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Understanding how children and young people engage with audio offers an
important window into both their media habits and their wider literacy lives. In the
digital age, audio has become a growing part of how children and young people
learn, relax and explore the world. However, compared with other aspects of
literacy and media engagement, we know less about how they choose to listen to
audio, what they feel they gain from it, and where gaps in access or engagement
may lie.

This report seeks to fill that gap.

We asked 125,375 children and young people aged 5 to 18 from 479 schools across
the UK who took part in our Annual Literacy Survey about their audio listeningin
2026, 110,114 of whom answered our questions about audio (see Appendix A for
more information on the sample). This report explores their listening habits in
detail, including who listens, how often they listen and what they listen to, as well as
their levels of enjoyment, why they choose to listen and how they discover new
audio. It also examines the attitudes associated with audio engagement, what
might encourage children and young people to listen more, and the relationship
between listening and reading, including reading for pleasure. Finally, the report
also looks at differences by age, gender and free school meal (FSM) status to
understand how audio engagement differs across children and young people’s lived
experiences.

Throughout this report, when we refer to ‘audio’, we refer to audiobooks, podcasts
or both. In the survey, audiobooks were defined for children and young people as
‘recorded versions of books that you listen to, instead of reading the text’ and
podcasts as ‘a series of spoken-word audio episodes about topics like science,
sport or gaming’.

This report from the perspective of children and young people sits alongside
findings from our parent survey and teacher data from our Annual Literacy Survey.
Together, findings provide complementary evidence on how audio is used and
supported in the home and school. The report exploring audio in schools and
teachers’ use of audio will be published in autumn 2026. Accompanying summary
documents brings together key insights from these reports, offering a
comprehensive picture of audio’s role in children and young people’s literacy and
everyday lives.

What this report shows

Almost half (47.3%) of children and young people aged 8 to 18 said that they
listened to audiobooks, podcasts or both in 2026. However, engagement with audio
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varied across age groups, gender, FSM status and listening format. Children and
young people who listened to both audiobooks and podcasts consistently reported
the highest enjoyment, listened most regularly and reported the broadest range of
discovery routes, motivations and attitudes towards listening.

Audiobooks and podcasts were associated with different experiences and patterns
of engagement. Audiobooks were more often linked to storytelling, imagination,
emotional engagement and reading-related experiences, while podcasts were
more often associated with information, personal interests and understanding
other people’s views.

Across the report, relevance emerged as an important factor shaping engagement
with audio. Around 1in 2 children and young people said that having content that
matched their interests or hobbies would encourage them to listen more, while
social media was the main route through which children and young people
discovered audio overall.

Key findings in greater detail:

Audio listening varied by age, gender and format
e 47.3% of children and young people aged 8 to 18 listened to audio in 2026.
Among those who listened to audio, podcasts were the most used format
(49.1%), followed by listening to both audiobooks and podcasts (28.7%) and
audiobooks only (22.3%).
o Audiobook listening declined with age, while podcast listening increased.
e More girls than boys listened to audio overall (49.6% vs 44.6%).
o Slightly fewer children and young people receiving FSMs listened to audio
than their non-FSM peers (44.9% vs 48.2%).

Enjoyment was highest among mixed-format listeners

o 57.8% of children and young people said that they enjoyed listening to audio.
In comparison, 36.1% of children and young people enjoyed reading and
28.7% enjoyed writing in their free time.

o Of those who enjoyed listening to audio, enjoyment was highest among
children and young people who listened to both audiobooks and podcasts
(70.9%), followed by audiobook listeners (61.4%).

e Podcast listeners reported lower enjoyment overall (50.1%), despite
podcasts being the most widely used format.

e Children aged 8 to 11 reported the highest levels of enjoyment (58.3%), while
there were no meaningful differences in enjoyment between girls and boys.
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e More non-FSM listeners enjoyed audio ‘very much’ or ‘quite a lot’ than FSM
listeners (569.6% vs 53.1%).

e Interms of frequency of listening, nearly 3in 5 (56.4%) children and young
people listened to audio at least once a week, while daily listening was also
more common among 8- to 11-year-olds (20.9%) than among 16- to 18-year-
olds (13.1%).

Discovery routes became more digitally driven with age

o Social media platforms such as TikTok, Instagram and YouTube were the main
route through which children and young people discovered audio (52.5%),
rising to 63.4% among podcast listeners.

e Younger children relied more on family for discovering audio, while older
teenagers increasingly discovered content through social media and
browsing apps or websites.

e Children and young people who listened to both audiobooks and podcasts
reported a broader range of discovery routes than those who listened to
only one format.

o Children and young people receiving FSMs more often discovered audio
through schools and libraries, while non-FSM children and young people
more often identified family and digital routes.

Audiobooks and podcasts supported different listening experiences

e More children and young people said that they listened to relax, pass the
time, learn new words or new things, or understand other people’s views
than for any other reasons.

o Audiobook listeners more often associated audio with imaginative, immersive
and reading-related experiences.

o Podcast listeners more often associated audio with understanding other
people’s views, learning about issues they cared about and personal
interests.

o Children and young people who listened to both audiobooks and podcasts
consistently reported the highest levels of agreement across many
attitudinal statements overall.

Relevance and choice were important for encouraging listening
e Around1in2 (50.1%) children and young people said that having content that
matched their interests or hobbies would encourage them to listen more.
e Around?2inb5 (38.6%) said that having more time would encourage them to
listen more, while around 1in 3 (33.7%) highlighted liking the narrator, voice
actor or characters.
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e Younger children placed greater emphasis on recommendations from family,
friends and teachers.

o Older teenagers relied more heavily on independent and digitally driven
discovery routes.

What might encourage non-listeners to engage with audio

e More than half (52.7%) of children and young people aged 8 to 18 said that
they did not listen to audio.

e Among non-listeners, 43.8% said they would consider listening if content
better matched their interests or hobbies.

e Around1in 4 (25.2%) also highlighted liking the narrator, voice actor or
characters, while around 1in 5 (21.6%) said that having more time would
encourage them to listen more.

Overall, the findings highlight that children and young people engage with audio in
varied ways that reflect their interests, preferences and experiences. Ensuring
that children and young people can access content that feels relevant to them, and
that they have opportunities to discover and explore different formats, may help
support wider engagement with audio.

How children and young people engage with audio

To understand children and young people’s engagement with audio, we asked 8- to
18-year-olds whether they listened to audiobooks, podcasts or both. These three
listening profiles (audiobook only, podcast only and mixed-format listeners) allow us
to understand how different types of audio shape children and young people’s
experiences, motivations and literacy engagement.

Just under half (47.3%, n = 52,081) said they listened to audio in 2026, indicating
that audio was a familiar part of many children and young people’s media habits.
Among those who listened to audio, podcasts emerged as the most common format
(see Figure 1), although nearly 3 in 10 reported listening to both podcasts and
audiobooks. More than 1in 5 listened only to audiobooks.
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Figure 1: Percentage of children and young people who listen to audio, split by
format in 2026

- 22.3% = Audiobooks

28.7%
Both audiobooks

and podcasts

49.1% Podcasts

Non-listeners = Listeners

Enjoyment of audio
Overall, 3in 5 (567.8%) children and young people in 2026 said that they enjoyed
listening to audio.

We previously also explored how children and young people’s enjoyment of listening
to audio compares with enjoyment of reading and writing. In 2024, audio enjoyment
overtook both reading and writing enjoyment for the first time, and this gap
widened further in 2026: nearly twice as many children and young people said that
they enjoyed listening to audio ‘very much’ or ‘quite a lot’ than said they enjoyed
reading and writing in their free time (see Figure 2).

Figure 2: Percentage of children and young people aged 8 to 18 reporting enjoying
reading, writing and audio listening in 2026

Audio enjoyment

57.8%

Reading enjoyment

36.1%

Writing enjoyment 28.7%
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Of those who enjoyed listening to audio, enjoyment was highest among those who
listened to both audiobooks and podcasts, followed by those who listened to
audiobooks only and by those who listened to podcasts only (see Figure 3).

Figure 3: Audio listening enjoyment in children and young people by format in 2026

Both 70.9%

Podcasts 50.1%

Listening frequency

Nearly 3in 5 (56.4%) children and young people listened to audio at least once a
week, including 1in 6 (15.7%) who listened every day or almost every day (see Figure
4). Around 1in 5 listened a couple of times a week (22.0%) or about once a week
(18.7%). In comparison, 1in 5 (20.3%) listened a couple of times a month, while fewer
listened about once a month (13.3%) or rarely (10.0%).

Children and young people who listened to both audiobooks and podcasts listened
most regularly, with almost half listening every day or almost every day, or a couple
of times a week (49.0%). Audiobooks were also listened to regularly, with around 2
in 5 children and young people listening this often (38.2%). Podcast listening was
less regular overall, with around 3 in 10 children and young people listening every
day or almost every day, or a couple of times a week (30.9%).

Figure 4: Audio listening frequency in children and young people aged 8 to 18 by
formatin 2026

Both 21.6% 27.4% 17.9% 17.3% 8.5%  7.4%

Audiobooks 20.9% 17.3% 15.2% 19.5% 14.3% 12.7%

Podcasts 9.9% 21.0% 20.7% 22.4% 15.7% 10.3%
H Every day or almost every day B A couple of times a week About once a week
A couple of times a month About once a month Rarely or never
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How children and young people discover audio

Social media platforms such as TikTok, Instagram and YouTube played a prominent
role in how children and young people discovered audio they wanted to listen to
(see Table 1). More than half of children and young people said they found things to
listen to through these platforms, highlighting the role of online content and
recommendations in shaping listening choices. Suggestions from family members
and browsing apps or websites were also mentioned by around 3 in 10 listeners,
while around 1in 5 discovered audio through in-app recommendations or friends.
Fewer children and young people said they discovered audio through teachers,
schools or libraries.

Discovery routes also differed by format. Children and young people who listened
to both audiobooks and podcasts generally reported a wider range of discovery
routes than those who listened to only one format. More podcast listeners said
they found content through social media, while more audiobook listeners said they
discovered content through family, schools and libraries, indicating that audiobook
listening is more often supported through home and, to a lesser extent, educational
settings.

Table 1: Percentage of children and young people reporting how audio is discovered
by format in 2026

All Audiobooks Podcasts Both
listeners

TikTok, Instagram or YouTube 52.5% 32.0% 63.4% 49.8%
Family 29.3% 34.9% 21.5% 38.2%
Browsing apps or websites 28.8% 27.5% 25.2% 35.8%
Recommendations in apps 21.5% 20.0% 17.8% 29.0%
Friends 19.0% 17.1% 15.9% 25.9%
Teachers or school 12.1% 14.4% 8.3% 16.7%
In the library 12.0% 16.9% 6.1% 18.2%

We also asked children and young people whether their parent(s) or carer(s)
encouraged them to listen to audio. Just over a quarter of podcast listeners
(27.8%) agreed with this, compared with over a third of audiobook listeners (38.6%)
and 2in 5 (40.8%) of those who listened to both formats.

Overall, these findings further highlight differences between formats. Podcast
listening appears to be more self-directed, with children and young people more
frequently finding and choosing content independently, while audiobook listening
appears to be more strongly supported at home. Children and young people who
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listened to both audiobooks and podcasts also reported broader discovery routes
and higher levels of encouragement to listen.

Why children and young people listen to audio

Children and young people listened to audiobooks and podcasts for a wide range of
reasons, highlighting the varied roles that audio can play in their lives, including
relaxation, learning, entertainment and understanding other people’s views (see
Table 2). More children and young people said that they listened to relax, pass the
time, learn new words or new things, or understand other people’s views than for
any other reasons. By comparison, fewer highlighted social reasons, such as
spending time with others.

However, experiences differed across formats. More audiobook listeners
highlighted immersive, emotional and reading-supportive experiences, including
relaxing, escaping into another world, improving focus, and accessing stories when
reading is difficult. More audiobook listeners also said that audio helped them feel
happy, creative and confident.

In contrast, more podcast listeners highlighted reasons linked to information,
critical thinking and personal relevance. More of this group said that audio helped
them understand other people’s views, think more critically, learn about issues they
cared about, and find stories or topics that felt relevant to their lives or hobbies.

Children and young people who listened to both audiobooks and podcasts
consistently reported higher levels across almost all reasons for listening, including
learning-related, emotional and practical reasons. This may reflect that children
and young people who engage with multiple audio formats experience the broadest
range of motivations and experiences linked to listening overall.
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Table 2: Children and young people's reasons for listening to audio by format in

2026
All listeners Audiobooks Podcasts Both
Learn new words or new
things 46.5% 46.2% 40.7% 56.8%
Understand other
eople's views 46.5% 31.3% 49.5% 53.2%
peop
Learn about different
cultures 28.0% 22.0% 25.2% 37.3%
Find stories or topics that
2 feel relevant to my life or
£ hobbies 35.6% 29.7% 32.3% 45.8%
o
9 Improve my focus 33.2% 36.4% 25.7% 43.5%
Think more critically 31.8% 24.2% 29.9% 41.1%
Learn about issues | care
about 31.4% 20.2% 31.3% 40.3%
Try books or topics |
might not usually choose 23.3% 25.5% 15.6% 34.8%
Access stories when
reading is hard 22.4% 30.0% 12.5% 33.4%
o Relax 58.4% 67.0% 49.1% 67.8%
.% Feel happy 44.3% 47.3% 37.4% 53.8%
2 Escape into another
g world 32.9% 44.7% 20.8% 44.5%
g Feel creative 31.8% 35.6% 23.6% 42.7%
S Feel connected to the
_5 world 30.0% 23.5% 27.8% 38.8%
‘g Feel more confident 27.0% 27.5% 21.6% 36.2%
w Deal with problems 22.2% 20.7% 18.4% 29.9%
Pass the time (e.g. during
homework, travelling or
S chores) 56.3% 53.8% 52.6% 64.7%
2 Give my eyes a break from
§ screens 36.8% 43.2% 26.5% 49.6%
o Feel proud of myself when
| finish an audiobook or
podcast 21.7% 26.0% 13.7% 32.2%
S
(8]
b
Spend time with others 14.9% 14.7% 11.8% 20.5%
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Attitudes towards audio listening

Alongside reasons why children and young people listened to audio, we also
explored their attitudes towards listening by asking them to agree or disagree with
a series of statements about audio. These statements explored literacy
connections, engagement and imagination, as well as language and representation
(see Figure 5).

Children and young people most strongly associated audio with imagination and
understanding. Around 2 in 3 said that listening helped them imagine scenes and
characters in their heads, while almost 3 in 5 said that listening helped them
understand stories or subjects. Reading-related connections were also evident,
with around 1in 3 saying that listening to audiobooks felt like reading and more than
1in 4 saying that listening had got them interested in reading books. By comparison,
fewer children and young people highlighted language and representation-related
experiences, such as listening in another language or hearing voices and accents
that sounded like their own.

Attitudes also differed across formats. Audiobook listeners more often associated
audio with imaginative, immersive and reading-related experiences, including
imagining scenes and characters, reading along with audiobooks, and feeling that
listening to audiobooks was similar to reading. Podcast listeners placed greater
emphasis on discussion, understanding and subject-related experiences, including
wanting to talk about topics with others and understanding stories or subjects.
Children and young people who listened to both audiobooks and podcasts
consistently reported the highest levels of agreement across many of the
attitudinal statements overall.
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Figure 5: Percentage agreement with statements about audio listening, split by
format in 2026

I 58.0%
I  57.6%

Listening helps me understand stories or subjects 53 5%
66.9%
I 34.2%

Listening to audiobooks feels like reading to me 50.3%

18.7%
48.9%
2 I 08.4% .
g Listening has got me interested in reading books w 36.6%
9 .
= 40.3%

Listening helps me keep going when stories get - 28 5%

difficult or emotional 14.6%
32.6%
e 21.0% .
| sometimes read along with the audiobook 10.1% 30.1%
33.0%

I imagine scenes and characters in my head

Listening makes me want to talk about topics with g ———— 320 7%
others 43.2%

Engagement and
imagination

o C
s -S | like voices and accents that sound like mine 23 8‘%33 3%
O . (o]
S £ 36.3%
o o
23 ] 22.?)%
s oy | like listening in a language other than English SE— 20'50/’
S o 20.6%
= 28.2%
o . 44.8%
-g | like watching video podcasts (vodcasts) 22.4% 53.6%
S 47.9%
£ — 3350
3 33.8%
; ]
5 My parent / carer encourages me to listen 57 8%38 6%
o 40.8%

H All listeners m Audiobooks Podcasts Both

What encourages children and young people to listen more

We also explored what would encourage children and young people to listen to
audio more (see Table 3). Around 1in 2 said that having content that matched their
interests or hobbies would encourage them to listen more than any other factor,
highlighting the importance of relevance in supporting engagement with audio.
Around 2 in 5 said that having more time would encourage them to listen more,
while around 1in 3 highlighted liking the narrator, voice actor or characters. By
comparison, fewer children and young people highlighted factors linked to access,
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guidance or social listening, such as recommendations, suitable devices or
headphones, listening with others or suggested next listens.

Patterns also differed across formats. Audiobook listeners more often identified
factors linked to structure, guidance and reading-related support, including
access through schools or libraries, audiobooks linked to books they were reading
in school, and clearer indications of which audiobooks were suitable for their age.
Audiobook listeners also more often said that liking the narrator or characters and
having more time would encourage them to listen more.

In contrast, podcast listeners placed greater emphasis on having content that
matched their interests or hobbies, reinforcing the importance of personal
relevance and self-directed choice for podcast engagement.

Children and young people who listened to both audiobooks and podcasts
consistently reported higher levels across many of the factors associated with
increased listening, including interest-based content, narrator or character
appeal, recommendations and access-related supports. This may reflect that
children and young people who engage with multiple audio formats are also more
aware of the factors that help support and sustain their listening.
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Table 3: Percentage of children and young people saying what would increase their
engagement with audio, split by format in 2026

All Audiobooks Podcasts Both
listeners

Having more that match my interests or 50.1% 43.2% 51.0% 53.8%
hobbies

Having more time to listen 38.6% 40.8% 31.9% 48.5%
Liking the narrator, voice actor or 33.7% 38.5% 26.4% 42.7%
characters

Getting recommendations from friends, 27.2% 28.5% 22.8% 33.6%
family or teachers

Having suitable devices or headphones 26.4% 27.8% 22.1% 32.7%
Seeing a short list of 'suggested next 26.4% 27.5% 21.0% 34.6%
listens' chosen for me

Being able to stream or download audio 20.7% 21.5% 15.2% 29.2%
at an affordable cost

Being able to listen with others 19.7% 19.8% 16.3% 25.3%
Being able to access audio easily 19.6% 23.5% 12.9% 27.9%
through school, a library or online

Having audiobooks that match books 18.4% 23.7% 10.9% 27.1%
I'm reading in school

Knowing which audiobooks are right for 18.2% 23.6% 11.6% 25.4%
my age

None of the above 10.4% 10.1% 12.3% 7.2%

How audio listening varies across children and young people
To better understand how audio listening fits into children and young people’s lives,
we looked at engagement through the demographics, including age, gender and
FSM status. These show a concise picture of how these characteristics affect how
and why children and young people engage with audio. See Appendix A for more
information on the sample.

Spotlight on age

Engagement with audio changes across adolescence

Over half (52.4%) of children aged 8 to 11 listened to audio, with engagement
dipping during early adolescence before increasing again among 16- to 18-year-
olds (57.8%). This pattern reflected differences in format use across age groups.
Audiobook listening declined with age, from 30.8% among 8- to 11-year-olds to 9.7%
among 16- to 18-year-olds, while podcast listening increased from 35.8% to 61.1%
respectively. The higher overall engagement among older teenagers is likely linked
to greater podcast listening in these age groups.

© National Literacy Trust 2026



National

Literacy
Trust

Change your story

Although this report focuses on 8- to 18-year-olds, 74.1% of children aged 5to 8
said that they enjoyed hearing stories being read or told by a teacher or someone
else ‘quite a lot’ (22.8%) or ‘very much’ (51.3%).

Children aged 8 to 11 also reported the highest levels of listening enjoyment
(568.3%). Enjoyment then declined during early adolescence before increasing again
among 16- to 18-year-olds (63.2%). In contrast, daily listening was more common
among younger children aged 8 to 11 (20.9%) and became less frequent with age
(13.1% among 16- to 18-year-olds). This may reflect older teenagers listening less
often, even where enjoyment remains high.

Reasons for listening also shifted across adolescence. Younger children more often
highlighted emotional, imaginative and literacy-related experiences, such as
relaxing, feeling happy, imagining scenes, understanding stories and feeling that
audiobooks were similar to reading. Among older children and young people,
passing the time, understanding other people’s views and learning about issues
they cared about became more prominent. This reflects broader differences
between audiobook and podcast engagement, with older adolescents more often
highlighting information, perspectives and personal relevance. As children and
young people got older, interest in video-based formats such as vodcasts also
increased, reflecting broader shifts in how older teenagers engage with audio
content. See Appendix B for a breakdown on reasons for listening by age.

Discovery and support become more independent with age

Younger children were more likely to discover audio through family and friends,
while older children and young people increasingly discovered content through
social media and browsing apps or websites (see Appendix B). More younger
children also said that they were encouraged to listen by a parent or carer, with 2
in 5 (41.2%) children aged 8 to 11 reporting this compared with 1in 4 (25.4%) of those
aged 16 to 18. Together, these findings point to discovery becoming more
independent and digitally driven with age.

Across all age groups, children and young people said they would listen more if
content matched their interests or hobbies, if they had more time, and if they
enjoyed the narrators or voices. See Appendix B for a breakdown on further
listening by age. However, younger children aged 8 to 11 placed greater emphasis
on recommendations from family, friends or teachers, reflecting the continued
importance of social support in helping them discover content. Older teenagers, by
comparison, were more likely to discover content through independent and digitally
driven routes.
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Spotlight on gender

Engagement with audio differs across genders

Girls engaged more broadly with audio than boys across several measures. More
girls than boys listened to audio overall (49.6% vs 44.6%), audiobooks (24.2% vs
20.0%) and both audiobooks and podcasts (31.3% vs 24.9%). In contrast, more boys
listened to podcasts (55.0% vs 44.5% of girls). These patterns reflect broader
differences seen throughout the report, with podcasts more closely associated
with information, interests and self-directed listening, while audiobooks were more
often linked to storytelling, emotional engagement and literacy-related
experiences.

Despite these differences, listening enjoyment was similar across genders. Around
6in 10 boys (57.7%) and girls (57.5%) said they enjoyed audio ‘very much’ or ‘quite a
lot’.

However, listening frequency showed some variation. Daily audiobook listening was
more common among boys than girls (24.8% vs 18.1%), while daily podcast listening
was lower overall but still slightly higher among boys (10.5% vs 8.8%). Listening a
couple of times a week also tended to be more common among boys for both
audiobooks (18.0% vs 17.0%) and podcasts (22.7% vs 19.1%). Together, these
findings may indicate that boys’ listening patterns are shaped more by frequent
podcast use alongside regular audiobook listening, while girls’ listening appears
more evenly spread across formats and frequencies.

Girls report a broader relationship with audio

Girls generally reported a wider range of discovery routes than boys, aligning with
their broader engagement across audio formats. Both girls and boys most
commonly discovered audio through social media, followed by family, and browsing
apps or websites. However, girls identified a broader mix of discovery sources
overall, while boys appeared to rely on a narrower set of discovery routes,
reflecting patterns also seen among podcast-focused listeners. Levels of
encouragement from parents or carers were broadly similar for girls and boys,
suggesting comparable levels of support at home. See Appendix C for a breakdown
on discovery and parental encouragement by gender.

Reasons for listening also differed across genders. Boys more often highlighted
relaxing, passing the time and learning new things, while girls placed greater
emphasis on understanding other people’s views and learning about issues they
cared about. Appendix C shows a breakdown on reasons for listening by gender.
These patterns mirrored wider differences seen across formats, with podcasts
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more often associated with information and personal interests, while audiobooks
supported a broader mix of emotional, imaginative and literacy-related
experiences.

Girls also tended to agree across a broader range of attitudinal and literacy-
related statements (see Appendix C). Both girls and boys agreed that audio helped
them imagine scenes, understand stories or subjects, and enjoy watching vodcasts.
However, girls reported stronger agreement across a wider range of statements
overall, indicating broader engagement with audio across multiple dimensions.

Similarly, girls identified a wider range of factors that would encourage them to
listen more (see Appendix C). Both girls and boys said they would listen more if
content matched their interests, if they had more time, or if they enjoyed the
narrators or voices. However, girls highlighted a broader range of factors overall,
reflecting their wider engagement across audio formats and greater awareness of
what supports or limits their listening.

Spotlight on FSM

Engagement with audio differs by FSM status

Slightly fewer children and young people who received FSMs engaged with audio
overall than their peers who did not receive FSMs (44.9% vs 48.2%). Among those
who listened to audio, slightly more non-FSM listeners than FSM listeners engaged
with only audiobooks (21.5% vs 22.1%) or only podcasts (48.8% vs 49.6%). However,
listening to both audiobooks and podcasts together was marginally higher among
FSM listeners than non-FSM listeners (29.7% vs 28.3%). This suggests that
differences in engagement may relate less to audio overall and more to how
children and young people engage across formats.

Differences between FSM and non-FSM listeners were more pronounced for
enjoyment than listening frequency. More non-FSM listeners said they enjoyed
audio ‘very much’ or ‘quite a lot’ than FSM listeners (59.6% vs 53.1%). This reflects
wider patterns across the report, where enjoyment appears closely connected to
access, choice and personal relevance. However, listening frequency was broadly
similar across groups. Daily listening levels were almost identical, while listening a
couple of times a week was slightly higher among FSM listeners (23.0% vs 21.5% of
non-FSM listeners). Together, these findings suggest that lower enjoyment among
FSM listeners does not necessarily translate into substantially lower listening
frequency.
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Both FSM and non-FSM listeners highlighted relaxing, passing the time and learning
new words or new things as the top reasons for listening to audio. However, non-
FSM listeners generally reported stronger agreement across a wider range of
reasons for listening. See Appendix D for a breakdown on reasons for listening by
FSM. This reflects broader patterns in the report, where children and young people
with higher levels of enjoyment and broader engagement with audio also reported
stronger emotional, learning-related and practical experiences linked to listening.

Together, these findings suggest that children and young people may connect with
audio in different ways depending on their experiences, opportunities and routes
into listening.

Discovery and support routes differ across groups

Social media was the main discovery route for both FSM and non-FSM listeners, as
seen in Appendix D. However, more FSM listeners discovered audio through schools
and educational settings, while more non-FSM listeners identified family, browsing
apps or websites and in-app recommendations as discovery routes. This may
reflect wider differences in access to discovery opportunities and digital pathways
outside school settings. Levels of encouragement from parents or carers were
broadly similar across FSM and non-FSM groups, suggesting comparable levels of
support at home (see Appendix D).

Both FSM and non-FSM listeners said they would listen more if content matched
their interests, if they had more time, or if they enjoyed the narrators or voices.
However, non-FSM listeners generally identified a wider range of factors that
would encourage them to listen more. Appendix D shows a breakdown on further
listening by FSM. This may reflect broader differences in access, choice and
opportunities to engage with audio rather than lower levels of interest among FSM
listeners.

What might encourage non-listeners to engage with audio?
Over half (52.7%) of children and young people aged 8 to 18 said that they did not
engage with audio.

Among this group, more than 2 in 5 said they would consider listening if content
better matched their interests or hobbies (see Figure 6). Around a quarter
highlighted the importance of narrator or voice quality, while around 1in 5 said that
having more time would encourage them to listen more.

© National Literacy Trust 2026



National

Literacy
Trust

Change your story

Fewer children and young people highlighted factors linked to access or guidance,
such as being able to access audio through school, libraries or online, being able to
stream or download audio at an affordable cost, or knowing which audiobooks
were suitable for their age. Together, these findings may indicate that non-
engagement with audio is shaped more by relevance and personal preference than

by access alone.

Figure 6: Percentage of children and young people saying what would increase their
engagement with audio, split by non-listeners in 2026

Having more that match my interests and hobbies
Liking the narrator, voice actor or characters

Having more time to listen

Getting recommendations from friends, family or
teachers

Having suitable devices or headphones available

Being able to listen with others

Seeing a short list of 'suggested next listens'
chosen for me

Having audiobooks that match books I'm reading in

school
Being able to access audio easily though school, a
library or online

Being able to stream or download audio at an

affordable cost

Knowing which audiobooks are right for my age

None of the above

Discussion

I, 43.8%
I 25.2%
I 21.6%
I 19.2%
I 16.6%
I 14.6%

I 14.0%

I 13.0%

I 12.9%

I 12.8%

I 11.7%
I, 31.5%

This report shows that audiobooks and podcasts form part of many children and
young people’s everyday lives, with almost half of children and young people aged 8
to 18 engaging with at least one audio format in 2026.

Audiobooks and podcasts were associated with distinct and sometimes
complementary experiences and patterns of listening, with perceived benefits
often closely reflecting those of reading. Audiobooks were more closely tied to
storytelling, imagination, relaxation and literacy-related experiences, while
podcasts were associated more strongly with information, personal interests and

© National Literacy Trust 2026

18



National
Literacy

Trust

Change your story

understanding other people’s views, and were increasingly popular among older
children and young people. Children and young people who listened to both
audiobooks and podcasts consistently reported broader engagement with audio
overall, suggesting that exposure to more audio formats and content increased
both the frequency and the quality of listening experiences for this group.

The findings also highlight the importance of relevance, discovery and support in
shaping engagement with audio. Children and young people described listening for
a wide range of reasons, including relaxation, passing the time, and learning new
words or new things. Across all motivations, content that reflected their interests
and identities was the strongest driver of engagement. The ways in which children
and young people discovered this content was also important. Social media
emerged as a prominent discovery route overall, indicating the increasingly
interconnected nature of digital-media ecosystems. At the same time, family
members, schools and libraries remained important routes into audio, especially for
younger children and for audiobooks. This combination of newer and more
traditional routes to discovery highlights the role of varied supportive
environments in increasing access and opportunities to listen for children and
young people.

Access to, and engagement with, audio was also influenced by age, gender and
socio-economic background. Younger children reported stronger engagement with
audiobooks and more often highlighted imaginative and literacy-related
experiences. Conversely, older children and young people engaged increasingly
with podcasts and independent forms of digital discovery. Some gender differences
were also evident, with more girls engaging more broadly across audio formats,
discovery routes and motivations for listening, while more boys showed stronger
engagement with podcasts and more regular listening habits. While children and
young people who received FSMs reported slightly lower levels of engagement and
enjoyment overall, listening frequency was broadly similar across FSM and non-FSM
groups. Importantly, children and young people who received FSMs more often
identified schools and educational settings as routes into discovering audio
compared with their peers, emphasising the vital role that these settings play in
mitigating inequalities in access and supporting more equitable engagement with
audio content.

Overall, the findings highlight that audiobooks and podcasts are a core part of
many children and young people’s literacy and media ecosystems, with many
listening in varied ways that reflect their interests, preferences and experiences.
Listening motivations indicate the potential for audio to support both recreational
and learning-related outcomes, although this may be contingent on the support
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available for listening in home and school environments. Indeed, across the report,
relevance, discovery opportunities and support emerged as important factors
shaping engagement with audio. These findings highlight a growing need to ensure
that all children and young people can access high-quality diverse audio content
that feels relevant to them. The report also shows that children and young people
should be provided with opportunities to discover and explore different formats
through schools, libraries, homes and digital channels, supporting wider
engagement with audiobooks and podcasts and their benefits for enjoyment,
learning and wellbeing.
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Appendix A

Sample description

The make-up of our 2026 sample was largely comparable with that of 2025 and

previous samples. Table A outlines the sample in detail.

Table A: Sample breakdown of children and young people in 2026

n

%

Gender Boys 55,039 46.5%
Girls 58,692 49.6%
Would rather not say 2,567 2.2%
Describe themselves
another way el 1.7%
Age 8-1 15,888 13.4%
1-14 81,412 68.8%
14-16 16,326 13.8%
16-18 4,699 4.0%
Free school meal uptake  FSM 19,417 16.4%
(FSM) Non-FSM 83,186 70.3%
Don’t know 11,255 9.5%
Would rather not say 4,467 3.8%
UK region (by nation) England 108,571 91.8%
Wales 2,933 2.5%
Scotland 4,248 3.6%
Northern Ireland 2,067 1.8%
England region North East 6.214 5.3%
North West 12,600 10.6%
Yorkshire and Humberside 7,406 6.8%
East Midlands 7,928 6.7%
West Midlands 8,345 7.1%
East of England 16,249 13.7%
London 1,705 9.9%
South East 23,320 19.7%
South West 14,760 12.5%
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Appendix B

Breakdown on discovery, reasons for listening and further listening by age.

Discovery Friends
Family
Teachers or school
TikTok, Instagram or YouTube
Browsing apps or websites
In the library
Recommendations in apps
Reasons Learn new words or new things
for Improve my focus
listening Understand other people's views
Think more critically
Learn about different cultures
Relax
Feel creative
Escape into another world
Feel happy
Feel more confident
Deal with problems
Learn about issues | care about
Feel connected to the world
Spend time with others
Pass the time (e.g. during homework, travelling or
chores)
Access stories when reading is hard
Give my eyes a break from screens
Feel proud of myself when | finish an audiobook or
podcast
Try books or topics | might not usually choose
Find stories or topics that feel relevant to my life or
hobbies
Further  Having more that match my interests and hobbies
listening  Having more time to listen
Getting recommendations from friends, family or
teachers
Seeing a short list of 'suggested next listens' chosen
for me
Knowing which audiobooks are right for my age
Being able to access audio easily though school, a
library or online
Being able to listen with others
Having suitable devices or headphones available
Being able to stream or download audio at an
affordable cost
Liking the narrator, voice actor or characters
Having audiobooks that match books I'm reading in
school
None of the above

© National Literacy Trust 2026

8toM

11.2%
18.8%
9.5%
17.8%
9.3%
10.8%
8.1%
24.4%
17.7%
18.2%
12.8%
14.7%
28.7%
21.0%
18.4%
25.1%
18.2%
13.2%
13.6%
16.7%
13.7%

20.4%
12.9%
20.1%

14.1%
15.6%

18.3%
41.9%
28.3%
26.5%

21.5%

23.8%
20.1%

27.1%
25.5%
14.8%

26.1%
21.4%

13.5%

Mto14

8.0%
12.7%
4.9%
23.4%
12.8%
5.0%
9.8%
20.0%
14.6%
20.3%
13.5%
1.8%
26.0%
14.0%
14.5%
19.5%
11.9%
9.7%
12.9%
12.4%
6.1%

25.3%
9.7%
16.2%

9.5%
10.0%

16.3%
44.9%
27.1%
21.3%

19.1%

13.8%
16.2%

16.7%
20.4%
15.5%

27.9%
14.8%

21.2%

14 to 16

71.4%
9.1%
3.2%
25.9%
13.7%
2.6%
9.1%
18.9%
12.5%
21.6%
16.2%
1.7%
222%
9.5%
11.5%
16.6%
7.9%
7.8%
15.8%
12.2%
3.4%

24.7%
8.1%
13.1%

6.7%
7.1%

14.4%
39.9%
27.7%
17.9%

13.8%

6.9%
10.1%

8.7%
13.3%
14.6%

25.4%
8.5%

22.2%

16to 18

1.3%
10.7%
7.4%
31.2%
19.8%
25%
7%
25.3%
14.2%
31.5%
25.3%
18.6%
27.3%
9.3%
13.0%
171%
8.4%
7.7%
25.2%
20.0%
3.1%

34.0%
9.3%
15.9%

7.6%
9.7%

20.0%
42.2%
35.4%
20.3%

14.8%

47%
11.1%

6.3%
13.4%
18.9%

28.1%
7.7%

16.8%
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Appendix C
Breakdown on discovery, reasons for listening, attitudinal statements and further
listening by gender.

Boys Girls
Discovery Friends 6.9% 9.8%
Family 12.8% 13.2%
Teachers or school 4.8% 6.0%
TikTok, Instagram or YouTube 20.8% 25.7%
Browsing apps or websites 12.1% 13.2%
In the library 4.7% 5.8%
Recommendations in apps 1.7% 11.1%
Reasons for Learn new words or new things 18.8% 22.4%
listening Improve my focus 13.3% 16.1%
Understand other people's views 18.3% 22.9%
Think more critically 13.56% 14.5%
Learn about different cultures 11.6% 13.0%
Relax 23.6% 28.0%
Feel creative 12.4% 15.3%
Escape into another world 12.0% 16.7%
Feel happy 17.3% 21.7%
Feel more confident 11.2% 12.7%
Deal with problems 8.5% 10.8%
Learn about issues | care about 11.4% 16.0%
Feel connected to the world 12.5% 13.9%
Spend time with others 6.6% 6.7%
Pass the time (e.g. during homework, travelling or chores) 211% 28.3%
Access stories when reading is hard 8.1% 11.4%
Give my eyes a break from screens 13.1% 19.1%
Feel proud of myself when | finish an audiobook or podcast 7.5% 11.6%
Try books or topics | might not usually choose 8.6% 11.9%
Find stories or topics that feel relevant to my life or hobbies 13.6% 17.6%
Attitudinal andListening helps me understand stories or subjects 58.0% 58.1%
literacy Listening has got me interested in reading books 26.0% 30.2%
statements  Listening makes me want to talk about topics with others 41.2% 43.1%
(agree only limagine scenes and characters in my head 60.5% 68.8%
included) | like voices and accents that sound like mine 27.1% 31.1%
| like listening in a language other than English 20.8% 23.8%
| like watching video podcasts (vodcasts) 43.0% 46.6%
| sometimes read along with the audiobook 16.9% 24.1%
Listening to audiobooks feels like reading to me 31.8% 36.3%
Listening helps me keep going when stories get difficult or emotional  19.8% 24.8%
My parent / carer encourages me to listen 34.1% 34.0%
Further Having more that match my interests and hobbies 41.5% 46.2%
listening Having more time to listen 22.4% 32.8%
Getting recommendations from friends, family or teachers 19.0% 24.1%
Seeing a short list of 'suggested next listens' chosen for me 15.6% 21.4%
Knowing which audiobooks are right for my age 11.6% 16.1%
Being able to access audio easily though school, a library or online 13.2% 16.5%
Being able to listen with others 13.8% 18.0%
Having suitable devices or headphones available 17.1% 22.2%
Being able to stream or download audio at an affordable cost 13.2% 17.2%
Liking the narrator, voice actor or characters 21.7% 32.5%
Having audiobooks that match books I'm reading in school 12.2% 16.8%
None of the above 23.0% 17.2%
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Appendix D
Breakdown on discovery, reasons for listening, attitudinal statements and further
listening by FSM.

FSM Non-FSM
Discovery Friends 8.3% 8.6%
Family 10.9% 13.5%
Teachers or school 6.5% 4.9%
TikTok, Instagram or YouTube 23.7% 23.6%
Browsing apps or websites 11.0% 13.6%
In the library 6.1% 4.9%
Recommendations in apps 8.1% 10.2%
Reasons for  Learn new words or new things 20.1% 21.0%
listening Improve my focus 15.0% 14.7%
Understand other people's views 18.3% 21.7%
Think more critically 12.7% 14.8%
Learn about different cultures 12.0% 12.6%
Relax 22.6% 27.0%
Feel creative 14.0% 13.8%
Escape into another world 13.3% 15.1%
Feel happy 17.3% 20.4%
Feel more confident 12.6% 1.7%
Deal with problems 10.6% 9.6%
Learn about issues | care about 12.5% 14.5%
Feel connected to the world 12.6% 13.6%
Spend time with others 8.0% 6.0%
Pass the time (e.g. during homework, travelling or chores) 20.6% 26.8%
Access stories when reading is hard 9.4% 10.0%
Give my eyes a break from screens 14.5% 16.8%
Feel proud of myself when | finish an audiobook or podcast 10.0% 9.5%
Try books or topics | might not usually choose 10.3% 10.3%
Find stories or topics that feel relevant to my life or hobbies 14.4% 16.3%
Attitudinal andListening helps me understand stories or subjects 59.2% 58.2%
literacy Listening has got me interested in reading books 33.0% 26.9%
statements  Listening makes me want to talk about topics with others 43.0% 42.7%
(agreeonly  |imagine scenes and characters in my head 62.7% 66.0%
included) I like voices and accents that sound like mine 34.2% 28.0%
| like listening in a language other than English 29.3% 20.9%
| like watching video podcasts (vodcasts) 48.3% 44.5%
| sometimes read along with the audiobook 25.9% 19.3%
Listening to audiobooks feels like reading to me 37.0% 33.2%
Listening helps me keep going when stories get difficult or emotional  28.6% 21.0%
My parent / carer encourages me to listen 33.8% 33.8%
Further Having more that match my interests and hobbies 40.8% 45.1%
listening Having more time to listen 24.5% 29.1%
Getting recommendations from friends, family or teachers 20.0% 22.0%
Seeing a short list of 'suggested next listens' chosen for me 16.8% 19.2%
Knowing which audiobooks are right for my age 14.1% 13.3%
Being able to access audio easily though school, a library or online 14.9% 15.1%
Being able to listen with others 17.4% 14.9%
Having suitable devices or headphones available 21.0% 19.4%
Being able to stream or download audio at an affordable cost 13.6% 16.3%
Liking the narrator, voice actor or characters 23.8% 28.8%
Having audiobooks that match books I'm reading in school 14.6% 14.4%
None of the above 21.6% 19.5%
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