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The first quarterly report: trends moving, trends stalling,
and the most notabl e specimens of the quarter.

NEON WHI TE - THE LAB
JUNE 2026 - CC BY 4.0 24 PAC1§



NW - LAB - PAPER 05 STATE OF COVER DESIGN - @ 2026

Q2 2026 in summary.

The first quarterly State-of-Cover report. Covers the period Q2 2026 (April-June). Documents three trends

moving (massive type returning, gradient mesh in continued retreat, archival-revival cover treatments rising
in literary fiction), two trends stalling (Y 2K revival, glassmorphism in album covers), and notable specimens
from the quarter. Includes the Quarterly Mean Index Score across mediums and a longitudinal look at how
Q2 compares to the preceding twelve months.

Where the field moved.

Quarterly Mean Index Score - Q2 2026 vs trailing 4 quarters

MEDI UM @ ' 25 & 25 Q' 26 @ ' 26
Al bum 66. 8 67.2 68. 4 70.1
Book 70.6 71.2 71.4 72.2
Post er 73.4 73.0 73.8 74.6
Br and 70.2 71.0 70.8 71.4
overal | 69. 9 70. 4 71.0 72.0

Mean composite score across all sampled releases rose from 71.0 in Q1 to 72.0 in Q2 — the strongest
single-quarter improvement in the series since the index began. Driven primarily by album covers (+1.7 points) and
book covers (+0.8 points). Posters and brand identity were broadly flat.

Three things to know.

Three trends moving

1. Massive type is back. Cover-as-typography continues a two-year trajectory — Q2 saw the highest proportion
of massive type-prominence albums and books in the sampled dataset since 2018. Reads as a reaction to
image-heavy thumbnails losing on mobile feeds.

2. Gradient mesh continues to retreat. Down to under 4% of sampled covers, from a 2021-22 peak above 18%.
Effectively over as a trend, though not yet absent. Longevity scores on mesh-led covers from 2021 are now visibly
dropping in retrospective re-evaluations.
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3. Archival-revival treatments are rising in literary fiction. Paper textures, period typesetting references,
hand-set ornamentation. Strongest in literary debut titles — a counter-move to the maximalist covers that
dominated 2020-22 publishing.

Two things to stop doing.

Two trends stalling

1. Y2K revival is over in albums. Peaked in Q4 2024; by Q2 2026 the share of Y2K-coded albums has dropped
to under 6% of sampled releases. Continues weakly in pop and electronic; effectively absent in indie and
alternative releases.

2. Glassmorphism is dead as an album-cover treatment. Brief 2024 revival driven by streaming-platform
interface aesthetics; almost completely absent in Q2 2026 sampled releases. Still occasionally present in posters
and brand identity work.

Highlights from the Atlas.

Notable specimens - Q2 2026
Specimens cited below are catalogued in the public Atlas with full design DNA. Refs are NW-ATLAS-XXX.

= TI TLE ARTI ST SCORE
ATLAS- 004 Archive N. Bauer 91
ATLAS- 012 The Edge Pel | & Boroughs 90
ATLAS- 016 Cat al ogue 01 FI ELD 89
ATLAS- 001 Qui et Roons B. Hol | oway 88
ATLAS- 023 Count er gl ow Ast or Hunt 88
ATLAS- 025 The Vaul t St ei n Hol di ngs 91

Highest quarterly mean (Brand identity, 74.6) was driven by two strong releases: FIELD and Stein Holdings. Both
modular-grid identity systems, both scored above 89 composite — consistent with a broader observation that the
modular-grid configuration consistently produces high Index Scores in the brand category.

What Q3 will look at.
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Q3 shipsin September 2026. Get on the list at neonwhite.convresear ch.
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