about those books as well as 

many others (Jonker, 2013). It is a great place to gather information about the most loved books 

because the users are reliable as they are voting for books without other variables being a part of 

their decisions. They are simply voting for their favourite book because they enjoyed it the most. 

Provided below is an image from the Goodreads website that lists the top four Young Adult 

Fantasy & Science Fiction books from 2019.  
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How the Data Was Analyzed 
 

Once an image of each cover was collected, the next step was to identify how many of 

the three design elements appeared on each cover. Content analysis was completed in order to 

analyze the visual data that was gathered. To sort all of the data, an excel spreadsheet was 

created with five columns. The first column listed the book numbers (1-100). The second column 

listed all of the book titles. The third column listed how many “fantasy colours” appeared on the 

cover of each book. The fourth column listed how many human figures appeared on each cover. 

Finally, the fifth column noted if there were any instances of symbolism on each cover. This was 

an effective way to sort the data in a simple way. After utilizing the excel spreadsheet, the data 

was then transferred into pie charts in order to visually showcase the research that was 

completed. The pie charts were created with the program Adobe Spark. Creating pie charts was 

the most efficient option when choosing how to display the data. This is because all of the results 

were out of 100, so pie charts were the simplest way to showcase the results in a visually 

pleasing way. In total, three pie charts were created to display the data for each of the three main 

categories of research. Content analysis was completed to find the frequency of “fantasy 

colours”, human figures, and instances of symbolism that appeared on each cover. This kind of 

analysis offered a deeper understanding of YA fantasy cover design as the results showed how 

relevant the three design elements are were in relation to the most loved YA fantasy books from 

the past decade.  

To define “fantasy colours” definitions provided by professionals in the field of book 

cover design were used as well as information from scholarly dissertations and articles. The most 

discussed colours that relate to the YA fantasy genre were blue, red, green, and purple as 

mentioned in the articles, Fantasy Book Cover Design: 30 Examples and Why They Work and 

How to Master the Colour Theory in Book Cover Design. In this thesis’ research, the number of 

“fantasy colours” that appeared on each cover was entered into the spreadsheet (1-4). The next 

category was the number of human figures that appeared on the cover of each book. As 

previously mentioned in the dissertation, Dedication to Detail: Book Cover Communication in 

Young Adult Literature, the inclusion of human figures on YA fantasy book covers is an 

extremely recognizable trait in the YA fantasy genre (Bonavia, 2019, p. 22). In most cases, the 

protagonist of the story appears on the cover of a book to introduce the reader to that character 

and give them an idea of what they look like. In this research, the number of human figures that 
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appeared on each cover was entered into the spreadsheet. This was done because romance is a 

very significant part of many YA fantasy books. As a result, a lot of book covers include the 

romantic interest(s) as well as the protagonist, to signify that the book includes an element of 

romance. The third and final category was to note if any instances of symbolism appeared on the 

covers. This included objects that are meaningful to the story, such as crowns, swords, or even 

jewelry. Symbolism is another highly discussed aspect of YA fantasy cover design as designers 

strategically hint at the storyline without revealing the whole story. This creates intrigue and may 

prompt the reader to learn more about the book. In the spreadsheet, ‘yes’ or ‘no’ was used to 

indicate whether or not an instance of symbolism appeared on each book cover. Provided below 

are the first 10 entries in the excel spreadsheet.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The research was quantitative as it focused on numbers and statistics. Numbers were in 

relation to the amount of book covers studied and the number of design elements that appeared 

on each cover. Statistics were in relation to what percentage of the covers were categorized into 

each of the three design categories. Quantitative research was the ideal type of research to 

conduct as it allowed for definitive results in relation to the specific subject area that was studied. 

With the numbers and statistics that were gathered, a meaningful discussion was created about 

what importance the results of the study had in relation to YA fantasy cover design and how well 

they relate to the information discussed in the literature review. Many of the sources used were 

written by industry professionals (such as book designers) which enabled the researcher to gain 

knowledge about this subject directly from designers and see how accurate the information they 

published was in relation to the results gathered from the research.  
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[RESULTS] 
 

This section showcases the results from the study that took place and will briefly discuss 

the outcomes from each of the three areas of research. To restate, the aim of the study was to 

determine how many of the 100 book covers studied feature the three design elements previously 

discussed. In order to complete this, the research was split into three sections. The first section’s 

aim was to note how many “fantasy colours” appeared on each of the book covers. The second 

section’s aim was to note how many human figures appeared on each book cover. Finally, the 

aim of the third section was to note if there were instances of symbolism on each book cover. 

 
Section 1: How Many “Fantasy Colours” Appear?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

The results of this section indicate that, of the 100 book covers that were closely 

analyzed, one “fantasy colour” appears on 46 (46%) of the book covers, two “fantasy colours” 

appear on 40 (40%) of the book covers, three “fantasy colours” appear on 2 (2%) of the book 

covers, and zero “fantasy colours” appear on 12 (12%) of the book covers. The results show that 

88 out of the 100 (88%) book covers include one or more fantasy colours.  
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Section 2: How Many Human Figures Appear?  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The results of this section indicate that, of the 100 books analyzed, one human figure 

appears on 43 (43%) of the book covers, two human figures appear on 15 (15%) of the book 

covers, three human figures appear on 4 (4%) of the book covers, and zero human figures appear 

on 38 (38%) of the book covers. The results show that 62 out of the 100 (62%) book covers 

include one or more human figures.  
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Section 3: Do Instances of Symbolism Appear?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The results of this section indicate that, of the 100 book covers that were analyzed, 

instances of symbolism appear on 82 (82%) of the book covers while no instances of symbolism 

appear on 18 (18%) of the book covers.  
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[DISCUSSION] 
 

The research problem going into methodology section of this thesis was that there was 

not a lot of information that showed how prevalent the three design elements discussed in the 

literature review are on the most loved YA fantasy books from the past decade. The results from 

the study show that the prediction stated in the methodology was confirmed. The prediction 

stated that each of the design elements would appear on the majority of the book covers studied. 

To restate, the elements were fantasy colours, human figures, and symbolism. The three pie 

charts that were created to visually showcase the information sorted in the excel spreadsheet 

have clearly shown that more than half of the book covers studied include one or more fantasy 

colours, one or more human figures, and instances of symbolism. While this outcome was 

expected, some results proved to be quite surprising.     

 
Interpretations 
 
Section 1: How Many “Fantasy Colours” Appear?  
 

For this section, the results align with the prediction since the overwhelming majority of 

the book covers that were studied include at least one fantasy colour. It was interesting that only 

two of the book covers include three fantasy colours and zero of the book covers include all four. 

This could mean that designers felt that it was unnecessary to include more fantasy colours as the 

books that feature one or two colours were just as successful. Another interesting finding was 

that only 12 books included zero fantasy colours. This shows that colour is an extremely 

important factor in YA fantasy book cover design as 88% of the covers analyzed include one or 

more fantasy colours. These results help to prove the notion as stated in the literature review that 

colour theory is an important aspect of YA fantasy book cover design.  

 
Section 2: How Many Human Figures Appear?  
 

For this section, the results also align with the original prediction as over half of the book 

covers studied feature at least one human figure. These results were surprising since close to half 

(38%) of the book covers analyzed do not feature any human figures. This number was originally 

believed to be much lower since the appearance of human figures (such as the protagonist) was 

stated as an extremely identifiable characteristic of YA fantasy cover design in the literature 
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review. However, most of the books studied (62%) do include at least one human figure, which 

proves that this design element is still an important factor. This shows that the information 

discussed in the literature review surrounding the idea that human figures are a noticeable trait 

remains true.  

 
Section 3: Are There Instances of Symbolism  
 

For this section, the results align with the original prediction since over half of the book 

covers studied feature instances of symbolism. The results were surprising as such a drastic 

difference was not expected. It is quite surprising that this many of the book covers analyzed 

featured instances of symbolism. It is clear that the appearance of a symbolic object is a very 

important and identifiable trait of YA fantasy cover design. More often than not, it seems that 

designers have chosen to include symbolism on the book covers that they design. As discussed in 

the literature review, this is used to entice the reader and make them want to know more about 

the book. Since they do not know the importance of the symbol, they are intrigued and curious 

about its meaning. It is evident that symbolism has remained an extremely identifiable trait of 

YA fantasy book covers.  

 
Implications  
 

From the research that was conducted, much more insight was gained about YA fantasy 

book cover design. The results were fascinating as even though they did align with the original 

prediction, some of the results were unexpected. Although the research consisted of a relatively 

small sample of book covers, they were gathered from a span of a decade and were the most 

loved books from their respective years. This ensured the books were popular and adored by 

many. Additionally, the results of this thesis matter because they align with and build on the 

information collected from the resources in the literature review.  

Firstly, in relation to colour theory for YA fantasy book cover design, the knowledge 

gathered from articles that were previously discussed, Fantasy Book Cover Design: 30 Examples 

and Why They Work and How to Master the Colour Theory in Book Cover Design were quite 

accurate in their argument that the colours blue, red, green, and purple are extremely dominant in 

the fantasy genre. The pie chart that coincided with this section clearly showed that most of the 

books that were studied include one or more of those colours. While these colours are so widely 
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used, it is evident that they are successful in evoking feelings of magic and the supernatural 

which is what is most important.  

Secondly, when it comes to human figures appearing on the covers of YA fantasy books, 

this was the most surprising section in terms of results that differed from original expectations. 

While the works that were discussed in the literature review did not argue that a significant 

portion of YA fantasy book covers would feature a human figure, it was still surprising that such 

a large portion of the book covers studied did not feature any human figures. This result may not 

be representative of the entire genre as the sample size of books that were gathered was relatively 

small and the results will most likely be different when studying a larger group. However, this 

information is still interesting in that almost half of the books sampled (38%) do not feature a 

human figure which was argued as an extremely identifiable trait of YA fantasy book covers in 

the dissertation, Dedication to Detail: Book Cover Communication in Young Adult Literature. 

Nevertheless, even though the results differed slightly from expectations, human figures are still 

an integral part of YA fantasy book cover design. 

Lastly, in relation to instances of symbolism appearing on the covers of YA fantasy 

books, this section had the most impressive results. Based on the results, symbolism is an 

extremely prominent design element. Many designers seem to apply this element to YA fantasy 

book covers. In the article, How to Design Book Covers for any Genre, imagery is explained as 

having a major impact on book cover design (Morr, 2016). This is true in relation to this thesis’ 

research as 82% of the book covers studied feature instances of symbolism. From this small 

sample it can be inferred that symbolism has played a major role in the success of many YA 

fantasy books. Utilizing symbolism encourages readers to pick up the book and read more about 

it so that they can decipher what the symbolic object on the cover means.  

  
Limitations 
 
While these results do align with the arguments made in the literature review and show that the 

three cover design elements are indeed prevalent on the most loved YA fantasy books from the 

past decade, they cannot for a fact say that the cover design is the sole reason why these books 

are so popular and loved by many. As mentioned previously, most YA fantasy books are part of 

a larger series which means that once a reader has read and enjoyed the first book in a series, 

they will be more inclined read the next books without caring much about what the cover looks 
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like. Readers can also be loyal to authors so they may read a book just because their favourite 

author wrote it. This could be a reason as to why the cover design may not be at the forefront of a 

reader’s purchasing decision. However, several of the books in the sample group were the first in 

their respective series, meaning that the cover design could have been a factor as to why readers 

were intrigued and decided to read the book. Overall, it is evident that cover design is still a very 

important part of book cover design for the YA fantasy genre as many of the books studied have 

extremely elaborate cover designs with intricate details that are extremely eye-catching and stand 

out amongst other, simpler book covers.   

 
Recommendations  
 
Since these results cannot definitively say how much of an effect the cover design has on the 

purchasing decision of readers, it would be interesting to conduct a study in which fans of the 

YA fantasy genre are asked about the decisions that they make when it comes to purchasing a 

new book. This would allow for more qualitative results and a discussion that integrates fans of 

the genre. It could also be beneficial to ask the readers why they choose certain books. Is it 

because of the cover design? Was it the next book in a series or written by one of their favourite 

authors? This kind of information may help researchers who are particularly interested in this 

field as it gives them the ability to learn about what decisions are made before young adults 

choose to purchase a specific book and what role the cover design plays in those decisions.   
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[CONCLUSION] 
 

To restate, the proposed research question was: What are the most popular design 

elements on the covers of YA fantasy books and are they prevalent on the most loved books 

from the past decade? 

 Through the research that was conducted, both parts of the research question were 

answered. To answer the first part of the question, the three most popular design elements on the 

covers of YA fantasy books are fantasy colour theory, the appearance of human figures, and 

instances of symbolism. To answer the second part, yes, these design elements are prevalent on 

the most loved YA fantasy books from the past decade. This was answered by gathering a 

sample of 100 books from the years 2010-2019 and analyzing each one to identify how many of 

the three categories each book cover fell into.  

The methodological approach that was taken was the most ideal to answer the research 

question given the time constraint. The specific approach proved to be effective as a group of the 

highest voted for books in the Young Adult Fantasy category of the Goodreads Choice Awards 

from the years 2010-2019 were gathered and their cover designs were analyzed. This enabled an 

effective method for answering the question as the book covers that were studied were 

guaranteed to be loved by many young adults. The results showed that each of the three design 

elements are prevalent on the majority of book covers that were analyzed. This outcome proves 

that the arguments made in the literature review regarding the importance of the three design 

elements discussed throughout this thesis are true. While some results were different than what 

was expected, it is evident that fantasy colour theory, human figures, and symbolism are 

important aspects of cover design for YA fantasy books. 

The research conducted throughout this thesis is important because cover design is an 

important aspect of the marketability of a book. A captivating cover can entice new readers and 

encourage them to pick up the book and consider purchasing it.  
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[APPENDIX]  
 
Raw Data from Excel Spreadsheet 
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Raw Data from Excel Spreadsheet Continued 
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100 Book Covers Used for Research  
 
 
Top 10 Most Voted for Books from 2010 
 
Retrieved From: https://www.goodreads.com/list/show/2699.YA_Novels_of_2010  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

https://www.goodreads.com/list/show/2699.YA_Novels_of_2010
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Top 10 Most Voted for Books from 2011 
 
Retrieved From: https://www.goodreads.com/choiceawards/best-young-adult-fantasy-books-
2011  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

https://www.goodreads.com/choiceawards/best-young-adult-fantasy-books-2011
https://www.goodreads.com/choiceawards/best-young-adult-fantasy-books-2011
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Top 10 Most Voted for Books from 2012 
 
Retrieved From: https://www.goodreads.com/choiceawards/best-young-adult-fantasy-books-
2012  
 
 
 
  

https://www.goodreads.com/choiceawards/best-young-adult-fantasy-books-2012
https://www.goodreads.com/choiceawards/best-young-adult-fantasy-books-2012
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Top 10 Most Voted for Books from 2013 
 
Retrieved From: https://www.goodreads.com/choiceawards/best-young-adult-fantasy-books-
2013  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

https://www.goodreads.com/choiceawards/best-young-adult-fantasy-books-2013
https://www.goodreads.com/choiceawards/best-young-adult-fantasy-books-2013
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Top 10 Most Voted for Books from 2014 
 
Retrieved From: https://www.goodreads.com/choiceawards/best-young-adult-fantasy-books-
2014  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

https://www.goodreads.com/choiceawards/best-young-adult-fantasy-books-2014
https://www.goodreads.com/choiceawards/best-young-adult-fantasy-books-2014
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Top 10 Most Voted for Books from 2015 
 
Retrieved From: https://www.goodreads.com/choiceawards/best-young-adult-fantasy-books-
2015  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.goodreads.com/choiceawards/best-young-adult-fantasy-books-2015
https://www.goodreads.com/choiceawards/best-young-adult-fantasy-books-2015
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Top 10 Most Voted for Books from 2016 
 
Retrieved From: https://www.goodreads.com/choiceawards/best-young-adult-fantasy-books-
2016  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

https://www.goodreads.com/choiceawards/best-young-adult-fantasy-books-2016
https://www.goodreads.com/choiceawards/best-young-adult-fantasy-books-2016
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Top 10 Most Voted for Books from 2017 
 
Retrieved From: https://www.goodreads.com/choiceawards/best-young-adult-fantasy-books-
2017  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

https://www.goodreads.com/choiceawards/best-young-adult-fantasy-books-2017
https://www.goodreads.com/choiceawards/best-young-adult-fantasy-books-2017
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Top 10 Most Voted for Books from 2018 
 
Retrieved From: https://www.goodreads.com/choiceawards/best-young-adult-fantasy-books-
2018  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2019 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

https://www.goodreads.com/choiceawards/best-young-adult-fantasy-books-2018
https://www.goodreads.com/choiceawards/best-young-adult-fantasy-books-2018
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Top 10 Most Voted for Books from 2019 
 
Retrieved From: https://www.goodreads.com/choiceawards/best-young-adult-fantasy-books-
2019  
 
1 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.goodreads.com/choiceawards/best-young-adult-fantasy-books-2019
https://www.goodreads.com/choiceawards/best-young-adult-fantasy-books-2019

