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SECTION 1 INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1 BACKGROUND 
 
While the role of public libraries - as providers of information and as vehicles 
for learning - is changing, policy makers and implementers have recognised 
that readers must not be left out in the emphasis upon new technology and 
information services. 
 
The importance of the traditional services of lending material for reading is 
emphasised by the findings from Book Marketing Ltd’s 1998 Household 
Library Use Survey

1
, which showed that, of the 54% of British adults and 

children using public libraries in the previous 12 months, nearly 90% had 
borrowed books and related items.  Indeed, the survey showed that nearly 
every one of the over 6 million children using a public library in 1998 did so in 
order to borrow material for reading.  
 
At the same time, figures

2
 show that public library issues – particularly of adult 

fiction books – have declined over the last 10 years. 
 
If public libraries are to maximise their potential as a source of reading 
material they need to understand the reading habits and attitudes of their 
current and potential customers, and what role and value these customers see 
for public libraries in fulfilling their reading needs.   
 
In order to improve the library industry’s understanding of these issues, the 
Library and Information Commission (LIC) commissioned Book Marketing 
Limited (BML) and The Reading Partnership to undertake a research study of 
the reading habits and attitudes of adults and children in Britain at the end of 
the Twentieth Century, particularly focussing on the inter-relationship between 
reading, buying books, and borrowing them from libraries.   
 

                                            
1
  Research sponsored by the British Library Research & Innovation Centre, and 

published in the BLRIC Report 144: Household Library Use Survey 1998, BML 1998 
2
  From the Library Information Statistics Unit at Loughborough University 
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1.2 RESEARCH AIMS 
 
The aims of the research were specifically linked to three of the LIC’s key 
areas of interest

3
: 

 
i ‘Competences’.  The research aimed to provide information to public 

libraries to assist them in fulfilling a key aspect of their role as providers 
of the tools of learning and creativity to the nation.   

 
ii ‘Value and impact’.  It was hoped that data would emerge to indicate 

consumer views of the value of public library readership services (e.g. 
in what way is borrowing a book a unique experience).   

 
iii ‘Aspects of library co-operation’.  By focussing on the relationship 

between borrowing and buying books, the study aimed to build on work 
already started by The Reading Partnership, by providing valuable 
information to assist libraries in more effectively co-operating with book 
publishers and booksellers towards their shared goal of encouraging 
reading and use of books. 

 
Within these contexts, the research sought to: 
 
i provide a sounder body of intelligence about the habits and 

requirements of readers, and of expectations of the role of the library in 
meeting these needs 

ii assist in planning, developing and targeting of reading services more 
effectively 

iii help libraries ‘sell’ the borrowing experience, and what differentiates it 
from book buying 

iv provide evidence for advocacy by (a) libraries with local authorities and 
members, (b) leading library bodies with a range of organisations, and 
(c) The Reading Partnership with national policy makers and the 
reading industry 

v assist libraries in their attempts to build partnerships with the book trade 
vi help publishers and booksellers understand the value of creating more 

active working relationships with libraries 
vii provide information for educational institutions and library schools to 

build into their training and into reader development and creative 
reading modules. 

 
 
 

                                            
3
  see the LIC’s Call for Proposals document 



 3 

 
 
 
The research updates and expands greatly on earlier, related work, such as 
BML’s 1998 Household Library Use Survey; the recent survey of reading 
habits among library users and Waterstone’s customers carried out by 
Waterstone’s and the Readership Partnership; and BML’s Books and the 
Consumer survey, which – in the past - has provided quantitative evidence 
about the close relationship between buying books and using public libraries 
(although, prior to this survey, there has been no recent comprehensive survey 
linking these activities). 
  
The study also provides information in support of a number of other related 
pieces of work, such as: the Information Management’s evaluation of libraries 
work during the National Year of Reading, and Branching Out’s reader 
research; the University of Sheffield’s work on the social impact of libraries on 
readers; and the ongoing work of The Reading Partnership, whose Next Issue 
research project and on-going advocacy campaign has successfully raised 
awareness of libraries’ partnership potential with key publishers and 
booksellers now keen to find new ways to work with libraries. 
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1.3 SPECIFIC OBJECTIVES 
 
Within the broad aims outlined above were a number of specific information 
objectives: 
 
1.3.1 Examining reading habits  
 
i how many adults and children read/use books (and do they read 

comics, graphic novels, magazines, use CD-Rom, internet, etc as 
well/instead) 

ii what books they read/use (fiction and/or non-fiction) 
iii how often they read/use books, and how long they spend reading 
iv for what purposes they read/use books (education, self-improvement, 

relaxation, entertainment, etc) 
v how reading books helps people connect with each other (reading with 

children, talking about books read, etc) 
vi how and why their reading habits have changed 
vii what would make them read/use more books 
viii reasons for not reading 
 
 
1.3.2 The relationship between buying and borrowing books 
 
ix where people access the books that they read and use (buying, 

borrowing from libraries, borrowing from friends/relations, asking for 
them as gifts, etc) 

x whether they use libraries instead of or as well as buying 
xi in what circumstances they use one source rather than the other 
xii attitudes when borrowing as opposed to buying (is impulse more or less 

important? are people more adventurous, more willing to try new 
authors or subjects when borrowing? how does the way books are 
displayed affect choice? etc) 

xiii whether people buy books they have previously borrowed 
xiv how and why use of libraries as a source of reading material has 

changed 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1.4 METHODOLOGY 
 



 5 

The project used both qualitative and quantitative research in order to fully 
explore the areas outlined above.   
 
1.4.1 Qualitative research 
 
Qualitative research was undertaken to fully explore responses to the 
information objectives, providing an examination of the range of opinions 
about, and motives for, the reading habits of the general public.  
 
The qualitative information was collected by undertaking six group 
discussions, designed to provide a mix of men and women (three groups of 
each sex), younger and older adults (two each of 18-34s, 35-54s, 55+s), 
people in different locations (two each in North, Midlands and South) and with 
different social grades (a mix of ABC1s, BC1C2s and C2Ds). 
 
In addition groups were evenly split between people categorised as ‘light’, 
‘medium’ and ‘heavy’ readers, based on their responses to a number of 
attitudinal questions when being recruited.  In summary these categories were 
defined as follows

4
: 

 
i ‘Heavy’ = pick up fiction or non-fiction books to read for general 

information or pleasure more than once a week, and spend at least 4 
hours reading per week (with at least half reading for 10+ hours/week). 

 
ii ‘Medium’ = pick up fiction or non-fiction books to read for general 

information or pleasure more than once a week, and spend 1-3 hours 
reading per week OR pick up to read once a week/once a fortnight/once 
every 3-4 weeks. 

 
iii ‘Light’ = pick up fiction or non-fiction book to read for general 

information or pleasure less than once a month AND whose reasons for 
not reading much are to do with lack of interest/lack of time/preference 
for doing other things instead/preference for reading other things 
instead (rather than e.g. due to poor eyesight). 

 
The final composition of the groups is shown in the following table: 
 READERSHIP AGE SEX SOCIAL GRADE REGION 

1 MEDIUM 18-34 Female BC1C2 South 
2 HEAVY 35-54 Male ABC1 South 
3 LIGHT 18-34 Male BC1C2 Midlands 
4 HEAVY 55+ Female C2D Midlands 
5 LIGHT 35-54 Female BC1C2 North 
6 MEDIUM 55+ Male C2D North 

 
 
The groups were conducted during November 1999, and lasted approximately 
1½ hours on average.  A copy of the topic guide used is provided in  
Appendix C. 

                                            
4
 the recruitment questionnaire is reproduced in full in Appendix B.  Note that these definitions 

only apply to the qualitative recruitment.  A different set of categories defining weight of reading 
is used elsewhere in this report 
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The first two (Southern) groups were conducted in advance of the quantitative 
stage of the project (outlined below), in order that the information collected 
could be fed into the design of the quantitative questionnaire

5
. 

 
 

1.4.2 Quantitative research 
 
A quantitative study was undertaken to test the numerical importance of the 
range of habits, opinions and motives related to reading, as covered by the 
qualitative stage. 
 
In order to get a full picture of the nation’s reading habits, it was decided that 
the quantitative research should be conducted with a nationally representative 
sample of the population (rather than, say, among current library users, or 
bookshop visitors, as was done in the recent Reading Partnership survey, 
mentioned above).  It was felt that, in order to fully meet the objectives, the 
research should not ignore light readers or non-readers who might not be 
represented in a sample of library or bookshop users. 
 
The methodology employed involved sending postal surveys to a nationally 
representative sample of households in Britain

6
.  The principal advantage of 

this approach, as opposed to e.g. using an omnibus survey of individuals, is 
that it allowed a cost-effective method of collecting data on a household basis, 
linking together the responses from adults and children within each household, 
as well as providing data on the individuals themselves.  This means that not 
only is it possible to show, e.g, what proportion of adults read books, but also 
what proportion of children read, and what proportion of households contain 
book readers. 
 
A total of 2106 questionnaires were sent out, 1125 in November 1999, and 
981 in January 2000

7
, each consisting of a grid on which the reading habits of 

each household member could be recorded.  A copy of the questionnaire used 
is shown in Appendix D

8
. 

 

                                            
5
 timetable restrictions meant that it was not possible to conduct all of the groups in advance of 

the quantitative stage 
6
 the sample were randomly selected from the panel of households already contributing to 

BML’s on-going Books and the Consumer survey which collects data on consumer book 
purchases within households in Britain 
7
 the second mail-out was used to boost the total number of responses to the target of 900  

8
 a similar approach was successfully employed by BML in the 1998 Household Library Use 

Survey 
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1.5 SAMPLE 
 
Completed questionnaires were received from a total of 900 households (a 
response rate of 43%).  These questionnaires included data on library use 
from a total of 2,392 individuals from within these households, of which 699 
were aged under 17 years.  The data in this report have been weighted so that 
the sample of responses is demographically representative of households in 
Britain

9
 (which has the effect of creating a weighted sample of 2,033 

individuals, 452 of which are aged under 17).  This weighted sample broke 
down as follows: 
 

 Sample %  Sample % 

Sex of individual:  Presence of children in    

Men (17+) 30 household:  

Women (17+) 46 Any aged 0-5 years 16 

Boys (0-16) 11 Any aged 6-15 years 19 

Girls (0-16) 10 Any under 16 29 

  None under 16 71 

Age of individual:    

0-3   3 Lifestage of household:  

4-5   3 Young adult 11 

6-8   5 Young family 14 

9-11   4 Mature family 14 

12-14   4 Mature adult (1/2 in hh) 14 

15-16   3 Mature adult (3+ in hh)   6 

17-24   6 55+ 40 

25-34 13   

35-44 16 TV region of household:  

45-54 14 London 16 

55-64 14 Southern 11 

65+ 15 East Anglia   9 

  Wales/West/South West 11 

Social grade of household:  Midlands 15 

AB 18 Yorkshire 12 

C1 27 North East    7 

C2 23 Lancashire   8 

DE 33 Scotland 10 

    

 

                                            
9
 weighted to be representative of GB households by age of housewife, social grade, grouped 

TV region, presence of children and number in the household.  Note that, because a 
household, rather than individual weighting, was employed, the composition of the sample in 
terms of individual’s age and sex may not match exactly with the wider population.  Indeed, the 
sample contained a relatively high proportion of adult women compared to adult men.  This is 
likely to be a result of non-response from adult men within otherwise responding households  
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1.6 Organisation of report 
 
This report is divided into nine main sections, preceded by a section which 
highlights some of the Key Themes emerging from the results (Section 2). 
 
Thus Section 3 examines reading books in the context of other materials 
read/used and reading related activities.  Section 4 looks at frequency of 
reading books and hours spent reading them.  In Sections 5 and 6 we 
examine the reason for and against book reading, and in Section 7 we 
explore changes in perception of reading habits (past and future), and reasons 
for these changes.  Section 8 examines reading activities involving 
communication with others (reading with other people, recommending and 
discussing books). 
 
Section 9 shows where people obtain the books that they read – focussing in 
particular on the relationship between buying and reading, while Section 10 
asks whether people perceive themselves as using libraries more or less now 
than before.  In Section 11 we explore the relationship between buying and 
borrowing books, including comparisons of the buying and borrowing 
experiences. 
 
Sections 3-11 are based mainly on evidence from the quantitative survey, 
while the full analysis of the qualitative research is provided as Appendix A to 
this report.  The sets of results are fully cross-referenced throughout (with a 
reference to a section in the appendix distinguished from one in the main 
report by use of the prefix ‘A’).  
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SECTION 2  KEY THEMES 
 
2.1 The extent of reading 
 

• Nearly all people in Britain make use of reading materials (books, 
newspapers, magazines, etc), with fiction or non-fiction books read in 
90% of the nation’s households. 

 

• Most who are old enough to read books do so at least occasionally and 
around 70% read them at least once a week.   

 

• On average, adults read books for 5½ hours a week, compared to 
around 4 hours a week for children.  A third of adults read for more than 
5½ hours a week, with 15% reading for at least 11 hours. 

 

• Fiction books are read by at least 60% of adults in most age groups, 
and over 70% of children aged 6-14.  Non-fiction books are read by at 
least 40% of all groups aged 6+, rising to around 60% or more of those 
aged 9-16 and 35-64. 

 

• While newspaper readership only occurs widely among those aged 17 
and over, magazines are read by significant proportions of children as 
well.  Indeed, more 15-16 year olds read magazines than read fiction 
books.   

 

• While 43% of children read comics/graphic novels and 49% 
poetry/nursery rhymes, the popularity of these decreases significantly 
among adults (to 8% and 17% respectively). 

 

• Most adults use books as a source of reference information, whether or 
not they also use electronic sources.  Most children who seek reference 
information use electronic sources at least some of the time, and a sixth 
do so all the time. 

 

• Despite competition from new media, and increasing pressure on 
people’s leisure time, relatively few people think they are reading books 
less now than five years ago.  Most (c80%) claim to be reading about 
the same amount or more.  
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2.2 Reading and age 
 

• Book-reading habits vary with age, and indeed can change over an 
individual’s lifetime.  Typically, the extent of reading as a leisure activity 
increases for boys and girls up to the age of 11 or 12.  It then tails off, 
particularly among boys, so that by the time they leave school, many 
are not really reading for pleasure at all. 

 

• Reading among young males typically stays at a relatively low level, 
only picking up as they approach middle age, when competing leisure 
activities, such as sport and socialising, take up less of their spare time.  
Reading among females tends to be at a higher level than males 
throughout adulthood, though it dips significantly when they have a 
young family, increasing again as the children get older. 

 

• The amount of reading increases among both sexes up to and past 
retirement age, as people have more available time. 

 

• Those who enjoy reading from an early age tend never to give up the 
habit, and though during some stages in life they may be forced by their 
circumstances to read less than they would like, they usually become 
‘heavy’ readers again once they get the chance. 

 

• There is a close correlation between the amount that a person reads as 
an adult, and the extent to which they were encouraged to read at 
home as a child, with heavier readers tending to come from families 
where at least one parent was also a keen reader.   

 

• While some parents do not read much themselves (often having not 
read much outside of school as children), most read to and with their 
own children, and encourage book-reading, mindful of the contribution 
that they perceive that this makes to their child’s development.  

 
 
2.3 Reading and gender 
 

• The tendency for females to read more than males is particularly true of 
fiction books and of poetry/nursery rhymes.  The gap in reading fiction 
is fairly slight among children (75% of girls do this compared to 66% of 
boys), but widens significantly among adults (77% of women compared 
to 45% of men).  The gap in reading poetry/nursery rhymes develops 
even among the youngest children, with verse read by 63% of girls 
compared to 37% of boys, and 22% of women compared to 8% of men. 
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• To some extent males read less fiction books because they are reading 
fiction in other formats instead (e.g. comic/graphic), or because they are 
reading non-fiction.  However, even taking this into account, males are 
less likely than females to read books, and generally spend less time on 
the activity, especially among adults. 

 

• Males – particularly boys and younger adults - are far more likely than 
females to say they don’t read books because they spend their leisure 
time doing other things instead (sports, socialising, etc), or because 
they just don’t enjoy reading. 

 

• Though some women say they don’t read books much because they 
are engaged in other leisure activities, they are more likely to cite 
restrictions on time, or preference for reading other materials (such as 
magazines) as a factor.  In fact the two are linked: magazines are seen 
as a more convenient, less-demanding form of reading than books, 
more suited to the limited, often broken, leisure time of those looking 
after children or at work. 

 

• Moreover, women tend to read books for a wider variety of reasons 
than men.  While male readers are as likely as females to say they read 
to find things out, to improve their knowledge and for general interest, 
women are significantly more likely than men to read for pleasure, as a 
way of relaxing, as a chance to escape and to use the imagination.  
Women are also more inclined to consider book-reading as a special 
activity, unlike other things such as watching TV and using computers. 

 

• The social aspect of reading also shows a clear distinction between 
men and women.  Men are far less likely to discuss the books that they 
read, to recommend them and to act on recommendations.  They are 
less inclined to trust the judgement of their peers when choosing books 
to read, preferring to take the advice of ‘experts’ (i.e. as found in 
reviews), or to use their own judgement.  This relates to the fact that 
they tend to be more cautious about book choice, and less willing to try 
a book or author that they aren’t sure they’ll like. 

  

• For women, a recommendation from a friend, relation or colleague is 
one of the chief sources of guidance for choosing books to read.  They 
are far less concerned than men about making a wrong choice and 
don’t mind giving up on a book if they find they aren’t enjoying it.  They 
often discuss what they have read, though this tends to be in an 
informal, limited way (i.e. whether or not they enjoyed it), with far less 
participation in, or demand for, the more formal discussions of, e.g. 
reading groups. 
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2.4 The value of reading 
 

• A quarter of adults and a fifth of children read books because they 
consider it to be a special activity, providing them with something that 
TV, computers, etc. cannot. 

 

• The social aspect of reading is one of its particular attractions to those 
who discuss what they read: it provides a connection between friends 
and family or with colleagues at work. 

 

• 52% of adults readers read books as a way to relax or relieve stress, 
27% as a form of escapism, and 24% as a chance to use the 
imagination.  While stress-relief and escapism are less relevant factors 
for children, 31% of child readers read because it gives them a chance 
to use their imagination. 

 

• Readers appreciate the way that reading allows them to combine these 
elements of relaxation and stimulation, whereas watching TV, listening 
to music, etc offer more passive experiences. 

 

• Two-thirds of adults, and over a half of children, read books in order to 
get information and find things out.  And for readers of non-fiction, the 
particular value of reading books is the convenient and easily-
absorbable way that knowledge is made available, allowing them to 
obtain information as and when it suits them. 
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2.5 Getting people to read books more 
 

• For most people, having more leisure time available is the only thing 
that they say would make them read books more.  Since there is little 
sign that leisure time will increase (except as individuals get older, and 
move towards retirement), it may seem that little can be done to 
increase the amount of book reading taking place. 

 

• However, it is clear that some of those with restricted leisure time are 
spending some or all of what spare time they do have on activities other 
than book reading, and so in theory have the potential to be persuaded 
to change.   

 

• Some – typically young mothers - read what they consider to be less 
demanding and more convenient materials, like magazines, instead: 
things they can pick up and put down easily, while keeping half an eye 
on their children. 

 

• Others – typically younger adults of both genders - think that they will 
have plenty of time for reading when they are older or have settled 
down, and less able to engage in the more active or social pursuits 
which currently take precedence. 

 

• There are even some ‘heavier’ readers who restrict what they read 
because of a guilty feeling that it stops them doing something more 
practical, or that it stops them interacting with other people. 

 

• Around a fifth of individuals say they would read more books if they 
were able to afford to buy more, while around half as many again would 
read more if there were better books available in the library.  However, 
given the issue of time pressure, and the fact that very few people say 
they don’t read due to difficulty in finding enough of the right books to 
read, it is not certain that cheaper books, or a better range available in 
the library, would actually significantly increase the amount of book-
reading taking place.   

 

• Improving the choice of books in the library is more likely to have a 
positive impact on the amount read by heavier readers rather than 
encouraging lighter readers to read more: one-in-six of the heaviest 
readers say they would read more if there were better books in their 
library. 

 

• The fairly small numbers who do not read much because it is not 
something they enjoy particularly (typically younger, adult males), tend 
to think that nothing would make them read more.  These clearly 
require a more fundamental change in attitude to lead to a change in 
habits. 

 
2.6 Buying and borrowing books 
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• 90% of households obtain books for reading either by buying them or 
by borrowing them from public libraries.  Slightly more (75%) buy than 
borrow (60%).  More households do both (45%), than either buy only 
(30%) or borrow only (15%). 

 

• Among individuals, those who borrow from public libraries are more 
likely to buy the books that they read than those who don’t borrow (62% 
compared to 55%).  Even the heaviest borrowers from libraries (those 
taking out 6 or more books for themselves in an average month) are 
more likely to buy as well as borrowing rather than to borrow only (56% 
compared to 44%).  

 

• Buying and borrowing works in a more directly symbiotic way for some: 
11% of adults, for example, have bought books they have previously 
borrowed from a library. 

 

• While males are less likely to obtain books by either buying or 
borrowing (relating to less reading more generally), the gap is far more 
significant for borrowing than for buying.  Most dramatically, women 
aged 17-34 are three times as likely as men in this age group to borrow 
from public libraries (54% compared to 18%). 

 
 
2.7 Changes in borrowing habits 
 

• Compared to five years ago, and in contrast to reading in general, more 
adults think they are borrowing less from public libraries now than think 
they are borrowing more (though with the numbers borrowing about the 
same amount exceeding either of these). 

 

• In general, less borrowing relates to less interest in, or time available 
for, reading in general.  However, significant proportions, especially of 
35-54 year olds, cited inconvenience of visiting the library (shorter 
opening hours, closure of branches), and a poorer choice of 
books/fewer new titles available as factors leading them to make less 
use of the library.  This group in particular (perhaps as a result of these 
factors) were inclined to say they were buying more books now than 
before. 

 

• At the same time, there are other people (though fewer in number), 
including those in the 35-54 age group, who say they borrow more now 
because of better choice, and more convenient access to the library. 
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2.8 The unique role of libraries 
 

• From the point of view of the reader, libraries fulfil a unique role in 
offering them the opportunity for risk-free experimentation with authors 
and genres of books they might not otherwise read. 

 

• 46% of those who sometimes borrow instead of buying books do so 
because it enables them to try out new authors or subjects.  Over half 
of those who buy and borrow books say they are willing to experiment 
when borrowing, compared to 13% who would experiment when buying.  
Relating to this, people are far more likely to choose books they hadn’t 
planned to get when visiting a library than when visiting a bookshop. 

 

• People also see libraries as allowing them to read more of the books 
that they want to: 61% of those who sometimes borrow instead of 
buying use libraries because they can’t afford to buy all that they want 
to read, while 39% borrow because they don’t have enough space at 
home to keep all the books they read and use. 

 

• Some, particularly among older groups, and those borrowing and not 
buying, think that libraries offer a less intimidating atmosphere than 
bookshops, with more helpful staff, and which are more convenient for 
them to visit. 

 
 
2.9 Libraries and bookshops: complementary, not conflicting 
 

• People see libraries and bookshops as serving very different roles, so 
that for many they act as complementary, rather than conflicting, 
sources of books to read. 

 

• While libraries offer people the chance to experiment, and to read 
books they can’t afford to buy, or don’t have the space to keep at home, 
people tend to buy instead of borrowing where they want to keep books 
for reference, where they might want to re-read books, or simply 
because they take pleasure in owning books. 

 

• This helps explain why there are around 17m people in Britain who get 
the books that they read by buying them on some occasions, and by 
borrowing them on others. 

 

• The more time a person spends reading, the more likely they are to be 
one of these 17m: the proportion who buy and borrow increases from 
29% of individuals overall, to over 40% of the heaviest readers.  
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Table 3.1   Materials read/used 

 All 

individuals  

 

Adults 

 

Children 

All 

households 

Weighted base 2033 1563 452 900 

 % % % % 

Read fiction/story books 65 64 69 84 

Read non-fiction books 52 55 42 68 

Read fiction or non-fiction 78 79 75 90 

     

Use reference books 64 70 44 78 

Use CD-Rom/Internet for reference 23 20 37 28 

Use reference materials 68 73 53 79 

     

Read magazines 63 72 34 84 

Read newspaper 63 78 14 81 

Read poetry/nursery rhymes 24 17 49 34 

Read graphic novels/comics 15 8 43 22 

     

Any of the above 96 98 89 99 

None of the above 4 2 11 1 

Average no. read 3.7 3.8 3.3 4.8 

     

TOTAL 100 100 100 100 
Base: all individuals/households 
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SECTION 3  MATERIALS READ/USED 
 
3.1 Materials read/used: overall 
 
96% of individuals living in Britain read books or other material, or use books 
or other sources of information (Table 3.1).  The proportion increases to 98% 
of adults, and stands at 89% of children aged 16 and under (though it is at 
least 95% among children aged 6+). 
 
Reading fiction/story books was the most common reading-related activity 
among individuals overall (65%), closely followed by use of reference books 
(64%) and reading newspapers and magazines (63% in each case).  Just over 
half of all individual respondents read non-fiction books, while around a 
quarter read poetry/nursery rhymes and one in six read graphic novels/comics.  
A quarter of respondents used CD-Roms or the Internet as a source of 
reference information. 
 
However, as Table 3.1 shows, when adults and children are looked at 
separately they show very different characteristics.  Among adults, reading 
newspapers (78%) and magazines (72%) were the most common activities, 
with use of reference books (70%) also ahead of reading fiction (64%).   
 
In contrast, more children (69%) read fiction/story books than had participated 
in any of the other activities, with reading of poetry/nursery rhymes the second 
most popular activity (49%), ahead of use of reference books (44%), reading 
graphic novels/comics (43%), and reading non-fiction (42%).  Around a third of 
children said they read magazines, while only one-in-seven read newspapers. 
 
Nearly twice as many children (37%) as adults (20%), used CD-Roms or the 
Internet as sources of reference information. 
 
Overall, 79% of adults and 75% of children read either fiction or non-fiction 
books, while 73% and 53% respectively used either book or electronic sources 
of reference information (with relatively few adults, but as many as 9% of 
children, using electronic sources exclusively for obtaining reference 
information).  
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By amalgamating the activities of the adults and children within each 
household interviewed, we can also show the proportion of households in 
Britain participating in each activity (final column in Table 3.1).  This shows 
that 84% of households contained at least one fiction reader – the same 
proportion as reading magazines, and slightly more than read newspapers 
(81%).  Reference books were used in 78% of households, compared to 23% 
using CD-Roms or the Internet for reference information.  Two-thirds of 
households contained at least one non-fiction reader, while poetry/nursery 
rhymes were read in a third of households and graphic novels/comics in 22%.  
 
Nine-out-of-ten households read either fiction or non-fiction books, while eight-
out-of-ten used either books or electronic sources to obtain reference 
information.  Virtually all households (99%) engaged in one or other of the 
activities examined. 
 
On average, each household read/used of just under 5 out of the 8 types of 
materials examined, with each individual participating in nearly four of them on 
average.
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 Base: all individuals 

 
 
 

 Base: all individuals 

 

Figure 3.2a   Materials read/used: by age
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Figure 3.2b   Materials read/used: by age (cont.)
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3.2 Materials read/used: by age 
 
The general differences in habits exhibited by adults and children can be 
looked at in more detail by examining how participation in each reading activity 
varies within age bands. 
 
This is done in Figures 3.2a and 3.2b.  The first of these charts shows 
participation in the four most popular reading-related activities: reading fiction, 
using reference books, reading newspapers and reading magazines.  It 
illustrates that reading of fiction increases with age of child, to peak at 88% of 
those aged 9-11.  After this age, reading of fiction decreases gradually, to 52% 
of 17-24 year olds, before increasing again through adulthood, to 68% of 
those aged 55+. 
 
Use of reference books is relatively low among those aged under 9 (c40% or 
less), but increases dramatically among children aged 9-11.  Usage then 
decreases slightly between the 9-11 and 17-24 year age bands, before 
increasing to a peak of 75% of those aged 45-54 and 55-64. 
 
Reading of newspapers increases gradually between the 9-11 and 17-24 age 
groups (from 12% to 76%), and remains at the 75%-80% level among each 
older age band.  Readership of magazines starts at an earlier age, and is 
greater than newspaper readership up to the age of 16.  Indeed, more 15-16 
year olds read magazines than any of the other materials examined in the 
survey. 
 
Looking at the generally less popular activities examined by the survey, Figure 
3.2b shows that reading of poems/nursery rhymes peaks among those aged 
4-5 and 6-8 (66-67%), and falls rapidly to no more than c20% of those in the 
15+ age groups.  Reading of graphic novels/comics shows a similar decline in 
readership with age, falling from at least half of those in the 6-8, 9-11 and 12-
14 age bands, to a third of 15-16s, 13% of 17-34s, and less than 10% of older 
groups. 
 
Reading of non-fiction books shows two peaks – with above average 
proportions of 9-16s and 35-64s participating in this activity.  Use of electronic 
sources of reference information peaks among 15-16s (58%), before 
decreasing  through adulthood to no more than 3% of those aged 65+

10
. 

                                            
10

 and adults were certainly aware of the fact that children were often far more attuned that they 
were to using computers instead of, as well as books – see Section A2.3.  The relationship 
between books and computers is also explored in more detail in Section A5 
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 Base: all individuals 
 
 

Base: all individuals 

 
 

Figure 3.3a   Materials read/used: by sex
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Figure 3.3b   Reading fiction: by age within sex
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3.3 Materials read/used: by age and sex

11
 

 
As well as showing variations between the reading habits of adults and 
children, the survey also showed significant differences between males and 
females (Figure 3.3a). 
 
The proportions of women (females aged 17+) reading fiction (77%), 
magazines (80%) and poetry (22%) exceeded those of males (44%, 59% and 
8% respectively).  Women were also slightly more likely than men to use 
reference books (72% compared to 67%).  In contrast, relatively more men 
than women read non-fiction books (60% compared to 52%), and used CD-
Rom/Internet sources of reference information (26% compared to 15%).  
Reading of newspapers showed the least variation between men (80%) and 
women (77%)

12
. 

 
Among children, girls were particularly more likely than boys to read 
poetry/nursery rhymes (63% compared to 37%), and also more likely to read 
magazines and fiction/story books, and to use reference books and CD-
Rom/Internet sources of reference information.  Boys were more likely, relative 
to girls, to read graphic novels/comics and non-fiction books. 
 
On the whole, the changes between the habits of children and adults showed 
similar patterns for males and females.  So, for example, both sexes saw big 
increases in readership/use of magazines, newspapers and reference books 
among adults, compared to decreases in reading of poetry/rhymes and 
graphic novels/comics.   
 
A notable exception to this was in readership of fiction: while the proportion of 
women reading fiction was slightly ahead of that for girls (77% compared to 
75%), relatively fewer men read fiction than boys (45% compared to 66%).  
Figure 3.3b shows that it is from the age of 25-34 onwards that the gulf 
between male and female fiction readership widens, though it begins to take 
effect from as early as the 6-11 age band.  

                                            
11

 see also Section A3.4 
12

 more detail about the types of fiction and non-fiction read by different groups was explored in 
the qualitative research – see Section A3.3 
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Base: all individuals 

 
 

Base: all individuals 

Figure 3.3c   Reading NF books: by age within sex
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Figure 3.3d   Reading fiction or NF: by age within sex
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In contrast to reading of fiction, and as indicated above, males are more likely 
to read non-fiction books than females, a gap in interest which develops 
among teenagers, and peaks among 25-34s (the very age group showing the 
greatest difference in fiction reading – Figure 3.3c). 
 
To some extent then, part of the reason why fewer men read fiction than 
women is that they are reading non-fiction instead.  However, the gap between 
the genders is much closer for non-fiction than fiction, so that when readership 
of the two book categories is combined (Figure 3.3d), females are still 
considerably more likely to read either one than males, particularly between 
the ages of 25-44. 
 
 



 25 

 
 

Base: all individuals 
 
 

Base: all individuals 
 

Figure 3.3e   Reading poetry/nursery rhymes: by age within sex
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Figure 3.3f   Reading graphic novels/comics: by age within sex
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Whereas the gap between male and female reading of fiction widens in early 
adulthood (Figure 3.3b), the greater readership of poetry by women compared 
to men reflects a pattern that develops from a very early age.  Even among 0-
5s (where equal proportions of boys and girls read fiction), reading of 
poetry/nursery rhymes is higher amongst girls (63%) than boys (52%), and by 
the age of 6-11 girls are almost twice as likely to read poetry/rhymes as boys 
(Figure 3.3e).   
 
While reading of verse drops sharply for both sexes between the ages of 6-11 
and 17-24, it picks up again for women among 25+s, but continues to 
decrease among men to only 5-6% of 35-54s (at which age women are four 
times as likely to read poetry as men).  A slight up-turn in poetry readership as 
men get older, coupled with a decrease in reading by women, means that the 
65+ women are ‘only’ twice as likely as men to read this type of material. 
 
In contrast to poetry/rhymes, and to fiction more generally, readership of 
graphic novels/comic books is higher among males than females, particularly 
for the 12-16, 17-24 and 25-34 age bands.  Among these age bands a 
significant proportion (11% altogether) of males are reading graphic/comic 
books and not fiction/storybooks, so that adding the two activities together 
boosts male readership among 12-34s from 48% reading fiction books to 59% 
reading any of these fiction formats (compared to an increase from 73% to 
76% of females in this age group)

 13
.  Clearly, while this reduces the size of the 

gap between the genders, the basic pattern of fiction readership shown in 
Figure 3.3b, of a widening divergence in adulthood, is the same. 
 

                                            
13

 evidence from the qualitative research suggests that parents were pleased with anything that 
encouraged their sons to read, whether in book, comic or other formats - see Section A2.1 
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 Base: all individuals 

 

Base: all individuals 

 
 
 

Figure 3.3g   Gaining reference info.: by age within sex
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Figure 3.3h   Gaining reference info. (books or electronic):
by age within sex
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Figure 3.3a showed that, while a slightly larger proportion of girls than boys 
used CD-Roms and/or the internet as a source of reference information, this 
pattern was reversed in adulthood. 
 
As Figure 3.3g illustrates, at the age of 17-24, as many males and females 
use these electronic sources as each other (in each case fewer than among 
12-16s).  The proportion of female users then continues to reduce at a more 
dramatic rate than males.  As the chart also shows, the pattern of use of these 
electronic information sources among adults is reversed for use of reference 
books. 
 
Thus, when use of either books or CD-Roms/the internet as sources of 
reference information is combined, figures for males and females within 
different age bands are very similar, particularly for those aged 17+ (Figure 
3.3h). 
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Base: all individuals  
 
 

Base: all individuals 
 
 

Figure 3.4   Reading activities: by household social grade

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Fic
tio

n

R
ef. 

B
ooks

N
ew

spapers

M
agazi

nes

N
F b

ooks

P
oetr

y/
rh

ym
es

C
D
-R

om
/in

te
rn

et

G
ra

phic
/c

om
ic

s

AB C1 C2 DE

Figure 3.5   Reading activities: by presence of children
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3.4 Materials read/used: by social grade of household 
 
While nearly all households – whatever their social grade - contained people 
reading or using at least one of the materials examined by the survey, the 
propensity to read some of the individual materials varied significantly. 
 
For example, readership of fiction, and use of reference books, increased with 
social grade, with the pattern most dramatically shown for use of CD-
Rom/Internet sources of reference information, which increased from 17% of 
DE households, to 27% of C2s, 32% of C1s, and 40% of ABs. 
 
Non-fiction books varied slightly from this pattern, since DE households were 
slightly more likely to read them than C2s, while as many C2s read 
newspapers as did C1s.  Poetry/nursery rhymes showed a significantly greater 
readership among ABs (43%) than any of the other three social grades (each 
30-35%). 
 
In contrast, reading magazines was more common among C1 households 
than ABs (and with C2DEs close behind), while readership of graphic 
novels/comics was greatest among C2s, followed by DEs. 
 
 

3.5 Materials read/used: by presence of children in household 
 
Given the different levels of readership/use of each material among adults and 
children, it is not surprising that households with and without children show 
variations in their involvement in each activity. 
 
Figure 3.5 indicates that, for each type of material, households with children 
were more likely than those without to participate.  This was most noticeable 
for reading poetry/rhymes and graphic novels/comics (both of which showed 
much greater readership among children than adults), and use of CD-
Rom/internet sources of reference information.  The latter was used by 54% of 
households with children, compared to 17% of those without (and increasing 
to 60% of households with children aged 6-15). 
 
Interestingly, when looking at adult participation in each activity among those 
with and without children in their household, most figures showed little 
variation.  The one exception was use of CD-Rom/internet sources of 
reference information, employed by 30% of adults in households with children, 
compared to 14% of those without. 
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Table 4.1a     Frequency of reading books: overall 

 All 

individuals  

 

Adults 

 

Children 

Weighted base 2033 1563 452 

 % % % 

More than once a week 61 59 70 

About once a week 10 11 7 

About once a fortnight 4 5 1 

About once every 3-4 weeks 4 5 3 

About once every 2-3 months 3 3 1 

Less often, but occasionally 7 8 2 

Never read/use books 2 3 - 

Not answered 9 6 17 

     
* those reading at least occasionally 
Base: all individuals 
 

 
Table 4.1b     Hours spent reading books in average week: overall 

 All 
individuals  

 
Adults 

 
Children 

All 
households 

Weighted base 2033 1563 452 900 

 % % % % 

21+ hrs/wk (Very heavy reader) 4 5 1 15 

11-20 hrs/wk (Heavy reader) 8 10 4 21 

6-10 hrs/wk (Medium-heavy reader) 18 20 12 21 

3-5 hrs/wk (Medium reader) 22 21 24 18 

1-2 hrs/wk (Light-medium reader) 21 18 28 

<1 hrs/wk (Light reader) 13 13 12 

             } 
}14 

0 hrs/wk (Non-reader) 6 6 5 2 

Not answered 9 7 15 8 

      

Average hours/week* 5.4 5.7 3.7 12.1 

      
* excludes ‘not answered’ (and for the household average, any household where at least one respondent 
did not answer) 
Base: all individuals/households 
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SECTION 4  FREQUENCY OF/HOURS SPENT READING BOOKS 
 
4.1 Frequency of/hours spent reading books: overall 
 
Around 70% of adults, and 77% of children said they read books (whether 
fiction, non-fiction or reference) at least once a week, with most of these 
reading more than once a week (Table 4.1a). 
 
Only 2% said they never read/used books, though at least some of those not 
answering also appear likely to be non-book readers. 
 
On average people read books for just under 5½ hours a week, increasing to 
over 5½ hours/week among adults, but standing at less than 4 hours a week 
among children (Table 4.1b).  Thus, while larger proportions of children than 
adults were weekly readers, they tended to spend less time than adults on the 
activity. 
  
While the average figure was 5½ hours/week, over 60% of people read for 5 
hours a week or less on average, while 18% read for 6-10 hours, 8% for 11-20 
hours and 4% for 21+ hours a week (equating to 3+ hours per day)

14
.   

 
While adults were split fairly evenly into those defined here as ‘light-medium’, 
‘medium’, ‘medium-heavy’ and ‘heavy/very heavy readers’, children were more 
concentrated in the first two of these

15
. 

 
When the weekly hours spent reading for each individual within households 
are added together, we find that each household spent 12 hours reading 
books, per week

16
.  Over half of all households spent less time reading than 

this, however. 

                                            
14

 the results of the qualitative research suggest that those who subjectively consider 
themselves as being people who ‘enjoy’ reading, read for an average of 30-60 minutes a day – 
see Section A3.1 
15

 these categories are employed as convenient labels here and elsewhere in this report 
16

 bearing in mind that the average number of people per household surveyed stood at 2.3 
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Table 4.2     Hours spent reading books: by age  

 Total 0-5 6-11 12-16 17-24  25-34  35-44  45-54  55-64  65+     

Weighted base: 2033 124 192 137 116 256 315 275 293 307 

  % % % % % % % % % % 

21+ hrs/wk (Very heavy reader) 4 2 - - 3 1 4 3 7 8 
11-20 hrs/wk (Heavy reader) 8 1 5 7 9 7 6 7 10 18 
6-10 hrs/wk (Medium-heavy reader) 18 10 12 13 12 14 16 24 21 26 

3-5 hrs/wk (Medium reader) 22 14 28 26 16 25 21 20 24 20 
1-2 hrs/wk (Light-medium reader) 21 26 31 24 18 21 22 23 17 11 

<1 hrs/wk (Light reader) 13 15 11 12 13 20 17 11 11 7 
0 hrs/wk (Non-reader) 6 6 1 9 16 8 7 6 5 2 
Not answered 9 27 11 9 12 5 7 6 5 9 

TOTAL 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

            

Average hrs/wk* 5.4 3.3 3.9 4.0 4.8 4.0 4.8 5.3 6.5 8.4 
* excludes ‘not answered’    Base: all individuals  
 

Figure 4.2     Weight of reading: by age
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4.2 Hours spent reading books: by age 
 
The average number of hours spent reading books increased with age, from 
just over 3 hours a week among children aged 0-5 to nearly 8½ hours a week 
among 65+s, who contained the highest proportion of ‘heavy’ and ‘very heavy’ 
readers (18% and 8% respectively – Table 4.2)

17
. 

 
Those aged 17-24 had the greatest proportion of people not reading books at 
all in the average week (16% - nearly twice that of any other age group).  
However, the average hours spent reading by this group was higher than e.g. 
25-34s, reflecting the fact that those 17-24s who were reading tended to read 
for more time than many other age groups. 
 
This polarisation is illustrated further by Figure 4.2, which groups respondents 
into five readership groups based on the numbers of hours spent reading 
(definitions indicated in the table, with all 11+ hours readers grouped together 
as ‘heavy’ in the chart), and with those not answering the question excluded. 
 
Thus, while 17-24s show the highest proportion of non/light book readers, they 
also show one of the highest proportion of heavy readers.  Each age group 
from 25 onwards shows an increasing proportion of heavy readers, and 
relatively fewer non/light readers.  Those aged 6-11 were concentrated in the 
light-medium and medium readership categories. 
 
 
 

                                            
17

 the average hours spent reading may be slightly exaggerated – particularly for younger 
children - which showed relatively high proportions not answering this question.  These non-
respondents are excluded from the average reading figures.  If – as we suspect – many of 
these are actually non-readers, their inclusion in the average figures would have the effect of 
reducing them 
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Table 4.3     Hours spent reading books: by sex 

 Total Men Women Boys Girls  

Weighted base: 2033 611 939 233 213 

  % % % % % 
21+ hrs/wk (Very heavy reader) 4 3 6 - 1 
11-20 hrs/wk (Heavy reader) 8 5 12 2 7 
6-10 hrs/wk (Medium-heavy reader) 18 14 24 10 14 
3-5 hrs/wk (Medium reader) 22 17 24 22 25 
1-2 hrs/wk (Light-medium reader) 21 19 18 29 26 
<1 hrs/wk (Light reader) 13 20 9 15 9 
0 hrs/wk (Non-reader) 6 9 4 7 3 
Not answered 9 13 3 14 14 

TOTAL 100 100 100 100 100 
       

Average hrs/wk* 5.4 4.2 6.7 3.1 4.5 
* excludes ‘not answered’    
Base: all individuals 
 
 Base: all individuals (excluding ‘not answered')

Figure 4.3   Average hours spent reading: by age within sex
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4.3 Hours spent reading books: by age and sex

18
 

 
The average number of hours spent reading books stood at 6.7 hours for 
women, compared to 4.2 hours for men, 4.5 hours for girls, and 3.1 hours for 
boys (Table 4.3). 
 
Nearly three-in-ten men were non/light readers, compared to 13% of women. 
18% of women were heavy/very heavy readers, compared to 8% of men and 
girls, but only 2% of boys. 
 
Figure 4.3 illustrates how average hours spent reading books varies by age 
and sex, indicating that females spent more time book-reading than boys 
within all ages, but that the gap is narrowest at the youngest and oldest ends 
of the spectrum, and widest among 45-54s, where women spend twice as long 
reading books as men (6.7 hours/week compared to 3.2). 
 
Among adults (17+), hours spent book-reading among females gradually 
increases after the age of 25-34 (which is perhaps the age when females are 
most likely to be time-constrained by young children).  Men, in contrast, show 
a big increase in hours spent reading, but only after the age 45-54 (reasons for 
not reading, by age and sex, are examined in Section 6.2). 
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 see also Section A3.4 
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 Base: all individuals/households (excluding ‘not answered') 
 
 

 Base: all individuals/households (excluding ‘not answered')

Figure 4.4   Average hours spent reading: by household and

individual’s social grade
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Figure 4.5   Average hours spent reading: by household and

individual’s presence of children
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4.4 Hours spent reading books: by social grade 
 
AB households spend more hours reading books, on average, than other 
social grades (just over 13 hours per week compared to around 12 for C2s 
and DEs and just over 11 for C1s). 
 
To some extent these average figures are affected by the average number of 
individuals within each responding household in the sample (c2.5 in AB and 
C2 households, compared to c2.0 in C1s and DEs).  Indeed, when reading is 
examined by social grade of individual, we find that those in DE households 
spend longest reading books, with C2s spending least time, and with C1s 
slightly ahead of ABs.   
 
These contrasting data, at least in part, reflect the fact that DEs include all 
retired people (with 65+s the heaviest readers – Section 4.2), while C2 and 
AB responding households contained relatively more children (who, because 
they tend to be lighter readers than adults, bring the average hours spent per 
individual within the household down, though because there are more of them, 
they lead to more reading hours overall).  C1s consisted of a particularly high 
proportion of adult-only households. 
 
These contrasting patterns are illustrated by Figure 4.4. 
 
 
4.5 Hours spent reading books: by presence of children 
 
A similar contrasting pattern to that shown in Figure 4.4 is indicated when 
hours spent reading books by households with, and without, children is 
examined. 
 
As illustrated by Figure 4.5, households with children, especially those with 6-
15 year olds, spent longer reading, on average, than those without (over 15 
hours per week compared to just under 11).  However, this reflects the fact 
that households with children contain nearly 4 individuals, compared to less 
than two per household without children. 
 
Individuals from the latter read books for an average of  6.7 hours per week, 
compared to 4.2 hours for households with children. 
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 Base: all individuals/households (excluding ‘not answered')

Figure 4.6   Average hours spent reading: by household and

individual’s TV region
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4.6 Hours spent reading books: by TV region 
 
The average number of individuals in each TV region are very similar, so that 
the variations in hours spent reading by household shown in Figure 4.6 are 
similar to those for the individuals within those households. 
 
Thus, those living in London, Lancashire, the North East and 
Wales/West/South West spent longer reading books than average, with 
households and individuals in Scotland and the Southern TV regions spending 
least time reading books per week. 
 
To some extent, the demographic of respondents from each region may at 
least in part explain the differences in weight of reading.  Respondents from 
households in the London and North East regions were more likely than 
average to be female and to be aged 65+, for example (with, as shown above,  
these two groups typically heavier readers than males and younger people). 
 
However, respondents from the Southern region had higher than average 
proportions of female respondents and 65+s, while those in Scotland also had 
relatively more 65+s, yet those living in both these regions showed a below 
average weight of reading. 
 
Without a more exhaustive examination of these and other demographic 
permutations of those responding within region

19
, it would be dangerous to 

draw too many conclusions about region and readership from these figures.  It 
seems more reasonable to conclude that a person’s age, sex and – to some 
extent - social grade, are more important determinants of weight of book-
reading than their region. 
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 outside the scope of a study of this size 
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Table 4.7     Profile of book readers, by hours spent reading (individuals) 

  

All 

Non/ 

Light 

Medium 

-light 

 

Medium 

Medium 

-heavy 

 

Heavy 

Weighted base: 2033 380 418 447 368 247 

 % % % % % % 

 Boy         10          11            15            11              5            2  
 Girl         10           6            13            10              8            6  
 Man         31          49            29            25            24          20  
 Woman         47          33            42            53            61          70  
       

  0 - 5  6           7  8 4 3           1  
  6 – 11 9           6  14 12 6           4  
 12 - 16  7           8  8 8 5           4  
 17 - 24  6           9  5 4 4           6  
 25 - 34  13         19  13 15 10           9  
 35 - 44  16         19  17 15 14         13  
 45 - 54  14         12  15 12 18         11  
 55 - 64  14         12  12 16 17         20  
 65+      15           7  8 14 22         32  
       
 AB 20 17 17 26 23 17 
 C1 25 23 26 24 26 23 
 C2 26 29 27 23 24 21 
 DE 30 31 29 26 27 39 
       
 None 0-16 53 46 48 49 63 72 
 Any 0-16 47 54 52 51 38 28 
       
 Male 0-16         11         13            16            12              7            2  
 Male 17-34           7          15              7              5              4            4  
 Male 35-54         13          21            13            10            10            3  
 Male 55+         10          10              8              8              8          12  
       
 Male ABC1 19 24 21 19 15 9 
 Male C2DE 23 37 23 16 14 13 
       
 Female 0-16         10            7            13            12              8            7  
 Female 17-34         11          12            11            13            10            9  
 Female 35-54         16          11            18            17            21          20  
 Female 55+         19            9            12            21            29          40  
       
 Female ABC1 25 16 22 31 33 31 
 Female C2DE 32 23 33 32 36 45 
       
 All males 41 61 44 35 29 22 
 All females 57 39 55 63 69 76 
       
Base: all individuals 
 
4.7 Profile of book readers: individuals 
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Table 4.7 profiles individuals categorised by weight of book reading, and 
shows that the heaviest book readers (those reading for at least 11 hours in an 
average week) are typically women (70%

20
), aged 55+ (52%), from DE 

households (39%, and reflecting the fact that retired people are categorised as 
DEs), and from households without children aged under 16 (72%).  Combining 
the first two of these elements, the table shows that the 19% of the sample 
who were 55+ females represented 40% of the heaviest readers.  
 
At the other end of the spectrum, those classified as non/light book readers 
(reading books for less than 1 hour per week), are typically adult males (49%), 
particularly aged 17-54 (36% compared to 20% of the sample), or who are 
C2DEs (37% compared to 23% of the sample). 

                                            
20

 bearing in mind that adult women were over-represented in the sample, accounting for 47% 
of respondents – see Section 1.5 
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Table 5.1     Reasons for reading books: overall 

 All 

individuals  

 

Adults 

 

Children 

Weighted base 1874 1457 402 

 % % % 

For pleasure/entertainment 82 84 73 

To get information/to find things out 62 65 53 

Out of curiosity general interest 52 57 33 

To improve knowledge/for self-improvement 46 49 32 

To relax/relieve stress 43 52 10 

for school/study purposes 31 17 82 

Chance to use imagination 25 24 31 

It's a special activity/not like other things (TV, etc) 25 26 21 

Escapism 24 27 13 

for business/work purposes 17 21 2 

Other 2 2 1 

    

Average no. reasons mentioned 4.1 4.2 3.5 
Base: all individuals giving reasons 
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SECTION 5  REASONS FOR READING BOOKS

21
 

 
5.1 Reasons for reading books: overall 
 
Among all individuals, the most common reason given for reading books 
(whether fiction, non-fiction or reference) was ‘for pleasure/entertainment’, 
mentioned by over 80% of respondents (Table 5.1). 
 
This compares to 62% who read books ‘to get information/to find things out’,  
52% who read ‘out of curiosity/general interest’, 46% reading ‘to improve 
knowledge/for self-improvement’ and 43% reading ‘to relax/relieve stress’. 
 
Just under a third overall read books ‘for school/study purposes’ though this 
proportion increased to over 80% of children, and was the most commonly 
mentioned reason by them. 
 
Around a quarter of respondents read books as a ‘chance to use imagination’, 
with similar proportions mentioning reading for ‘escapism’ and because ‘it’s a 
special activity/not like other things (TV, computers, etc)’

22
. 

 
The least commonly mentioned reason for reading books overall was ‘for 
business/work purposes’, though this came above reading ‘for school/study 
purposes’ among adults. 
 
Adults were twice as likely as children to read for ‘escapism’, and five times as 
likely to read ‘to relax/relieve stress’.  Indeed, these were, respectively, the 6

th
 

and 4
th

 most commonly mentioned factors among adults, compared to 8
th

 and 
9

th
 placed for children.
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 see also Section A2.2.  The qualitative (but not the quantitative) research also explored 
issues such as when and where people read books (at home, travelling to work, on holiday, 
etc), and how  habits vary depending on these different circumstances – see Section A3.1 
22

 respondents’ views about what, if anything, makes reading special, were examined in more 
depth in the qualitative stage of the research, and are explored in Section A3.2 
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Table 5.2a Reasons for reading books: 0-16s 

 All Males Females 

Weighted base: 402 210 189 

 % % % 

For school/study purposes 82 80 85 
For pleasure/entertainment 73 70 78 
To get information/to find things out 53 50 57 
Out of curiosity/general interest 33 31 36 
To improve knowledge/for self-improvement 32 28 38 
Chance to use imagination 31 29 34 
It's a special activity/not like other things (TV, etc) 21 20 22 
Escapism 13 12 13 
To relax/relieve stress 10 6 14 
For business/work purposes 2 2 1 
Other 1 - 1 
    
Average no. reasons mentioned 3.5 3.3 3.8 
Base: all 0-16s giving reasons 

 

 
Table 5.2b Reasons for reading books: 17-34s 

 All Males Females 

Weighted base: 348 135 210 

 % % % 

For pleasure/entertainment 83 73 91 
To get information/to find things out 65 65 65 
Out of curiosity/general interest 51 51 51 
To improve knowledge/for self-improvement 46 44 48 
To relax/relieve stress 46 25 59 
For school/study purposes 29 25 32 
Escapism 26 14 33 
Chance to use imagination 25 14 32 
For business/work purposes 23 30 18 
It's a special activity/not like other things (TV, etc) 20 6 28 
Other 2 1 2 
    
Average no. reasons mentioned 4.1 3.5 4.6 
Base: all 17-34s giving reasons 
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5.2 Reasons for reading books: by age and sex 
 
a) 0-16s 
 
As Table 5.1 indicated, the most common reason for reading among those 
aged 16 or under was ‘for school/study purposes’, mentioned by more than 
four out of five (and increasing to over 90% of those aged 6-16 – not shown in 
the table).  This came ahead of ‘for pleasure/entertainment’ (73%) and ‘to get 
information/to find things out’ (53%). 
 
Table 5.2 shows that, in general the reasons for reading books were similar 
for boys and girls within the 0-16 age group, though each reason was given by 
greater proportions of girls than boys.  This proportional difference was most 
pronounced for ‘to relax/relieve stress’, which girls were twice as likely to 
mention as boys, though for both genders this was one of the least commonly 
mentioned factors.  Girls were also particularly more likely than boys to read 
‘to improve knowledge/for self-improvement’ (38%:28%). 
 
 
b) 17-34s 
 
Among 17-34s, females again said that they read for more of the reasons than 
males (4.6, on average, compared to 3.5). 
 
While reading ‘for pleasure/entertainment’ was the most commonly mentioned 
reason among both sexes, it was mentioned by nine-out-of-ten females in this 
age group, compared to less than three-quarters of men (Table 5.2b).  In 
contrast, equal proportions of 17-34 year old men and women mentioned 
reading ‘to get information/to find things out’ (65%) and ‘out of 
curiosity/general interest’ (51%). 
 
Among the other factors, women were more than twice as likely as men to say 
that they read ‘to relax/relieve stress’ (59%:25%), for ‘escapism’ (33%:14%), 
and as a ‘chance to use imagination’ (32%:14%).  They were four times as 
likely to read because ‘it’s a special activity/not like other things’ (28%:6%).  
This very low figure of 6% of 17-34 year old males considering reading books 
a special activity was also far lower than for males in any other age/gender 
group (all at least 20%). 
 
The only reason given by a higher proportion of men than women was reading 
‘for business/work purposes’ (30%:18%), and this was the fifth most commonly 
mentioned factor for males (compared to 10

th
 for females).  
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Table 5.2c Reasons for reading books: 35-54s 

 All Males Females 

Weighted base: 550 231 314 

 % % % 

For pleasure/entertainment 84 76 90 
To get information/to find things out 68 66 68 
Out of curiosity/general interest 62 63 63 
To improve knowledge/for self-improvement 56 54 58 
To relax/relieve stress 52 39 63 
For business/work purposes 35 43 29 
Escapism 30 19 39 
It's a special activity/not like other things (TV, etc) 29 24 32 
Chance to use imagination 25 19 30 
For school/study purposes 17 12 21 
Other 1 1 1 
    
Average no. reasons mentioned 4.6 4.2 4.9 
Base: all 35-54s giving reasons 

 

 

 
Table 5.2d Reasons for reading books: 55+s 

 All Males Females 

Weighted base: 559 172 384 

 % % % 
For pleasure/entertainment 85 75 90 
To get information/to find things out 61 67 58 
Out of curiosity/general interest 56 63 53 
To relax/relieve stress 55 44 61 
To improve knowledge/for self-improvement 44 52 41 
It's a special activity/not like other things (TV, etc) 28 22 30 
Escapism 25 17 29 
Chance to use imagination 22 13 26 
For school/study purposes 9 8 9 
For business/work purposes 7 14 4 
Other 3 3 4 
    
Average no. reasons mentioned 3.9 3.8 4.0 
Base: all 55+s giving reasons 
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c) 35-54s 
 
Those aged 35-54 read for a greater number of reasons that either 17-34s or 
55+s, and were more likely than adults on average to read books ‘to get 
information/to find things out’, ‘out of curiosity/general interest’, ‘to improve 
knowledge/for self-improvement’ for ‘escapism’, because reading is ‘a special 
activity/not like other things’ and, in particular, ‘for business/work purposes’. 
 
Differences in gender were similar to those shown by 17-34s, with reading ‘for 
pleasure/entertainment’ most commonly mentioned for both sexes, but by 90% 
of women compared to 75% of men, and with reading for ‘escapism’, ‘to 
relax/relieve stress’ and as a ‘chance to use imagination’ far more relevant to 
females than males (though the gaps were less pronounced than for 17-34s). 
 
Men aged 35-54 were, as with 17-34s, far more likely than women to read 
books ‘for business/work purposes’(43%:29%). 
 
 
d) 55+s 
 
In contrast to the younger age bands, higher proportions of males than 
females read ‘to get information/to find things out’, ‘out of curiosity/general 
interest’ and ‘to improve knowledge/for self-improvement’, as well as being 
more likely to read ‘for business/work purposes’ (though the latter was 
relatively unimportant to this age group). 
 
As with the other adult age groups, women remained more likely than men to 
read for each of the other reasons, most notably, once again, for ‘escapism’, 
‘to relax/relieve stress’ and as a ‘chance to use imagination’.  The gap 
between the sexes was narrower among this age group, however, for the first 
two of these, compared to younger adults.  
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Table 5.3a     Reasons for reading books: ABC1s 

 All Males Females 

Weighted base: 857 353 493 

 % % % 

For pleasure/entertainment 87 81 92 
To get information/to find things out 68 67 68 
Out of curiosity/general interest 59 58 59 
To improve knowledge/for self-improvement 51 51 51 
To relax/relieve stress 47 33 58 
For school/study purposes 31 30 32 
Chance to use imagination 28 21 34 
Escapism 26 18 32 
It's a special activity/not like other things (TV, etc) 26 19 32 
For business/work purposes 24 32 20 
Other 1 - 2 
    
Average no. reasons mentioned 4.5 4.1 4.8 
Base: all ABC1s giving reasons 

 
 
Table 5.3b     Reasons for reading books: C2DEs 

 All Males Females 

Weighted base: 1017 397 609 

 % % % 

For pleasure/entertainment 77 67 85 
To get information/to find things out 56 56 57 
Out of curiosity/general interest 46 46 47 
To improve knowledge/for self-improvement 41 39 42 
To relax/relieve stress 39 24 49 
For school/study purposes 31 35 29 
It's a special activity/not like other things (TV, etc) 24 19 27 
Chance to use imagination 23 18 26 
Escapism 22 14 28 
For business/work purposes 11 14 9 
Other 2 2 2 
    
Average no. reasons mentioned 3.7 3.3 4.0 
Base: all C2DEs giving reasons 
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5.3 Reasons for reading books: by social grade and sex 
 
Tables 5.3a and 5.3b compare the reasons for reading among males and 
females (all ages) from ABC1 and C2DE households. 
 
It shows that ABC1s, in general, gave more reasons than C2DEs for reading 
(4.5 compared to 3.7), and that this gap was common to both genders.   
 
Indeed, the only reason for reading which showed no difference between 
ABC1s and C2DEs was ‘for school/study purposes’ (31% in each case), and 
C2DE males actually mentioned this more often than their ABC1 equivalents. 
 
The gap between ABC1 and C2DE households was also fairly narrow overall 
for ‘it’s a special activity/not like other things’ (mentioned by 26% of ABs and 
24% of DEs), reflecting the fact that it received as many mentions among 
C2DE males as ABC1s (whereas ABC1 females were rather more likely to 
mention this than C2DE females).   
 
In contrast, while there was not a great deal of difference in reading ‘for 
pleasure/entertainment’ by females in each social grade group (ABC1s 92%: 
C2DEs 85%), the gap was more pronounced among males (81%:67%). 
 
Of all the factors, reading books ‘for business/work purposes’ showed the 
most significant difference by social grade, with ABC1s of both sexes twice as 
likely to give this as a reason as C2DEs. 
 



 

 

 
 

51  

 
Table 5.4a     Reasons for reading books: by materials read/used (children) 

  
 

All 

 
Read 

fiction 

Read 
NF  

books 

 
Use 

ref*. 

Read 
poetry/ 

rhymes 

Read 
graphic 

/comics 

 
Read  

mags 
Weighted base: 402 307 191 235 212 192 149 

 % % % % % % % 

School/study  82 85 97 95 80 88 93 

Pleasure 73 81 76 75 77 79 72 
Get information  53 59 73 70 55 60 71 
Curiosity  33 38 50 46 35 44 51 
Self-improve  32 35 43 43 38 36 43 
Use imagination 31 37 35 36 34 39 34 
Special activity  21 24 25 24 25 25 25 
Escapism 13 15 21 19 14 18 19 
Relaxation 10 11 16 14 10 10 15 
Business/work  2 2 3 3 2 1 4 
        
Ave. no. 3.5 3.9 4.4 4.3 3.7 4.0 4.3 
* in book or electronic format   
Base: all 0-16s giving reasons 

 
 

 
Table 5.4b     Reasons for reading books: by materials read/used (adults) 

  

 
All 

 

Read 
fict. 

Read 

 NF  
books 

 

Use 
ref*. 

 

Read 
poetry 

 

Read 
graphic  

 

Read 
mags 

 

Read 
papers 

Weighted base: 1457 996 846 1115 258 117 1088 1156 

 % % % % % % % % 

Pleasure 84 96 90 87 95 91 89 85 
Get information 65 67 78 76 77 80 68 67 
Curiosity  57 61 75 65 73 72 61 59 
Relaxation 52 64 56 54 63 59 56 52 
Self-improve  49 54 66 58 69 60 53 50 
Escapism 27 35 34 30 44 53 31 27 
Special activity 26 32 34 29 42 37 29 27 
Use imagination 24 31 31 26 42 43 27 23 
Business/work  21 21 27 26 24 39 23 23 
School/study  17 19 23 21 30 31 18 17 
Other 2 1 2 2 2 2 1 2 
         
Ave. no. 4.2 4.8 5.1 4.7 5.6 5.7 4.6 4.3 
* in book or electronic format   
Base: all 17+s giving reasons 
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5.4 Reasons for reading books: by materials read/used 
 
Tables 5.4a and 5.4b compare the reasons for reading books among children 
and adults participating in different reading activities. 
 
While the order of importance for each reason did not vary greatly among the 
different readership groups, there was some correlation between material read 
and reason for reading.  For example, among children (0-16s), those reading 
non-fiction books, using reference materials and reading magazines were 
particularly likely, relative to others, to read for ‘school/study purposes’, ‘to get 
information/to find things out’, ‘out of curiosity/general interest’ and ‘to improve 
knowledge/for self-improvement’.  Indeed these three reader-groups read 
books for the most different reasons (4.3-4.4 compared to 4.0 or less among 
other groups). 
 
Children reading fiction, meanwhile, were more likely than other groups to say 
they read ‘for pleasure/entertainment’, and together with readers of graphic 
novels/comics were most likely to have read for a ‘chance to use imagination’. 
 
Among adults, those reading fiction and poetry were again the group most 
likely to mention reading ‘for pleasure/entertainment’ and were also more likely 
than others to read ‘to relax/relieve stress’.   
 
Readers of poetry and graphic novels (numerically the smallest groups, and 
who gave the widest variety of reasons for book-reading

23
), were more likely 

than other groups to say they read for ‘escapism’, as a ‘chance to use 
imagination’ and because they considered reading to be ‘a special activity/not 
like other things’.  They were also the groups most likely to read for 
school/study and, together with readers of non-fiction books, the most likely to 
read to ‘get information/find things out’, ‘out of curiosity/general interest’ and to 
‘improve knowledge/for self-improvement’. 
 
The fact that there appears to be a correlation between reading graphic novels 
and reading books for ‘business/work purposes’ is a likely outcome of the 
demographics (younger, males) tending to read that type of material/for that 
purpose. 
 

                                            
23

at least in part a refection of the fact that participation in these generally less popular pursuits 
tended to be done by the heaviest readers 
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Table 6.1a     Reasons for not reading books: overall 

 All 
individuals  

 
Adults 

 
Children 

Weighted base 451 376 72 

 % % % 

Read other things instead 43 46 29 

No time/not enough time/too much work 42 48 6 

Enjoy self/relax in other ways 42 42 39 

Don't enjoy reading/using books 15 14 23 

Use computer/CD-Roms/Internet/ instead 10 8 17 

Find it difficult to read/don't see well/too young 10 5 36 

Have difficulty choosing books/finding right books 4 4 5 

Other 2 2 3 

    

Average no. reasons mentioned 1.7 1.7 1.6 
Base: all individuals giving reasons 

 
 

 
Table 6.1b     Reasons for not reading books: by weight of reading 

  
All  

 
Non 

 
Light 

Light-
medium 

Weighted base 451 97 156 155 

 % % % % 

Read other things instead 43 51 44 37 

No time/not enough time/too much work 42 43 44 43 

Enjoy self/relax in other ways 42 45 53 32 

Don't enjoy reading/using books 15 35 9 7 

Use computer/CD-Roms/Internet/ instead 10 10 12 9 

Find it difficult to read/don't see well/too young 10 6 10 8 

Have difficulty choosing books/finding right books 4 4 4 1 

Other 2 1 - 6 

     

Average no. reasons mentioned 1.7 2.0 1.8 1.4 
Base: all individuals giving reasons 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SECTION 6  REASONS FOR NOT READING BOOKS

24
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 see Sections A2.2 and A3.4 
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6.1 Reasons for not reading books: overall 
 
Overall, three main reasons were given by respondents for not reading books, 
or for only doing so occasionally.  These were that they ‘read other things 
instead’, that they had ‘no time/not enough time/too much work’ or that they 
‘enjoy self/relax in other ways’.  Each was mentioned by just over two-in-five of 
those responding to this question (Table 6.1a). 
 
Around one-in-six didn’t read much because they ‘don’t enjoy reading/using 
books’, while one in ten mentioned that they ‘use computers/CD-
Roms/Internet instead’, with a similar proportion saying they ‘find it difficult to 
read/don’t see well/too young’.  Only 4% were put off book-reading because 
they ‘have difficulty choosing books/finding the right books’

25
. 

 
Among adults, lack of time was the single most commonly mentioned reason 
(48%), ahead of ‘read other things instead’ (46%).  Children, on the other 
hand, were unlikely to be burdened by lack of time, and were most likely not to 
read much because they enjoyed doing other things instead (39%), or 
because they were too young to read, or found it difficult (36%).  A higher 
proportion of children (23%) than adults (14%) said they avoided book-reading 
because they didn’t enjoy it, while twice as many children as adults mentioned 
using electronic media instead (17% compared to 8%). 
 
Table 6.1b compares reasons for not reading between non-readers (those not 
reading books at all in an average week), light readers (those reading for less 
than one hour per week) and those reading a little more than this (1 hour+ per 
week

26
).  It shows that lack of time was an equal hindrance to each group, but 

that reading other things instead was more of a factor for non as opposed to 
light/light-medium readers.  Most notably, not enjoying reading/using books 
was a factor for over a third of non-book readers, compared to less than one-
in-ten light readers.   
 
Arguably, it is perhaps more significant that, even among the lightest (non) 
readers, there are 65% who don’t read books, not because it is something 
they don’t like doing, but just that there are other things which take priority (be 
it working, looking after the family, or spending any free time on other activities 
instead)

27
.  

                                            
25

 indeed, the qualitative findings confirmed that – even among the lightest readers – finding 
books to read was not really a problem – Section A3.3 
26

 arguably, some of the latter are not strictly non- or occasional readers.  The fact that they still 
gave an answer here is perhaps a reflection of the fact that they did not read as much as they 
felt they might 
27

 Indeed, according to the qualitative survey, the lightest readers split into those who basically 
don’t enjoy reading, and those who have no real objection to it but just prefer doing other things  
in the spare time that they have at their disposal (Section A2.2)  
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Table 6.2a Reasons for not reading books: 0-16s 

 All Males Females 

Weighted base: 72 51 20 

 % % % 
Enjoy self/relax in other ways 39 43 27 
Find it difficult to read/don't see very well/too young 36 32 46 
Read other things instead 29 34 19 
Don't enjoy reading/using books 23 28 10 
Use computer/CD-Roms/Internet/Websites instead 17 19 11 
No time/not enough time/too much work 6 5 10 
Have difficulty choosing books/finding right sort of books 5 5 6 
Other 3 4 * 
    
Average no. reasons mentioned 1.6 1.7 1.3 
Base: all 0-16s giving reasons 

 

 

Table 6.2b Reasons for not reading books: 17-34s 

 All Males Females 

Weighted base: 116 55 59 

 % % % 

No time/not enough time/too much work 48 35 62 
Read other things instead 46 47 44 
Enjoy self/relax in other ways 42 52 34 
Don't enjoy reading/using books 15 23 9 
Use computer/CD-Roms/Internet/Websites instead 13 19 9 
Find it difficult to read/don't see very well/too young 4 5 3 
Have difficulty choosing books/finding right sort of books 4 1 6 
Other 3 1 5 
    
Average no. reasons mentioned 1.7 1.8 1.7 
Base: all 17-34s giving reasons 
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6.2 Reasons for not reading books: by age and sex 
 
a) 0-16s 
 
As Table 6.1 indicated, the most common reason given by children for not 
reading books was that they did other things instead.  Bearing in mind the 
small sample sizes involved, particularly for girls, Table 6.2a shows how these 
reasons varied among boys and girls. 
 
It shows that boys were far more likely than girls to say they did not read 
books because they enjoyed other things instead, read other things instead, 
didn’t enjoy reading books or because they used electronic media instead.   
 
The small number of girls giving reasons for not reading books, on the other 
hand, tended to indicate that this was because they were too young to read or 
to read very well, rather than because other activities took priority. 
 
 
b) 17-34s 
 
The pattern begun in childhood continues into adulthood, with males aged 17-
34 far more likely than their female equivalents to not read because they are 
enjoying other pursuits (52% compared to 34%), and with considerably higher 
proportions citing not enjoying book-reading as a factor (23% compared to 
9%), as well as use of electronic media (19%: 9%). 
 
Lack of time, on the other hand, was by far the most commonly given factor 
stopping 17-34 year olds females from reading books very much.
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Table 6.2c Reasons for not reading books: 35-54s 

 All Males Females 

Weighted base: 156 89 65 

 % % % 

No time/not enough time/too much work 57 53 62 
Enjoy self/relax in other ways 40 46 31 
Read other things instead 40 37 43 
Don't enjoy reading/using books 16 18 13 
Use computer/CD-Roms/Internet/Websites instead 8 12 3 
Have difficulty choosing books/finding right sort of books 4 3 5 
Find it difficult to read/don't see very well/too young 3 3 3 
Other 2 1 3 
    
Average no. reasons mentioned 1.7 1.7 1.6 
Base: all 35-54s giving reasons 

 
 

 

Table 6.2d Reasons for not reading books: 55+s 

 All Males Females 

Weighted base: 104 47 57 

 % % % 
Read other things instead 53 54 52 
Enjoy self/relax in other ways 46 48 45 
No time/not enough time/too much work 37 29 43 
Don't enjoy reading/using books 9 15 4 
Find it difficult to read/don't see very well/too young 9 9 8 
Have difficulty choosing books/finding right sort of books 5 6 4 
Use computer/CD-Roms/Internet/Websites instead 4 5 2 
Other 2 * 4 
    
Average no. reasons mentioned 1.6 1.7 1.6 
Base: all 55+s giving reasons 
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c) 35-54s 
 
Among 35-54s, lack of time was the main reason given by both men and 
women for not reading books very much, though by more women than men 
(62% compared to 53%).  At this age, men are still more likely than women 
to enjoy themselves/relax in ways other than book-reading (46% compared to 
31%), while women are more likely than men to read other things instead 
(43% compared to 37%). 
 
Though men remain more likely than women to say they don’t read books 
because they don’t enjoy it and because they use electronic media instead, 
the importance of both these issues was lower than for younger males. 
 
 
d) 55+s 
 
Among those aged 55+, reading things other than books took over from lack of 
time as the most commonly given reason for not reading books much, 
mentioned by just over half of both men and women.   
 
Enjoyment of other activities was mentioned as a factor by a similar proportion 
of males aged 55+ as those aged 35-54s (48% and 46%), but increased 
significantly among women in each age band (from 31% of 35-54s to 45% of 
55+s). 
 
15% of 55+ males did not read books because they did not enjoy it (compared 
to just 4% of women in this age band), fewer than for males in the younger 
age groups.  Use of electronic media instead of books was also far lower 
among 55+ males than among younger groups. 
 
Both sexes saw higher proportions (8-9%) of people who gave difficulty in 
reading as a factor influencing the amount that they read, compared to 
younger adults. 
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Table 6.3a     Reasons for not reading books: ABC1s 

 All Males Females 

Weighted base: 166 93 73 

 % % % 

No time/not enough time/too much work 48 41 58 
Read other things instead 42 42 44 
Enjoy self/relax in other ways 38 41 32 
Use computer/CD-Roms/Internet instead 16 23 7 
Don't enjoy reading/using books 13 17 8 
Find it difficult to read/don't see well/too young 7 8 5 
Have difficulty choosing books/finding right books 3 3 3 
Other 3 2 4 
    
Average no. reasons mentioned 1.7 1.8 1.6 
Base: all ABC1s giving reasons 

 

 
Table 6.3b     Reasons for not reading books: C2DEs 

 All Males Females 

Weighted base: 285 149 130 

 % % % 

Enjoy self/relax in other ways 45 51 38 
Read other things instead 43 42 43 
No time/not enough time/too much work 38 30 48 
Don't enjoy reading/using books 16 23 9 
Find it difficult to read/don't see well/too young 11 12 10 
Use computer/CD-Roms/Internet instead 6 8 4 
Have difficulty choosing books/finding right books 5 4 6 
Other 2 1 3 
    
Average no. reasons mentioned 1.6 1.7 1.6 
Base: all C2DEs giving reasons 
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6.3 Reasons for not reading books: by social grade and sex 
 
Tables 6.3a and 6.3b compare the reasons for not reading among males and 
females (of all ages) from ABC1 and C2DE households. 
 
It shows that while lack of time was the most commonly given reason for not 
reading books among ABC1s overall (ahead of reading non-book materials 
and then enjoyment of other activities), these top three factors were reversed 
among C2DEs. 
 
ABC1s were more than twice as likely as C2DEs to say they used electronic 
media instead of reading books. 
 
These patterns were not uniform within gender, however.  ABC1 males, for 
example, were no more likely to cite lack of time as a reason for not reading 
books than they were to mention enjoyment of other activities instead. 
 
Meanwhile, the order of priority of the top three factors given by ABC1 females 
was the same as for C2DE females. 
 
Overall, then, these data suggest that gender rather than social grade is the 
determining factor affecting reasons for not reading books.  A further example 
of this is provided by the fact that not enjoying reading books was given as a 
reason for not reading them by 23% of C2DE males, compared to 17% of 
ABC1 males, and 8-9% of both ABC1 and C2DE females. 
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Table 7.1a     Perceived changes in book-reading habits in last 5 years: overall 

 All 
individuals  

 
Adults 

 
Children 

Weighted base 1681 1398 266 

 % % % 

Read books much more than 5 yrs ago 28 23 55 

Read books a little more than 5 yrs ago 15 13 21 

Read books about the same amount as 5 yrs ago 38 43 12 

Read books a little less than 5 yrs ago 10 10 7 

Read books much less than 5 yrs ago 10 11 5 

    

TOTAL 100 100 100 

     

Average score/10* 2.0 1.3 5.7 

    
* based on read books much more scores 10, a little more scores 5, same amount scores 0, a little less 
scores –5 and much less scores -10 
Base: all aged 6+ answering this question 
 

Base: all aged 6+ answering this question 
 

Figure 7.1b     Perceived changes in reading habits: 

by weight of reading
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SECTION 7  CHANGES IN BOOK-READING HABITS

28
 

 
7.1 Changes in book-reading habits over last 5 years: overall 
 
On average, respondents (all aged 6+)

29
 were more likely to perceive that they 

read more books than 5 years ago rather than less.  Indeed, over a quarter 
said they read books much more than 5 years ago, with 15% saying they read 
a little more.  One in ten said they read a little less, with a similar proportion 
claiming to read much less.  Two-fifths of respondents felt that they read 
books about the same amount as before (Table 7.1a). 
 
Adults were more likely on average to think their amount of book-reading had 
not changed, though even here those perceiving that they read books more 
still exceeded those who felt they read less (36% compared to 21%).  The 
equivalent proportions for children (aged 6-16), however, were 76% and 12%, 
with over half saying they read much more now than five years ago.  Of 
course, younger children will have been very young indeed five years ago, so 
that one would certainly have anticipated they would be reading much more 
now than before. 
 
Figure 7.1b illustrates how changes in book-reading vary by weight of reading 
(based on hours spent reading in an average week – see Section 4).  It shows 
– as might have been expected (though need not have been the case) – that 
the heavier the reader, the more likely they were to say that they were reading 
more now than before, and the least likely to be reading less. 
 
Indeed, very few heavy, or medium-heavy, readers claimed to be reading less 
than before.  At the other end of the spectrum, a surprisingly high 20% of 
non/light readers claimed that they were actually reading books more now than 
before.  The large proportion of non/light readers reading books less now than 
before is further evidence to suggest that many of the lightest readers are not 
actually antipathetic to book reading (as indicated in Section 6.1, and see also 
below). 
 
The proportion of readers maintaining their position was rather lower than 
average among light-medium and heavy readers, with the former showing 
fairly large proportions both of those reading more and those reading less, 
implying that it is light to medium readers who are most susceptible to factors 
affecting their readership, be they forced on them, or a matter of their own 
choice. 
 
 

                                            
28

 see also Section A3.4 
29

 0-5s are excluded here for the obvious reason that they did not exist 5 years ago! 
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Base: all aged 6+ answering this question 
 

Base: all aged 6+ answering this question 
 

Figure 7.2     Percieved changes in reading habits: by age
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Figure 7.2b     Perceived changes in readings habits: by age and sex

-2

0

2

4

6

8

10

 6-11  12-16 17-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65+

ave. score

/10 Females

Males



 

 

 
 

64  

 
7.2 Changes in book-reading habits over last 5 years: by age and sex

30
 

 
As indicated in Section 7.1, the very youngest respondents (6-11s), tended to 
feel that they read much more now than 5 years ago, not surprising given that 
they would have been aged 1-6 years then.  A much larger proportion of 12-
16s also thought they were reading books more now than before.  In contrast, 
among 17-24s the proportions perceiving themselves reading more and less 
were similar, with virtually no net increase occurring (Figure 7.2a). 
 
Among adults, the proportion reading less than 5 years ago decreases with 
each age band from nearly 40% of 17-24s, to less than 20% of 65+s.  In 
contrast, the proportion reading more was actually lower among 35-44s and 
45-54s than younger adults, though gradually increased between 45-54 and 
65+.  Overall, 45-54s showed the highest proportion of respondents who felt 
they were reading books about the same amount as five years ago. 
 
Taking an average rating for perceived changes in reading (based on 10 = 
read much more, +5 = a little more, 0 = same amount, -5 = a little less and –10 
= reading much less), females showed a greater net increase in book-reading 
than males, within most age bands (Figure 7.2b).  This gap was seen most 
dramatically among the 55+ age bands.  The main exception to this was seen 
among 25-34s, which showed a score of only just over 0 for women (implying 
as many reading less as reading more), whereas men in this age band 
showed a relatively higher net increase in reading. 
 
It seems reasonable to assume, particularly considering the main reasons 
given for reading more/less outlined below, that changes in reading habits for 
each individual are as much a result of their particular lifestage (and the 
impact that that has on their ability and wish to read books), as opposed to an 
inherent change in the popularity of reading in the nation. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 7.3a     Reasons for reading books more now than 5 years ago: overall 

                                            
30

 see also Section A3.4 
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 All 

individuals  

 

Adults 

 

Children 

Weighted base 641 463 175 

 % % % 

Have more time available 45 61 2 

Enjoy reading books more now 35 37 30 

Can read better now older 25 4 80 

Prefer it now to some things used to like doing 17 22 6 

Better choice of books available in the library now 15 16 11 

More good/interesting books around now 14 16 8 

Can buy books from wider variety of sources now 11 14 3 

Books are cheaper to buy nowadays 8 11 1 

Other 7 8 7 

    

Average no. of reasons 1.7 1.8 1.4 
Base: all individuals giving reasons 
 
Table 7.3b     Reasons for reading books less now than 5 years ago: overall 

 All 
individuals  

 
Adults 

 
Children 

Weighted base 314 277 28 

 % % % 

Have less time available 61 65 30 

Prefer doing other things now instead 25 20 76 

Don't Enjoy reading/using books much now 12 8 45 

Use computers/CD-Roms/Internet more now  12 12 20 

Find it harder to read now/cant see so well 9 9 4 

Books are more expensive to buy nowadays 6 5 2 

Less choice of books available in library now 3 3 5 

Fewer good/interesting books around now 1 1 2 

Other 5 6 4 

    

Average no. of reasons 1.3 1.2 1.8 
Base: all individuals giving reasons 
 
Table 7.3c     What would make read more books: overall 

 All 
individuals  

 
Adults 

 
Children 

Weighted base 2033 1563 452 

 % % % 

If had more time available 49 58 19 

If could afford to buy more books 21 24 13 

If more/better books available in the library 11 11 9 

If better/more interesting books around 5 5 6 

Other 2 2 2 

Anything 66 75 36 

Nothing 34 25 64 
Base: all individuals 
 

 
7.3  Reasons for changes in book-reading habits: overall 
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The most common reason given by adults for why they read books more now 
than 5 years ago was ‘have more time available’ (61% of adults reading more), 
ahead of ‘enjoy reading books more now’ (Table 7.3a).  A fifth of these 
respondents said it was because they ‘prefer it now to some things used to like 
doing’, while a sixth each said it was because there was a ‘better choice of 
books available in the library now’ and because there were ‘more 
good/interesting books around now’.  One-in-seven adults increasing their 
reading cited the fact that you ‘can buy books from a wider variety of sources 
now’ as a factor, while one-in-nine felt that they read books more since ‘books 
are cheaper to buy nowadays’. 
 
The relative importance of the different factors among adults reading books 
‘much more’ now, as opposed to a ‘little more’, was similar in most cases.  The 
main exception was that those reading ‘much more’ were far more likely to cite 
greater enjoyment as a factor (44% compared to 23% of those reading a ‘little 
more’ - not shown in the table).  Having more time available remained the 
most commonly mentioned reason among both groups however. 
 
Among children (aged 6-16) who felt they were reading books more now, the 
dominant reason for this was that they ‘can read better now older’ (80%), while 
30% also mentioned that they read books more because they enjoyed the 
activity more now.  The perception that there was a better choice of books in 
the library affected 11%, with no other factors mentioned by more than 10%.   
 
Just as having more time was the main factor causing some adults to read 
books more, lack of time was also the main factor causing other adults to read 
less (Table 7.3b).  It affected 65% of adults reading less, and was far more 
important than either ‘prefer doing other things now instead’ (20%) or the third 
most commonly mentioned factor: ‘use computers/CD-Roms/internet more 
now instead’ (12%).  ‘Find it harder to read now/can’t see so well’ affected 9%, 
while ‘don’t enjoy reading/using books much now’ affected only 8% (the latter 
figure increased to 12% of those reading ‘much less’ than before).  The 
perception that books were more expensive, that there was less choice in the 
library now or that there were fewer good books around generally were cited 
as factors by only very small proportions of those reading less. 
 
Only a very small number of children aged 6-16 were reading books less now 
than five years ago.  Of this small sample, three-quarters said this was 
because they preferred doing other things now, while 45% said they didn’t 
enjoy it as much, and 30% that it was because they had less time available.  
 
 
 
The importance of the time factor among adults is emphasised by Table 7.3c, 
which shows that over half of all adults

31
 said they would read more books if 

they had more time available.  Interestingly, though the cost of books didn’t 
appear to cause many to have read more or less compared to five years ago, 
a quarter of all adults felt that they would read more books if they could afford 

                                            
31

 whether they are reading books more, less or the same amount now compared to five years 
ago 
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to buy more.  This was rather more than the 11% who felt they would read 
more if there were more/better books available in the library and the 5% who 
would read more if there were better books around more generally

32
. 

 
Children were far less likely to think that there was anything that would make 
them read more books (36% compared to 75% of adults).  One-in-five said 
they would read more if they had more time, compared to 13% saying they 
would read more if they could afford more books, 9% if there were better 
books available in the library, and 6% if there were better books around more 
generally. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                            
32

 as mentioned in Section 6.1, the qualitative findings confirmed that  finding enough of the 
right kind of books was not really a problem for people – Section A3.3.  The importance of time 
as the key factor was also emphasised by the qualitative research, where easing pressure on 
time was the only thing that respondents said might lead them to read more in future (Section 
A3.4) 
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Table 7.4ai Reasons for reading books more: 6-16s 

 All Males Females 

Weighted base: 175 83 91 

 % % % 

Can read better now older 80 83 77 
Enjoy reading books more now 30 27 33 
Better choice of books available in the library now 11 8 15 
There are more good/interesting books around now 8 5 10 
Prefer it now to some of the things used to like doing 6 5 8 
Can buy books from a wider variety of sources now 3 2 5 
Have more time available 2 1 2 
Books are cheaper to buy nowadays 1 1 1 
Other 7 4 9 
    
Ave. no. of reasons 1.4 1.3 1.5 
Base: all 6-16s giving reasons 
 
 
Table 7.4aii What would make read more books: 0-16s 

 All Males Females 

Weighted base: 452 233 213 

 % % % 

If had more time available 19 16 24 
If could afford to buy more books 13 9 18 
If more/better books available in the library 9 6 12 
If there were better/more interesting books around 6 7 6 
Other 2 3 1 
    

Anything 36 32 41 

Nothing 64 68 59 
Base: all 0-16s 
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7.4  Reasons for changes in book-reading habits: by age and sex 
 
a) 0-16s  
 
Being able to read better was the dominant reason given by both boys and 
girls aged 6-16 for reading books more now than five years ago (Table 7.4ai).  
While boys were relatively more likely to mention this factor than girls (83% 
compared to 77%), girls were relatively more likely than boys to say that they 
read books more now because they enjoyed doing so more (33% compared to 
27%), because there was a better choice of books available in the library now 
(15%:8%) and because there were better books around more generally 
(10%:5%). 
 
Only a third of boys, and two-fifths of girls, aged 0-16 said there was anything 
that would make them read more books (Table 7.4aii).  A sixth of boys, and a 
quarter of girls would do so if they had more time available, with 18% of girls 
saying they would read more if they could afford to buy more books, and 12% 
saying they would do so if there were better/more books available in the 
library.  In each of the latter two cases, these factors were mentioned by half 
as many boys. 
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Table 7.4bi Reasons for reading books more: 17-34s 

 All Males Females 

Weighted base: 106 37 69 

 % % % 

Enjoy reading books more now 46 54 43 
Prefer it now to some of the things used to like doing 28 22 31 
Have more time available 27 23 30 
There are more good/interesting books around now 22 24 21 
Can buy books from a wider variety of sources now 17 17 16 
Books are cheaper to buy nowadays 16 9 20 
Better choice of books available in the library now 15 9 18 
Can read better now older 6 5 7 
Other 16 18 15 
    
Ave. no. of reasons 1.8 1.6 1.9 
Base: all 17-34s giving reasons 
 
 

Table 7.4bii Reasons for reading books less: 17-34s 

 All Males Females 

Weighted base: 96 32 63 

 % % % 
Have less time available 68 52 76 
Prefer doing other things now instead 21 22 21 
Use computers/CD-Roms/Internet more now instead 17 25 13 
Don't Enjoy reading/using books much now 13 20 9 
Books are more expensive to buy nowadays 4 - 5 
Less choice of books available in the library nowadays 4 - 6 
Find it harder to read now/cant see so well 1 - 1 
There are fewer good/interesting books around now - - - 
Other 8 2 11 
    
Ave. no. of reasons 1.3 1.2 1.3 
Base: all 17-34s giving reasons 
 
 
Table 7.4biii What would make read more books: 17-34s 

 All Males Females 

Weighted base: 372 150 218 

 % % % 

If had more time available 57 47 64 
If could afford to buy more books 24 16 29 
If more/better books available in the library 8 2 13 
If there were better/more interesting books around 7 7 7 
Other 1 1 1 
    

Anything 71 61 78 

Nothing 29 39 22 
Base: all 17-34s 
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b) 17-34s 
 
Greater enjoyment of reading books was the most commonly given reason of 
the albeit small sample of both males and females aged 17-34 who were 
reading books more now than five years ago (54% and 43% respectively –
Table 7.4bi).  This was relatively more important to this age group than for 
adults in general, while having more time (the most commonly given reason 
among older adults), was far less likely to have been a factor for these.  
Females aged 17-34 were at least twice as likely as males to say they read 
more because they felt books were cheaper and because they believed there 
was a better choice of books available in the library nowadays. 
 
17-34s of both sexes were more likely than other age groups to say they read 
more now because there were better books around generally.  
 
Having less time, meanwhile, was the main reason given by 17-34s (especially 
females) for reading books less now than before.  This was mentioned by 
three-quarters of women, and a half of men, reading less now than five years 
ago (Table 7.4bii). 
 
A fifth of both sexes in this age group said they read books less now because 
they preferred doing other things instead, while males were far more likely 
than females to say they read less because they didn’t enjoy it as much now 
(20% compared to 9%), and because they used electronic media more now 
instead (25% compared to 13%). 
 
Only a small proportions of 17-34 year old women (and no men) read less 
because they felt there were less good books available in the library 
nowadays.  
 
Three-quarters of women, compared to only three-fifths of men, aged 17-34 
said there was anything that would make them read books more.  In each 
case, having more time available was the most commonly mentioned factor 
(by 64% of women and 47% of men – Table 7.4biii).  Around three-in-ten 
women felt they would read more if they could afford to buy more books, while 
13% would do so if there were better books available in the library.  In each 
case these proportions were much higher than among men (16% and 2% 
respectively).  
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Table 7.4ci Reasons for reading books more: 35-54s 

 All Males Females 

Weighted base: 144 48 96 

 % % % 
Have more time available 54 47 57 
Enjoy reading books more now 36 33 38 
Prefer it now to some of the things used to like doing 24 30 21 
There are more good/interesting books around now 18 14 19 
Can buy books from a wider variety of sources now 18 24 15 
Books are cheaper to buy nowadays 15 15 15 
Better choice of books available in the library now 13 11 14 
Can read better now older 3 1 3 
Other 10 8 11 
    
Ave. no. of reasons    
Base: all 35-54s giving reasons 
 
 

Table 7.4cii Reasons for reading books less: 35-54s 

 All Males Females 

Weighted base: 99 41 58 

 % % % 

Have less time available 76 75 76 
Prefer doing other things now instead 16 17 16 
Use computers/CD-Roms/Internet more now instead 10 14 7 
Don't Enjoy reading/using books much now 6 7 5 
Books are more expensive to buy nowadays 6 5 6 
Less choice of books available in the library nowadays 5 5 5 
There are fewer good/interesting books around now 3 3 2 
Find it harder to read now/cant see so well 3 2 4 
Other 4 - 7 
    
Ave. no. of reasons 1.3 1.3 1.2 
Base: all 35-54s giving reasons 
 
 
Table 7.4ciii What would make read more books: 35-54s 

 All Males Females 

Weighted base: 590 259 326 

 % % % 
If had more time available 68 61 73 
If could afford to buy more books 24 20 27 
If more/better books available in the library 12 8 14 
If there were better/more interesting books around 4 5 4 
Other 1 1 2 
    

Anything 79 70 86 

Nothing 21 30 14 
Base: all 35-54s 
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c) 35-54s 
 
Both males and females aged 35-54 who were reading books more compared 
to five years ago, cited having more time available as the main reason for this 
(mentioned by 57% of women and 47% of men).  Greater enjoyment of 
reading, and preferring it to other activities, were the second and third most 
commonly mentioned factors affecting both sexes in this age group (Table 
7.4ci). 
 
Lack of time was the main factor causing other male and female 35-54s to 
read less now than before (affecting three-quarters of each gender – Table 
7.4cii).  The only major difference between the sexes was that, as with 
younger adults, men were far more likely than women to say they read less 
now because they were using electronic media more instead (14% compared 
to 7%). 
 
Time, and to a lesser extent money, were the main factors that would cause 
35-54s to read more books, with females in each case more likely to be 
affected that males (73% and 27% compared to 61% and 20% respectively).  
Fourteen percent of women said they would read more books if there were 
better ones available in libraries (compared to 7% of men).  Overall, only 14% 
of women said there was nothing that would make them read books more – 
half the proportion of men. 
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Table 7.4di Reasons for reading books more: 55+s 

 All Males Females 

Weighted base: 213 49 164 

 % % % 
Have more time available 83 74 86 
Enjoy reading books more now 33 37 31 
Better choice of books available in the library now 18 13 19 
Prefer it now to some of the things used to like doing 17 14 18 
There are more good/interesting books around now 11 14 10 
Can buy books from a wider variety of sources now 11 7 12 
Books are cheaper to buy nowadays 5 4 6 
Can read better now older 5 2 6 
Other 2 - 2 
    
Ave. no. of reasons 1.8 1.7 1.9 
Base: all 55+s giving reasons 
 
 

Table 7.4dii Reasons for reading books less: 55+s 

 All Males Females 

Weighted base: 83 37 45 

 % % % 
Have less time available 47 35 58 
Find it harder to read now/cant see so well 25 22 28 
Prefer doing other things now instead 21 30 14 
Use computers/CD-Roms/Internetmore now instead 7 7 8 
Don't Enjoy reading/using books much now 6 12 - 
Books are more expensive to buy nowadays 6 7 6 
There are fewer good/interesting books around now 1 - 2 
Less choice of books available in the library nowadays - - - 
Other 5 3 6 
    
Ave. no. of reasons 1.1 1.1 1.2 
Base: all 55+s giving reasons 
 
 
Table 7.4diii What would make read more books: 55+s 

 All Males Females 

Weighted base: 600 202 395 

 % % % 
If had more time available 48 46 50 
If could afford to buy more books 23 19 25 
If more/better books available in the library 12 14 11 
If there were better/more interesting books around 3 4 3 
Other 4 5 4 
    

Anything 73 70 75 

Nothing 27 30 25 
Base: all 55+s  
 

d) 55+s  
 



 

 

 
 

75  

Over three-quarters of men, and six out of seven women, aged 55+ and who 
were reading books more now than five years ago, gave having more time 
available as the reason behind this – far greater proportions than for younger 
adults.  Just under a third of women, and just over a third of men also said that 
they read more now because they enjoy it more (Table 7.4di). 
 
Relatively fewer 55+s than other age groups mentioned preferring book-
reading to other things now, cheaper and more widely available books to buy, 
and better books around in general, as reasons for reading more compared to 
five years ago. 
 
Of 55+s reading less now than before, more men and women said this was 
due to having less time available than mentioned any other factor, though in 
each case this was less frequently mentioned than by younger adults, a further 
indication of the extent to which older people are less time-constrained than 
their younger counterparts.  Unlike most adults in other age groups, significant 
proportions of 55+s reading less than before were affected by their inability to 
read so well (Table 7.4dii). 
 
Three-in-ten males, but half as many females reading less than before said 
this was because they preferred other things now instead, while 12% of men 
said it was because they didn’t enjoy reading as much (no 55+ women 
mentioned this as a factor). 
 
Though appearing less time-constrained than other adults, having more time 
available remained the most commonly mentioned factor that might make 
55+s read more books than they are currently able to do (Table 7.4diii).  A 
quarter of women and a fifth of men in this age group said they would read 
more if they could afford to buy more books.  Relatively more males aged 55+ 
than in the younger groups thought they would read more books if there were 
better/more interesting ones available in the library (14% compared to 8% of 
35-54s and 2% of 17-34s). 
 
The gap between the number of males and females who said that there was 
nothing which would make them read more books was narrower among 55+s 
than younger groups (30% of men and 25% of women aged 55+, compared to 
30% and 14% of 35-54s and 39% and 22% of 17-34s). 
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Table 7.5a     Reasons for reading books more: by weight of reading 

  
All 

Non/ 
Light 

Light-
medium 

 
Medium 

Medium 
-heavy 

 
Heavy 

Weighted base: 641 44 124 165 159 143 

 % % % % % % 

More time available 45 30 19 40 55 69 
Enjoy more now 35 14 44 36 35 32 
Can read better now  25 30 38 33 18 13 
Prefer to other things 17 9 15 15 16 27 
Better choice in library 15 11 13 10 18 21 
Better books generally 14 11 15 10 18 13 
Buy from more sources 11 9 8 9 14 13 
Books cheaper to buy  8 11 5 6 12 8 
Other 7 9 5 4 8 13 
       
Ave. no. of reasons 1.7 1.3 1.6 1.6 1.9 2.0 
Base: all individuals giving reasons 
 
Table 7.5b     Reasons for reading books less: by weight of reading 

  
All 

Non/ 
Light 

Light-
medium 

 
Medium + Heavy 

Weighted base: 314 114 98 94 

 % % % % 

Have less time available 61 47 65 72 
Prefer other things now  25 41 21 12 
Use computers/etc instead 12 10 13 13 
Don't enjoy much now 12 19 11 4 
Find it harder to read now 10 6 7 17 
Books more expensive now 6 2 7 10 
Less choice in library now 3 2 5 3 
Fewer good books around  1 1 1 3 
Other 5 2 6 9 
     
Ave. no. of reasons 1.3 1.3 1.3 1.3 
Base: all individuals giving reasons 
 
Table 7.5c     What would make read more books: by weight of reading 

  

All 

Non/ 

Light 

Light- 

medium 

 

Medium 

Medium 

-heavy 

 

Heavy 

Weighted base: 2033 380 418 447 368 247 

 % % % % % % 

If had more time  49 51 51 57 56 43 
If could buy more books 21 17 21 23 25 31 
If better books in library 11 6 10 12 13 17 
If better books around 5 7 6 4 5 4 
Other 2 2 3 2 1 3 

Anything 66 65 69 74 73 71 

Nothing 34 35 31 26 27 29 
Base: all individuals 
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7.5  What would make read more books: by weight of reading 
 
Having more time available was the main factor that would allow people to 
read more books, irrespective of the current weight of reading.  As many as 
half of those who are currently non/light or light-medium readers would read 
more if time allowed, increasing to nearly 56-57% of medium and medium-
heavy readers, though lower than average among the heaviest readers (which 
include, of course, relatively large proportions of older people, who appear 
less time-constrained). 
 
The heaviest readers were, instead, more likely than average to state that 
being able to afford to buy more books (31%), or having a better choice of 
them in the library (17%) would make them read more books.  The proportion 
mentioning each of these decreased with current weight of reading. 
 
Overall, 35% of non/light-readers said that there was nothing that would make 
them read more books (and these are therefore people who could not be 
encouraged to read books under any circumstances).  The proportion saying 
they could not be persuaded to read more was only slightly lower among the 
heaviest readers, though the reason for this is, presumably, that they feel they 
are already reading so much. 
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Table 8.1a     Reading books in relation to other people: overall 

 All 
individuals  

 
Adults 

 
Children 

All 
households 

Weighted base 2033 1563 452 900 

 % % % % 

Read books recommended by other 38 44 16 61 

Read books to/with other adult/child 33 31 42 40 

Discuss books read/used with other 32 36 19 49 

Recommend books to other people 31 37 10 50 

Any of the above 60 62 55 77 

None of the above 40 38 45 23 

     

Average no.  2.2 2.7 1.4 2.6 

     

TOTAL 100 100 100 100 
Base: all individuals/households 
 
 
 
Table 8.1b     Reading books in relation to other people: by weight of reading 

  

All 

Non/ 

Light 

Light-

medium 

 

Medium 

Medium 

-heavy 

 

Heavy 

Weighted base: 2033 380 418 447 368 247 

 % % % % % % 

Read recommended 38 13 31 48 56 62 
Read to/with others 33 27 37 40 36 30 
Discuss books read 32 11 22 42 51 52 
Recommend to others 31 10 19 37 50 62 

Any of the above 60 40 57 74 76 75 

None of the above 40 60 43 26 24 25 

       

Average no.  2.2 1.5 1.9 2.3 2.5 2.7 

       

TOTAL 100 100 100 100 100 100 
Base: all individuals 
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SECTION 8  READING BOOKS IN RELATION TO OTHER PEOPLE 
 
8.1 Reading books in relation to other people: overall 
 
Respondents were asked about their participation in four activities related to 
book-reading which involved communication with other people: reading to or 
with other people, recommending books to others, acting on other people’s  
recommendations, and discussing books read with other people. 
 
Three-in-five individuals said they had done one or other of these activities, 
with slightly more (38%) reading books recommended to them by others, than 
doing the other three (31-33% each).  Those involved in any of the four 
activities participated in at least two of them, on average (Table 8.1a). 
 
Adults were more likely than children to have recommended books (37% 
compared to 10%), acted on recommendations (44% compared to 16%), and 
discussed them with other people (36%:19%).  Children were more likely than 
adults to have read books to/with someone else (42% compared to 31%). 
 
When participation by the individuals within each household are amalgamated, 
the survey shows that three-quarters of households had participated in book-
related activities involving links to other people, with three-in-five reading 
books recommended by others, half recommending to others, half discussing 
books with other people, and two-fifths reading books to/with others

33
.  The 

proportion of households showing reading to/with other people increased to 
three-quarters of those with children aged 0-16, and to 95% of those with 
children aged 0-5

34
.   

 
Among individuals, the heavier the reader, the more likely they were to be 
involved in recommending or discussing books, with over half of the heaviest 
readers discussing books with others, and with 60%+ recommending books to 
others, and a similar proportion acting on recommendations (Table 8.1b). 
 
Participation in reading to/with others, being principally an activity involving 
parents and children, was less common amongst the heaviest readers (likely 
to be older adults without children), peaking among medium readers instead. 
 

                                            
33

 The fact that the proportion of households involved in reading to/with others is lower than for 
the other activities relates to the fact that many individuals within the same household will have 
been involved with this 
34

 indeed, all with children interviewed as part of the qualitative research confirmed that they 
read to/with their children, irrespective of whether they read much themselves – Section A3.5 
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Base: all individuals 
 

Figure 8.2   Reading books in relation to other people: by age
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8.2 Reading books in relation to other people: by age 
 
The proportions participating in each of the reading-activities involving 
communicating with others varied considerably by age. 
 
The proportion reading to/with others increased from 46% of 0-5s, to 58% of 
those aged 6-11, before reducing to 18% of 12-16s.  Among adults, 57% of 
25-34s read to/with others, a proportion which decreased with age to 15% of 
65+s (Figure 8.2)

35
.  

 
55-64s were most likely to participate in each of the other three activities: 52% 
of these read books recommended by others, 44% made recommendations 
themselves, and 46% discussed books they had read with others. 
 
Those aged 17-24 were least likely among adults to recommend books, or act 
on recommendations, while those aged 65+ were least likely to discuss books 
with others. 

                                            
35

 although the quantitative survey did not distinguish between adults reading to/with children as 
opposed to other adults, data from the qualitative research suggest that participation in the 
latter is a rare occurrence: the only instances of adults reading to other adults were where they 
read to older relations, no longer able to read well themselves   
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Table 8.3a Reading in relation to other people: 0-16s 

 All Males Females 

Weighted base: 452 233 213 

 % % % 

Read books to, or with, another adult or child 42 39 47 
Discuss with other people books read or used 19 16 22 
Read books that have been recommended by others 16 11 23 
Recommend books to other people 10 6 16 

Any of the above 55 50 62 
    
Base: all 0-16s 
 
 

Table 8.3b Reading in relation to other people: 17-34s 

 All Males Females 

Weighted base: 372 150 218 

 % % % 
Read books to, or with, another adult or child 43 26 56 
Read books that have been recommended by others 39 24 49 
Discuss with other people books read or used 33 22 41 
Recommend books to other people 32 21 39 

Any of the above 63 44 78 
    
Base: all 17-34s 
 
 
Table 8.3c Reading in relation to other people: 35-54s 

 All Males Females 

Weighted base: 590 259 326 

 % % % 

Read books that have been recommended by others 45 30 58 
Discuss with other people books read or used 38 29 46 
Recommend books to other people 37 21 49 
Read books to, or with, another adult or child 34 30 36 

Any of the above 63 51 72 
    
Base: all 35-54s 
 
 
Table 8.3d Reading in relation to other people: 55+s 

 All Males Females 

Weighted base: 600 202 395 

 % % % 
Read books that have been recommended by others 46 28 54 
Recommend books to other people 39 24 47 
Discuss with other people books read or used 36 26 41 
Read books to, or with, another adult or child 21 14 24 

Any of the above 59 41 69 
    
Base: all 55+s 
 
8.3 Reading books in relation to other people: by age and sex 
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Tables 8.3a-d illustrate that females had participated in these activities more 
than men, across all age bands. 
 
Even among children, girls were twice as likely as boys to have recommended 
books to others and to have read titles recommended by others to them.  This 
ratio is more or less maintained throughout all the age groups shown. 
 
Females were also more likely than males to discuss the books they have read 
with others, albeit not quite to the extent of the recommendation-related 
activities

36
. 

 
To some extent these figures are a function of the fact that the heaviest 
readers (and thus - as shown above – those most likely to engage in these 
activities) tend to be female.  However, even when only medium/heavy and 
heavy readers are examined (those reading for at least 6 hours per week), a 
gap still exists, with 63% of females reading recommended books, 58% 
recommending them to others and 54% discussing books, compared to 
equivalent figures of 45%, 41% and 44% for males (not shown in the tables). 
 
The tables also indicate a significant gap between males and females in terms 
of reading to/with children/adults.  Among children, 47% of girls and 39% of 
boys read to/with others (with, as shown in Sections 3 and 4, girls more likely 
to read e.g. fiction, and spending longer reading on average than boys more 
generally). 
 
Most notably, among adults likeliest to have the youngest children (17-34s), 
women were twice as likely to read to/with others as men (56% compared to 
26%).  Of course, not all these 17-34s will have younger children.  However,  
even excluding those without children, the gap remains: 36% of 17-34 year old 
males from households with any children (0-16) read to/with others, compared 
to 59% of females; 54% of 17-34 year old males from households with 
children aged 0-5 read to/with others, compared to 84% of females (not shown 
in the tables). 

                                            
36

 This finding was very strongly confirmed by the qualitative research, which is able to give a 
very clear indication of the reasons behind the gender differences shown – see Section A3.2 
and A3.5.  Moreover, the qualitative study also showed that, among women, personal 
recommendations were the most commonly used and trusted source of information about new 
authors and new books to read  (whereas men were generally distrustful of relying on 
recommendations from other people) – see Section A3.3 
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Table 9.1     Sources of books to read: overall  

 All 

individuals  

 

Adults 

 

Children 

All 

households 

Weighted base 2033 1563 452 900 

 % % % % 

Buy from shops 51 55 36 66 

Buy from book clubs/direct sources 21 23 17 33 

Buy them via the internet 2 3 1 4 

Buy at all 59 63 42 75 

     

Borrow from public libraries 47 45 55 60 

Borrow from school/college 17 6 56 25 

Borrow from friends/relations/etc  30 36 12 50 

Borrow at all 65 62 75 80 

     

Have them in the house already 38 38 35 50 

Ask for them/receive as gifts 39 38 43 50 

Other 4 4 2 6 

     

Obtain/have at all 87 89 83 97 

Don’t obtain/not answered 13 11 17 3 

     

Average no. sources 2.5 2.5 2.6 3.4 

     

Buy don’t borrow from public library 29 34 12 35 

Buy and borrow from public library 29 29 30 45 

Borrow from public library don’t buy 18 16 25 15 

Buy or borrow from public library 76 79 67 90 

Neither 24 21 33 10 

     
Base: all individuals/households 
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SECTION 9  SOURCES OF BOOKS TO READ

37
 

 
9.1 Sources of books to read: overall 
 
Respondents were asked where they obtained the books that they read.  
Overall, 87% of individuals indicated that they obtained books from one or 
other sources listed, with 59% buying them (51% from shops, 21% from book 
clubs/direct sources and 2% via the Internet), and 65% borrowing them (47% 
from public libraries, 6% from school and 36% from other people).  Two-fifths 
received the books that they read as gifts, with a similar proportion saying that 
they read books they had already at home. 
 
Adults (63%)

38
 were more likely to obtain the books that they read by buying 

them than children (42%)
39

, while the latter were more likely to borrow them 
from public libraries (55% compared to 45%)

40
, and of course from schools 

(56% compared to 6%).  Adults were three times as likely to obtain books by 
borrowing from other people, while similar proportions of adults and children 
received books as gifts. 
 
As the summary at the foot of Table 9.1 shows, a third of adults (compared to 
12% of children) bought books, but did not borrow them from public libraries, 
while one-in-six adults (a quarter of children), borrowed but did not buy.  c30% 
of both adults and children borrowed from libraries and bought books. 
 
When the data for individuals are amalgamated to household level, we find 
that three-quarters of households were book-buyers, and 60% were public 
library borrowers, with 90% either buying or borrowing (and with 97% obtaining 
books from one or other of the sources examined).  Forty-five percent of 
households bought books and borrowed from public libraries, while 35% 
bought only and 15% borrowed only. 

                                            
37

 see also Section 4.1 
38

 data from BML’s Books and the Consumer survey (1989-1996) indicate that the proportion 
of adults buying books at all is actually rather higher than this (perhaps as much as 75-80%).  
The Books and the Consumer survey listed a wide range of genres of book that could be read, 
used or referred to, rather than just asking the simple question used in this survey. 
39

 of course, for young children the books are likely to be bought or borrowed on their behalf 
40

 the figures for individuals and households borrowing books from public libraries were almost 
identical to those recorded by the Household Library Use Survey in 1998 (albeit including 
borrowing of non-book items as well as books) 
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Table 9.2     Sources of books to read: by age  

 Total 0-5 6-11 12-16 17-24  25-34  35-44  45-54  55-64  65+     

Weighted base: 2033 124 192 137 116 256 315 275 293 307 

  % % % % % % % % % % 

Buy from shops 51 29 43 34 49 65 62 60 53 40 
Buy from book clubs/direct sources 21 14 24 8 12 25 26 30 21 17 
Buy them via the internet 2 1 1 1 2 2 4 3 3 1 

Buy at all 59 35 51 37 52 72 68 70 62 49 
           

Borrow from public libraries 47 41 61 58 33 42 43 41 47 54 

Borrow from school/college 17 26 66 70 32 5 8 5 3 - 
Borrow from friends/relations/etc  30 4 10 22 24 36 39 32 44 32 

Borrow at all 65 52 82 84 57 58 64 56 68 65 

           

Have them in the house already 38 26 43 32 23 33 44 42 43 36 
Ask for them/receive as gifts 39 38 51 37 38 38 36 34 44 37 

Other 4 2 2 1 2 2 4 5 5 5 
           

Obtain/have at all 87 67 89 89 84 87 89 87 92 88 

Don’t obtain/not answered 13 33 11 11 16 13 11 13 8 12 

Average no. sources 2.5 1.8 3.0 2.6 2.1 2.5 2.6 2.5 2.6 2.2 
           

Buy don’t borrow from public library 29 15 14 8 35 39 39 38 32 24 

Buy and borrow from public library 29 20 37 29 17 33 29 32 30 25 
Borrow from public library don’t buy 18 20 23 30 16 9 13 9 18 28 

Buy or borrow from public library 76 56 74 66 68 81 82 79 79 77 

Neither 24 44 26 34 32 19 18 21 21 23 
           
Base: all individuals 
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9.2 Sources of books to read: by age 
 
Table 9.2 shows how people of different ages obtain the books that they 
read.  It indicates that purchasing them from shops was highest among 25-
34s (65%), while 45-54s showed the greatest propensity to buy from book 
clubs/other direct sources (30%).  Purchasing via the internet increased from 
2% overall, to 4% of those aged 35-44. 
 
Around 70% of people aged 25-54 bought books from one or other of these 
sources, compared to just over 60% of 55-64s, and around half of those aged 
17-24 and 65+. 
 
Borrowing from public libraries was highest among school aged children (at 
c60% of 6-11s and 12-16s), with 65+s showing the highest proportion of 
borrowers among adults (54%).  Those aged 17-24 were least likely to borrow 
from public libraries (33%) with a similar proportion of this age group 
borrowing from school/college instead or as well

41
.  Use of school as a source 

of books to read peaked at 70% of those aged 12-16.  Borrowing from 
friends/relations/etc was highest among those aged 55-64 (the age group also 
most likely to engage in discussing books read and recommending titles – see 
Section 8.2). 
 
Those reading books that they have in the house already varied between just 
under a quarter of 17-24s to over two-fifths of those aged 6-11 and 35-64, 
with 6-11s also more likely than other groups to say they ask for, or receive, 
the books that they read as gifts. 
 
Looking at the relationship between buying and borrowing books from public 
libraries, the foot of Table 9.2 indicates that the proportion buying and 
borrowing is greatest among 6-11s, 25-34s and 45-54s (at around a third or 
more), and lowest among 17-24s (17%).  The latter, together with 25-54s 
were the most likely groups to buy and not borrow.  Children aged 12-16, and 
people aged 65+ were most likely to borrow and not buy.  Those aged 25 and 
under were more likely than average to neither borrow books from public 
libraries, nor to buy them. 

                                            
41

 a pattern of public library use confirmed by the qualitative research (Section A4.1), which 
also suggested that one of the ways that adults get back into using the library as a source of 
books for themselves to read was when they began taking their children there 
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Base: all individuals 

Figure 9.2   Buying and borrowing: by age
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The data shown in Table 9.2 clearly indicate that there are significant 
proportions who get the books that they read by buying them and by 
borrowing from public libraries, and indeed, those who buy are more likely to 
borrow than those who don’t buy (and vice versa – see Section 9.7). 
 
At the same time, the data also suggest that those age groups most likely to 
buy are often least likely to borrow and vice versa.  This is illustrated by 
Figure 9.2, which shows an almost mirror image between the line which plots 
proportions buying against proportions borrowing by age. 
 
Again, it is worth emphasising that within these age groups, many (including 
many of those reading the most books – see Section 9.6), will be using both 
sources.  That aside, there is clearly more use of libraries as a source of 
books for reading, relative to purchase sources, among children, which then 
reverses in early and mid-adulthood, before beginning to revert again in 
favour of libraries as old age approaches

42
. 

 
 
 

                                            
42

 see also Section 10 for the extent to which people attribute less borrowing to more buying 
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Table 9.3a Sources of books to read: 0-16s 

 All Males Females 

Weighted base: 452 233 213 

 % % % 

Buy from shops 36 34 40 
Buy from book clubs/direct sources 17 17 16 
Buy them via the internet 1 1 1 

Buy at all 42 41 45 
    

Borrow from public libraries 55 49 60 
Borrow from school/college 56 53 60 
Borrow from friends/relations/etc  12 8 17 

Borrow at all 75 72 78 
    
Have them in the house already 35 33 38 
Ask for them/receive as gifts 43 43 44 
Other 2 1 2 
    

Obtain/have at all 83 83 83 

Don’t obtain/not answered 17 17 17 

Average no. sources 2.6 2.4 2.8 
    
Buy don’t borrow from public library 12 14 11 
Buy and borrow from public library 30 27 34 
Borrow from public library don’t buy 24 23 27 

Buy or borrow from public library 67 63 71 

Neither 33 37 29 
    
Base: all 0-16s 
 
Base: all 0-16s obtaining books to read 

 
9.3 Sources of books to read: by age and sex 

Figure 9.3a     Summary of sources of books to read: 0-16s
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a) 0-16s 
 
Table 9.1 showed that 55% of those aged 16 and under borrowed books from 
public libraries, while 42% bought books (or, for younger children, had books 
bought for them). 
 
Table 9.3a indicates that, while girls were a little more likely than boys to have 
obtained books to read by buying them (45% compared to 41%), they were 
considerably more likely than boys to have borrowed them from public 
libraries (60% compared to 49%).  Moreover, they were twice as likely to have 
borrowed from friends, relatives, etc (17% compared to 8%). 
 
Overall, however, as many boys as girls had obtained books to read from one 
or other of the sources examined (by using fewer of the different sources, on 
average), and boys were – for example - as likely as girls to ask for 
them/receive them as gifts.  In fact, as illustrated by Figure 9.3a, boys 
obtaining books to read from one or other of the sources were relatively more 
likely than girls to get them only from sources other than buying or library 
borrowing (e.g. from school/college, as gifts, or reading books already in the 
home). 
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Table 9.3b Sources of books to read: 17-34s 

 All Males Females 

Weighted base: 372 150 218 

 % % % 

Buy from shops 60 52 66 
Buy from book clubs/direct sources 21 15 26 
Buy them via the internet 2 3 1 

Buy at all 66 56 74 
    

Borrow from public libraries 39 18 54 
Borrow from school/college 13 11 15 
Borrow from friends/relations/etc  32 24 38 

Borrow at all 58 40 70 
    
Have them in the house already 30 22 36 
Ask for them/receive as gifts 38 36 39 
Other 2 2 2 
    

Obtain/have at all 86 78 93 

Don’t obtain/not answered 14 22 7 

Average no. sources 2.4 1.8 2.8 
    
Buy don’t borrow from public library 38 46 33 
Buy and borrow from public library 28 10 41 
Borrow from public library don’t buy 11 8 13 

Buy or borrow from public library 77 64 87 

Neither 23 36 13 
    
Base: all 17-34s 
 

Base: all 17-34s obtaining books to read 
 

 

Figure 9.3b     Summary of sources of books to read: 17-34s
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b) 17-34s 
 
The variations in sources used for obtaining books patterns already beginning 
to emerge among children become more pronounced among adults. 
 
Among 17-34s for example, women were more likely than men to say they 
obtained books for reading by buying them (74% compared to 56%), and this 
was particularly true of buying from book clubs/other direct sources (26% 
compared to 15%).  The pattern was reversed for buying via the Internet, 
however, though with only small numbers of males (3%) and females (1%) 
buying through this source (Table 9.3b). 
 
As with children, the gap between males and females borrowing the books 
that they read was far greater than that for buying.  Indeed, females aged 17-
34 were three times as likely as equivalent males to borrow the books that 
they read from public libraries, and more than half as likely to borrow from 
friends, relatives, etc.  The figure of only 18% of males aged 17-34 borrowing 
from public libraries was considerably lower than for males in any other age 
group (e.g. comparing with 33% of 35-54 year old men, 39% of 55+s, etc). 
  
As with children, the proportion asking for or receiving books as gifts was 
similar for both sexes, while the gap between males and females reading 
books that they have around the house already was significantly greater for 
females (36%) than males (22%). 
 
Reflecting the fact that, by early adulthood, women are more likely to be 
reading books than men (see Sections 3 and 4), the proportions of 17-34s 
obtaining books to read from any of the sources examined was also greater 
among females (93%) than males (78%). 
 
The data in the table linking buying and borrowing indicate that females aged 
17-34 were four times as likely as males in this age group to borrow from 
public libraries and buy from other sources.  Indeed, as Figure 9.3b 
illustrates, 44% of females who obtained books to read from one or other of 
the sources examined borrowed from the library and bought, compared to 
only 13% of males.  Meanwhile, well over half of men obtaining books bought 
but did not borrow them from the library, compared to around a third of 
women. 
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Table 9.3c Sources of books to read: 35-54s 

 All Males Females 

Weighted base: 590 259 326 

 % % % 

Buy from shops 61 53 69 
Buy from book clubs/direct sources 28 19 35 
Buy them via the internet 4 4 3 

Buy at all 69 60 76 
    

Borrow from public libraries 42 33 49 
Borrow from school/college 7 3 9 
Borrow from friends/relations/etc  36 24 45 

Borrow at all 60 47 71 
    
Have them in the house already 43 37 48 
Ask for them/receive as gifts 35 35 36 
Other 4 4 5 
    

Obtain/have at all 88 81 94 

Don’t obtain/not answered 12 19 6 

Average no. sources 2.6 2.1 2.9 
    
Buy don’t borrow from public library 38 39 38 
Buy and borrow from public library 31 22 38 
Borrow from public library don’t buy 11 12 11 

Buy or borrow from public library 80 72 88 

Neither 20 28 12 
    
Base: all 35-54s 
 

   Base: all 35-54s obtaining books to read 
 

Figure 9.3c     Summary of sources of books to read: 35-54s
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c) 35-54s 
 
The gap between the proportions of males and females buying and borrowing 
the books that they read was maintained among 35-54s, though with some 
variations in the extent of these differences compared to 17-34s. 
 
For example, the gap between men and women borrowing from public 
libraries was far narrower among 35-54s (49% of women compared to 33% of 
men), while the gap between those borrowing from friends/relatives was 
greater (45% of women compared to 24% of men). 
 
Other variations between the genders were similar to those for the younger 
adult group, with females a little more likely than males to buy books to read 
from shops, and a lot more likely to buy from book clubs and direct sources 
(other than via the internet).  As with other age groups, the proportion 
receiving the books that they read as gifts was very similar for men and 
women aged 35-54. 
 
35-54 year old women remained considerably more likely than men to obtain 
books to read from any of the sources examined (94% compared to 81%), 
reflecting their greater propensity to read books in general.  Of those 
obtaining, 40% of women, compared to 27% of men, got the books that they 
read from libraries and also bought them, while 48% of men bought and did 
not borrow, compared to 40% of women (Figure 9.3c). 
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Table 9.3d Sources of books to read: 55+s 

 All Males Females 

Weighted base: 600 202 395 

 % % % 

Buy from shops 46 40 49 
Buy from book clubs/direct sources 19 17 20 
Buy them via the internet 2 4 1 

Buy at all 55 49 58 
    

Borrow from public libraries 51 39 56 
Borrow from school/college 2 3 1 
Borrow from friends/relations/etc  38 22 45 

Borrow at all 67 52 73 
    
Have them in the house already 39 31 44 
Ask for them/receive as gifts 40 40 40 
Other 5 6 5 
    

Obtain/have at all 90 82 94 

Don’t obtain/not answered 10 18 6 

Average no. sources 2.4 2.0 2.6 
    
Buy don’t borrow from public library 28 28 28 
Buy and borrow from public library 27 22 30 
Borrow from public library don’t buy 23 18 26 

Buy or borrow from public library 78 67 84 

Neither 22 33 16 
    
Base: all 55+s 

 

Base: all 55+s obtaining books to read 

d) 55+s 
 

Figure 9.3d     Summary of sources of books to read: 55+s
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Though males aged 55+ were more likely than younger men to borrow the 
books that they read from public libraries, they were still considerably less 
likely than females in this age group to do so (39% compared to 56%).  
Meanwhile, the gap between men and women borrowing from friends/ 
relatives/etc. was greater amongst this age group than others, with females 
twice as likely to get books to read from this source as men (45% compared 
to 22% - Table 9.3d). 
 
The proportions buying the books that they read was lower for 55+s of both 
sexes compared to younger adults of the equivalent gender, while the 
proportion requesting them or receiving them as gifts was a little higher than 
average for adults, at 40% of both men and women aged 55+. 
 
Women aged 55+ remained more likely than men to obtain books to read 
from any of the sources (94% compared to 82%), though of those obtaining 
books, the proportions borrowing and buying, or doing one rather than the 
other, were quite similar for both genders (certainly more so than for any other 
group – Figure 9.3d). 
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Table 9.4    Sources of books to read: by household social grade 

 All  AB C1 C2 DE 

Weighted base 900 161 239 204 295 

 % % % % % 

Buy from shops 66 68 75 68 56 

Buy from book clubs/direct sources 33 34 37 35 27 

Buy them from via the internet 4 8 5 3 2 

Buy at all 75 80 82 75 66 

      

Borrow from public libraries 60 63 64 52 60 

Borrow from school/college 25 30 23 29 20 

Borrow from friends/relations/etc  50 60 54 46 46 

Borrow at all 80 86 82 75 78 

      

Have them in the house already 50 58 54 42 48 

Ask for them/receive as gifts 50 64 53 42 46 

Other 6 6 6 6 5 

      

Obtain/have at all 97 99 98 97 95 

Don’t obtain/not answered 3 1 2 3 5 

Average no. sources 3.4 3.9 3.7 3.2 3.1 

      

Buy don’t borrow from public library 31 33 29 37 26 

Buy and borrow from public library 44 47 53 38 40 

Borrow don’t buy from public library 16 17 11 15 20 

Buy or borrow from public library 90 96 93 90 86 

Neither 10 4 7 10 14 

      
Base: all individuals/households 
 Base: all households obtaining books to read 

Fig. 9.4     Summary of sources of books to read: by social grade
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9.4 Sources of books to read: by social grade 
 
The propensity to obtain books read by buying them was greater among 
ABC1 households (c80%) than C2s (75%), and particularly DEs (66% - Table 
9.4).  
 
In contrast, the proportion of households borrowing – particularly from 
libraries – showed far less variation: 63%-64% of ABC1 households obtained 
the books that they read from public libraries, compared to 60% of DEs, 
though only 52% of C2s (the latter perhaps a reflection of the relatively small 
proportion of older households among the C2s in the sample). 
 
Obtaining books by borrowing them from other people, and by asking for 
them/receiving them as gifts generally decreased in line with social grade. 
 
Looking more specifically at the relationship between buying books and 
borrowing them from public libraries, the summary at the foot of the table 
shows that proportion using either of these sources varied between 96% of 
ABs households to 86% of DEs, though the gap in the proportion obtaining 
books from any sources was much closer (99% compared to 95% 
respectively, indicating that there are a number of DE households obtaining 
books, but not by buying them or borrowing them from libraries). 
 
DEs also showed the highest proportion of households using libraries as a 
source of books read, but who did not buy them (20% of those using either).  
C1s showed the highest proportion who borrowed and bought, while C2s 
showed the highest proportion buying and not borrowing. 
 
Figure 9.3d illustrates this summary further, showing the proportions of those 
obtaining books from any source who bought and/or borrowed, or only used 
other sources. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 9.5   Sources of books to read: by household presence of children 

 All  None Any 0-5 Any 6-15 Any 0-16 
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Weighted base 900 642 146 173 258 

 % % % % % 

Buy from shops 66 61 76 77 78 

Buy from book clubs/direct sources 33 29 46 41 42 

Buy them via the internet 4 3 7 6 6 

Buy at all 75 70 86 85 86 

      

Borrow from public libraries 60 55 71 72 71 

Borrow from school/college 25 8 65 69 65 

Borrow from friends/relations/etc  50 49 54 58 55 

Borrow at all 80 75 90 91 91 

      

Have them in the house already 50 47 57 58 58 

Ask for them/receive as gifts 50 45 65 61 62 

Other 6 6 6 6 6 

      

Obtain/have at all 97 96 99 98 98 

Don’t obtain/not answered 3 4 1 2 2 

Average no. sources 3.4 3.0 4.4 4.4 4.4 

      

Buy don’t borrow from public library 31 33 27 24 26 

Buy and borrow from public library 44 37 59 61 61 

Borrow from public library don’t buy 16 18 11 12 11 

Buy or borrow from public library 90 88 97 97 97 

Neither 10 12 3 3 3 

      
Base: all households 
 

Base: all households obtaining books to read 
 
9.5 Sources of books to read: by presence of children 
 

Fig. 9.5  Summary of sources of books: by presence of children
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Households with children – whether aged 0-5, 6-15 or both – obtain the books 
that they read from a greater number of sources (4.4 on average) compared 
to those without children aged under 16 (3.0 on average).  However, nearly all 
households – with or without children – obtained books from one or other 
source (99% of those with compared to 96% of those without). 
 
Those with children were more likely to have bought the books that they read 
and to have borrowed them, from public libraries, school/college and from 
other people.  They were also more likely to have received them as gifts and 
to have had them in the house already.  Many of these differences reflect the 
fact that households with children contain more individuals, with consequently 
more chance of one or other of them using each source.  Indeed, the adult 
individuals within each household type (not shown in the table), show very few 
differences in the proportions obtaining books to read from each source type. 
 
Even so, it is clear from Figure 9.5, that, among households without children 
aged 15 or under, there are significant proportions who buy the books that 
they read and don’t borrow them (34% of those obtaining at all), or who 
borrow but don’t buy (19%).  In contrast, the majority of households with 
children make use, to some extent, of both buying and library borrowing (over 
60%). 
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Table 9.6     Sources of books to read: by weight of reading 

  
All 

Non/ 
Light 

Light-
medium 

 
Medium 

Medium 
-heavy 

 
Heavy 

Weighted base: 2033 380 418 447 368 247 

 % % % % % % 

Buy – shops 51 36 54 60 66 59 
Buy – book clubs/direct  21 15 22 23 31 28 
Buy – internet 2 1 2 2 3 3 

Buy at all 59 43 62 68 74 66 
       

Borrow - public libraries 47 27 45 58 58 68 
Borrow - school/college 17 13 22 22 17 18 
Borrow - friends/relations  30 18 25 37 43 44 

Borrow at all 65 45 66 78 78 84 
       
Have in house already 38 25 35 45 54 44 
Ask for/receive as gifts 39 22 37 47 54 50 
Other 4 4 3 4 6 3 
       

Obtain/have at all 87 78 94 98 99 97 

Don’t obtain/no answer 13 22 6 2 1 3 

Average no. sources 2.5 1.6 2.4 2.9 3.3 3.1 
       
Buy don’t borrow  29 30 36 31 35 23 
Buy and borrow  29 13 27 37 39 44 
Borrow don’t buy 18 14 18 21 19 24 

Buy or borrow 76 58 81 88 93 90 

Neither 24 42 19 12 7 10 
       
Base: all individuals 
 

Base: all individuals obtaining books to read 

9.6 Sources of books to read: by weight of reading 

Fig. 9.6  Summary of sources of books: by weight of reading
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As would be expected, the heaviest readers tend to make use of the most 
sources of books for reading, just over 3, on average, compared to 1.6 on 
average for the lightest readers.  Around three-quarters of the latter obtained 
books to read from one or other source at some stage, despite reading for 
less than one hour in the average week (Table 9.6). 
 
It was actually ‘medium-heavy’, rather than ‘heavy’ readers which showed the 
greatest proportion buying the books that they read, both from shops and 
direct sources.  However, ‘heavy’ readers, reflecting the fact that they contain 
a large proportion of older people, were most likely to have borrowed books 
from public libraries (or indeed from other people).  In fact, unlike other 
groups, the heaviest readers were slightly more likely to borrow from libraries 
than to buy them (68% compared to 66%). 
 
These heaviest readers, showed, however, the greatest proportion who both 
bought books to read and borrowed them from public libraries: 44%, reducing 
by weight of reading.  This was nearly twice the proportion that either bought 
and did not borrow, or who borrowed without buying. 
 
Figure 9.6 further illustrates these patterns, indicating that those light readers 
who obtained books to read from somewhere, were more likely than heavier 
readers to buy and not borrow, or to obtain the books by neither buying nor 
library borrowing. 
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Table 9.7     Sources of books to read: by buyers and borrowers 

 Library borrowers 

 

 
All 

Buy  
at all at all light medium heavy 

Weighted base: 2033 1190 950 428 262 213 

 % % % % % % 

Buy – shops 51 87 55 59 55 51 
Buy – book clubs/direct  21 37 23 24 25 20 
Buy – internet 2 4 2 3 2 2 

Buy at all 59 100 62 64 69 56 
       

Borrow - public libraries 47 50 100 100 100 100 
Borrow - school/college 17 16 23 23 24 23 
Borrow - friends/relations  30 37 37 37 35 42 

Borrow at all 65 70 100 100 100 100 
       
Have in house already 38 47 44 45 42 46 
Ask for/receive as gifts 39 49 49 45 53 57 
Other 4 4 3 3 3 2 
       

Obtain/have at all 87 100 100 100 100 100 

Don’t obtain/no answer 13 - - - - - 

Average no. sources 2.5 3.3 3.4 3.3 3.4 3.4 
       
Buy don’t borrow  29 50 - - - - 
Buy and borrow  29 50 62 64 69 56 
Borrow don’t buy 18 - 38 36 31 44 

Buy or borrow 76 100 100 100 100 100 

Neither 24 - - - - - 

       
Base: all individuals 
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9.7 Sources of books to read: buyers and library borrowers 
 
Table 9.7 compares the use of different sources by those buying the books 
that they read, and those who borrowed them from public libraries.  Variations 
within the latter are also shown for those categorised as ‘light’, ‘medium’ and 
‘heavy’ borrowers, based on the number of books borrowed for themselves in 
an average month

43
. 

 
It shows that, while the proportion buying books to read is lower among the 
heaviest borrowers than average, more heavy borrowers buy than don’t buy 
(56% compared to 44%), with just over half buying from bookshops.  Indeed, 
light and medium borrowers are more likely than average to buy books (69% 
and 64% respectively, compared to 59% on average). 
 
Looking at the data the other way around, half of those buying the books that 
they read also borrow books from public libraries. 
 

                                            
43

 ‘light’ borrowers borrowed 2 books or less for themselves in an average month, ‘medium’ 
borrowed 3-5, and ‘heavy’ borrowed 6 or more 
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 Base: all individuals 

Figure 9.8   Buying books previously borrowed: by age within sex
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9.8 Buying books previously borrowed 
 
In addition to examining the extent to which people buy and borrow the books 
that they read, the survey also specifically asked respondents whether they 
ever bought book they had previously borrowed from a public library. 
 
Overall, 10% of individuals (8% of children, and 11% of adults), said they had 
bought books previously borrowed.  This equated to 18% of all who ever 
borrowed the books that they read from libraries, 14% of those ever buying 
their books, and 22% of those who used both sources

44
. 

 
As Table 9.8 shows, females were more likely than males to buy books they 
had previously borrowed, particularly between the ages of 12-16 and 35-44.  
The likelihood of having done so was greatest (19%) among women aged 25-
34.  In general, those groups most likely to have bought after borrowing a 
book coincided fairly closely with those groups most likely to have bought 
books at all (compare with Table 9.2). 
 

                                            
44

 the qualitative research reminds us that borrowing not only leads to buying the very same 
book, but that it can lead to buying other books in a series or by the same author  - see 
Section A4.2  
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Table 10.1a     Perceived changes in public library borrowing: overall  

 All 

individuals  

 

Adults 

 

Children 

Weighted base 1909 1563 329 

 % % % 

Borrow more now (did 5 yrs ago too)  16 15 23 

Borrow now (didn't 5 yrs ago) 5 4 10 

Borrow more  21 19 33 

    

Borrow now (same as 5 yrs ago) 17 18 15 

Don't borrow now (didn't 5 yrs ago)  20 23 9 

Borrow same 37 41 24 

    

Borrow now (fewer than 5 yrs ago) 11 10 13 

Don't borrow now (did 5 yrs ago) 9 10 4 

Borrow fewer 20 20 17 

    

Average score/5 0.1 - 0.1 1.1 

     

Not answered 22 21 27 

    
Base: all individuals aged 6+ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SECTION 10 CHANGES IN BORROWING HABITS 
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10.1 Changes in public library borrowing: overall 
 
Respondents were asked whether they borrowed more, fewer or the same 
amount of books from public libraries now as they did five years ago.   
 
Just over a fifth

45
 claimed that they borrowed more now.  Most of these 

borrowed five years ago as well (but to a lesser extent), though 5% of 
individuals had not borrowed books five years ago but did now (Table 10.1a).   
 
At the same time, around a fifth of individuals felt they borrowed less books 
now than before, of which a slightly higher proportion were still borrowing 
(11%), than had stopped borrowing altogether (9%). 
 
The remaining respondents either borrowed about the same amount as 
before (37% of individuals, over half of which didn’t borrow before or now), or 
did not respond to the question (many of whom were not borrowing now, 
though we can’t be sure whether they were before). 
 
Applying a scoring system to these changes in borrowing (+5 for those 
borrowing more, -5 to those borrowing less and 0 to those borrowing the 
same amount), it is possible to devise an average score of 0.1 for all 
individuals – i.e. implying that, overall, respondents were borrowing around 
the same amount now as five years ago

46
. 

 
The data show variations between adults and children.  More children felt they 
borrowed more now (boosted by the youngest – unlikely to have borrowed 
much five years ago), than thought they borrowed less (33% compared to 
17%).  In contrast, a slightly higher proportion of adults said they borrowed 
fewer books now (20%), than thought they borrowed more (19%).   
 
Thus, the average score for borrowing among adults was -0.1, compared to 
+1.1 for children

47
.  At the same time, relatively more adults (41%) than 

children (24%) felt they were borrowing the same amount now as before.  
 

                                            
45

 excluding those aged 0-5, who obviously were not around 5 years ago 
46

 this is only a broad indicator, since it shows the net change in the number of people 
borrowing more or less, and does not take into account the volume of books borrowed by 
each person now and before.  Indeed, figures from LISU show that overall issues have fallen 
significantly over the last 5 years 
47

 this pattern to some extent reflects actual borrowing figures, which show a much steeper 
decline in borrowing of adult than children’s books over the last five years (Source: LISU) 
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Table 10.1b     Perceived changes in public library borrowing:  
                         by weight of  borrowing  

 All Non light medium heavy 

Weighted base: 1909 611 343 239 204 

 % % % % % 
Borrow more now (did 5 yrs ago too)  16 * 19 42 54 
Borrow now (didn't 5 yrs ago) 5 * 9 6 9 

Borrow more  21 * 28 48 63 
      

Borrow now (same as 5 yrs ago) 17 2 33 36 28 
Don't borrow now (didn't 5 yrs ago)  20 54 - - - 

Borrow same 37 56 33 36 28 
      

Borrow now (fewer than 5 yrs ago) 11 1 32 12 6 
Don't borrow now (did 5 yrs ago) 9 19 2 - - 

Borrow fewer 20 20 34 12 6 
      

Average score/5 0.1 -1.3 -0.4 2.0 3.0 

       

Not answered 22 22 5 4 3 

      
Base: all individuals aged 6+ 
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Table 10.1b shows that the heaviest borrowers from public libraries tended to 
be borrowing more books now compared to five years ago (63% - mostly 
existing borrowers borrowing more), while 28% were borrowing about the 
same amount and 6% less than before.  Medium borrowers also tended to 
say they were borrowing more than before (48%) or the same amount (36%), 
while light borrowers were split fairly evenly between those borrowing more 
(28%), the same amount (33%) and  fewer books (34%). 
 
54% of those not currently borrowing also weren’t borrowers five years ago, 
compared to 19% who borrowed before, but don’t anymore (22% of these did 
not say whether they borrowed before). 
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Table 10.2     Perceived changes in public library borrowing: overall  

 All 6-11 12-16 17-24  25-34  35-44  45-54  55-64  65+     

Weighted base: 1909 192 137 116 256 315 275 293 307 

 % % % % % % % % % 

Borrow more (did 5 yrs ago too)  16 26 19 12 12 12 8 15 26 
Borrow now (didn't 5 yrs ago) 5 13 6 3 5 4 3 2 3 

Borrow more  21 39 25 15 17 16 11 17 29 
          

Borrow now (same as 5 yrs ago) 17 14 15 12 14 20 23 19 16 
Don't borrow now (didn't 5 yrs ago)  20 9 9 21 25 27 23 21 19 

Borrow same 37 23 24 33 39 47 46 40 35 

          
Borrow now (fewer than 5 yrs ago) 11 9 19 11 13 10 11 13 6 
Don't borrow now (did 5 yrs ago) 9 2 5 15 10 9 11 10 7 

Borrow fewer 20 11 24 26 23 19 22 23 13 
          

Average score/5 0.1 1.1 0.0 -1.2 -0.4 -0.2 -1.3 -0.3 0.6 

           
Not answered 22 27 26 26 20 18 22 20 22 
          
Base: all aged 6+ answering this question 
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10.2 Changes in public library borrowing: by age 
 
Looking at variations in changes in book borrowing from public libraries by 
age, Table 10.2 indicates that those aged under 17 or over 65+ showed 
greater proportions borrowing more than borrowing less now compared to five 
years ago.  In contrast, all other age groups showed higher proportions 
borrowing less than more. 
 
The differences were greatest for 17-24s and 45-54s, which both showed 
average scores of less than –1 out of 5.   The 17-24 age group showed the 
highest proportion who were borrowers five years ago but were not any more 
(15%), while 45-54s showed the lowest proportion borrowing more now than 
before (11%).  45-54s, together with 35-44s showed the highest proportions 
borrowing the same amount now as before. 
 
The general pattern shown in the table reflects that for changes in reading 
habits more generally (Section 7), implying that changes in borrowing from 
libraries during an individual’s lifetime will to some extent at least be a 
reflection of changes in the amount that they read more generally (which in 
turn is often a reflection of the particular life-stage of that person – i.e. how 
much spare time they have, to what extent other activities are competing for 
this leisure time -  though see Sections 10.4 and 10.5 for reasons for 
borrowing more or less).  
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Table 10.3a     Reasons for borrowing more books now than 5 years ago: overall 

 All  <17 17-34 35-54 55+ 

Weighted base 359 88 57 76 133 

 % % % % % 

More time for/interest in books/reading generally 54 37 35 54 74 

More convenient to get to the library nowadays 30 23 23 38 34 

More/better books available in the library 25 24 29 34 19 

Buy fewer books now instead 12 6 14 14 14 

Obtain fewer books from other sources now  3 2 2 2 5 

Other
48

 13 25 24 11 1 

      
Base: all individuals giving reasons 

 

 
 
Table 10.3b     Reasons for borrowing fewer books now than 5 years ago: overall 

 All  <17 17-34 35-54 55+ 

Weighted base 336 47 80 106 103 

 % % % % % 

Less time for/instead in books/reading generally 37 53 43 33 28 

Buy more books now instead 36 23 36 45 32 

Less convenient to get to the library nowadays 29 18 33 37 23 

Obtain more books from other sources now  26 14 18 23 41 

Library always has same books/not enough new  20 13 10 30 20 

Not so many good/interesting books in the library 14 6 11 21 12 

Other 7 13 11 4 3 

      
Base: all individuals giving reasons 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

10.3 Reasons for changes in public library borrowing
49

 

                                            
48

 we can speculate (based on information from the qualitative research – Section A4.1) that 
the high proportion of ‘other’ reasons given by under 17s and 17-34s in Tables 10.3a and 
10.3b, is likely to be a reflection of shifting educational requirements   
49

 see also Section A4.1 
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The conclusion drawn at the end of Section 10.2, that changes in the amount 
of books borrowed from public libraries is often determined by a person’s 
more general ability or desire to read books, rather than being a reflection of a 
move towards or away from libraries as a source of books, is confirmed by 
Tables 10.3a and 10.3b. 
 
These show that the most commonly given reason for borrowing more books 
now than five years ago, overall and within the four age groups shown, was 
having more time for, or interest in, books and reading more generally.  This 
was mentioned by just over half of all individuals who were borrowing more 
now, and increased to nearly three-quarters of those aged 55+.   
 
Having less time/interest in books and reading in general was also the most 
commonly given reason for borrowing fewer books from the library, mentioned 
by 37% of those borrowing less, and increasing to 43% of 17-34s and 53% of 
under 17s.  In contrast, 35-54s were more likely to mention that they 
borrowed less because they bought more, or because they found it less 
convenient to get to the library now.  Those aged 55+ were more likely to put 
their decreased borrowing down to buying instead (32%), or getting books 
from elsewhere (41%), rather than because of less time/interest (28%). 
 
Overall, one-in-five of those borrowing less said this was because the library 
always had the same books/not enough new ones, while one-in-seven 
mentioned that there weren’t so many good/interesting books available in the 
library now.  A quarter mentioned either one of these reasons, though this 
increased to 36% of those aged 35-54 (making it a more important factor to 
this age group than less interest in reading generally).  Indeed, in this age 
group there was a slightly higher proportion of people who borrowed less now 
because of poorer choice in libraries than borrowed more because of better 
choice (though only equating to 6% of all 35-54s compared to 4%). 
 
Those borrowing less now, but still borrowing to some extent, were relatively 
more likely than those no longer borrowing to cite less time/interest in books 
and reading in general as a reason (44% compared to 27% - not shown in the 
tables), and also to say that it was because the library always had the same 
books (26% compared to 16%).  In contrast, those no longer borrowing were 
more likely to put this down to buying more books instead (41% compared to 
31%), and finding it less convenient to get to the library (35%;25%)

50
.  

                                            
50

 qualitative respondents who used libraries for books, but were borrowing less now than 
before, emphasised the issues of convenience (more restricted opening hours, closure of 
branch libraries), and fewer newly published books available as reasons for this (Section 
A4.1) 
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Table 11.1a     Reasons for buying rather than borrowing: overall  

  

All  

 

Adults 

 

Children 

Weighted base 1159 987 160 

 % % % 

To keep for reference 51 54 36 

In case want to re-read  42 40 55 

Just because it’s nice to own them 39 38 43 

Library doesn't have enough new titles 15 15 12 

Just never think of going to the library 15 16 6 

Take too long to read books => renew/fines 11 12 7 

Library doesn't have the sort of books I want 11 11 7 

Prefer bookshops: more up-to-date 9 10 4 

Prefer bookshops: more convenient to visit 9 9 3 

Books in the library are sometimes a bit tatty 6 6 4 

Prefer bookshops: less intimidating 2 2 1 

Prefer bookshops: staff are more helpful 1 1 1 

Other 5 5 6 

    
Base: all individuals giving answer 
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SECTION 11 DIFFERENCES IN BUYING AND BORROWING BOOKS 
 
11.1 Reasons for buying and borrowing: overall

51
 

 
Respondents were asked to give reasons why they bought books rather than 
borrowing them from public libraries and vice versa. 
 
Overall, 57% of all individuals gave at least one reason for buying instead of 
borrowing, while 47% indicated a reason for borrowing rather than buying. 
 
Of the former group, the most commonly mentioned reason given was that 
they ‘prefer to buy books to keep for reference’ (51%), ahead of ‘prefer to buy 
books in case I want to re-read them’ (42%)

52
, and ‘prefer to buy books just 

because it’s nice to own them’ (39% - Table 11.1a)
53

.  These three reasons 
were well ahead of any other, though 15% mentioned that they bought 
because ‘the library doesn’t have enough new titles/newly published books’, 
with a similar proportion saying they ‘just never think of going to the library to 
get the books I want’.  One-in-nine were concerned that they ‘take too long to 
read books – have to keep renewing/pay fines if borrow’, with the same 
proportion mentioning that they bought because ‘the library doesn’t have the 
sort of books I want’. 
 
Less than 10% mentioned any of the other reasons covered, including 
preferring bookshops to libraries because they are more up-to-date or more 
convenient to visit

54
. 

 
The proportion of adults mentioning each reason was generally higher than 
the proportion of children.  The exceptions being buying to allow re-reading, 
which was the most commonly mentioned reason by 0-16s (55% compared to 
40% of adults), and buying because it’s nice to own the books (43% 
compared to 38%). 

                                            
51

 see also Section A4.2 for more on the reasons for buying vs borrowing, and also Section 
A4.3, which provides an indication of respondents’ views of the role of libraries more generally 
52

 see also Section A3.3 for more on re-reading books among adults 
53

 and during the qualitative research some emphasised this in terms of the sensuous nature 
of a new book (i.e. it wasn’t just that they liked owning the books that they read, but that they 
took extra pleasure in reading a new book – Section A4.2)  
54

 one other factor mentioned during the qualitative research, but not covered in the 
quantitative survey, was that buying the book enabled one to write in it (presumably most 
relevant to those involved in study) – Section A4.2 
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Table 11.1b     Reasons for borrowing rather than buying: overall  

  
All  

 
Adults 

 
Children 

Weighted base 949 754 182 

 % % % 

Can't afford to buy all books want to read 61 60 63 

Means can try new authors/subjects 46 49 37 

Don't have space for all books want to read 39 41 32 

Always gone to library to get books wanted 29 29 30 

Only read books once - no point buying them 25 28 15 

Only want to dip into books – not to buy them 18 19 14 

The library has all the books I want 17 16 22 

Prefer libraries: more convenient to visit 14 14 13 

Prefer libraries: staff are more helpful 8 9 4 

Prefer libraries: less intimidating 5 6 3 

Prefer libraries: more up-to-date 2 2 2 

Other 2 2 2 

    
Base: all individuals giving answer 
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The most commonly given reason for borrowing instead of buying was that 
respondents ‘can’t afford to buy all the books I want to read’ (61%), ahead of 
those who borrowed because it ‘means I can try new authors/subjects – 
doesn’t matter if I don’t like them’ (46%)

55
, and those who said they ‘don’t 

have the space to keep all the books I want to read’ (39%).  These were the 
top three reasons given by both adults and children, though the proportion of 
adults mentioning the latter two was considerably greater than among 
children (Table 11.1b). 
 
In addition to these three factors, 29% of those responding said they 
sometimes borrowed instead of buying just because they ‘have always gone 
to the library to get the books I want’, while 25% indicated that they borrowed 
when they were ‘only going to read books once – no point buying them’ 
(though this was rather less important to children than adults).  Slightly fewer 
(18%) cited ‘only want to dip into books – don’t want to have to buy them’ as a 
reason to borrow instead of buying.  17% said that ‘the library has all the 
books I want’.   
 
Three of the least commonly mentioned reasons given for borrowing instead 
of buying were that respondents preferred libraries because ‘they’re more 
convenient to visit’ (14%), ‘the staff are more helpful’ (8%) and ‘they’re less 
intimidating’ (5%).  However, in each case these were given as reasons for 
using a library instead of a bookshop by relatively more people than gave 
them as reasons for using a bookshop ahead of a library (see Table 11.1a).  
On the other hand, relatively more mentioned that they bought instead of 
borrowing because they found bookshops more up-to-date than gave being 
more up-to-date as a reason for borrowing instead of buying (9% of those 
buying instead of borrowing compared to 2% of those borrowing instead of 
buying)

56
.  

 

                                            
55

 though note that one finding from the qualitative research that even those most willing to 
experiment still often tried new authors/subjects from within a fairly narrow range of book 
types – see Section A3.3 
56

 interestingly, one factor not covered by the quantitative survey, but mentioned during the 
qualitative stage, was that, as opposed to preferring to buy instead of borrowing because of 
the lack of newly published titles, some appreciated the library as a better source of less 
recently published/more obscure books 
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Table 11.2ai Reasons for buying rather than borrowing: 0-16s 

 All Males Females 

Weighted base: 160 80 78 

 % % % 

In case want to re-read them 55 54 57 
Just because it’s nice to own them 43 33 55 
To keep for reference 36 34 39 
Library doesn't have enough new titles/new books 12 11 12 
Take too long to read books => renew/pay fines 7 5 9 
Library doesn't have the sort of books I want 7 10 4 
Just never think of going to the library  6 5 8 
Books in the library are sometimes a bit tatty 4 3 5 
Prefer bookshops: more up-to-date 4 2 7 
Prefer bookshops: more convenient to visit 3 3 3 
Prefer bookshops: less intimidating 1 - 2 
Prefer bookshops: staff are more helpful 1 - 2 
Other 6 6 5 
    
Base: all 0-16s giving answer 

 
 
 
 
Table 11.2aii Reasons for borrowing rather than buying: 0-16s 

 All Males Females 

Weighted base: 182 77 103 

 % % % 
Can't afford to buy all books want to read 63 61 65 
Means can try new authors/subjects 37 34 40 
Don't have space for all books want to read 32 31 34 
Always gone to library to get books wanted 30 25 34 
Library has all the books I want 22 25 20 
Only read books once - no point buying them 15 16 15 
Only want to dip into books - not to buy them 14 12 16 
Prefer libraries: more convenient to visit 13 9 16 
Prefer libraries: staff are more helpful 4 2 5 
Prefer libraries: less intimidating 3 4 2 
Prefer libraries: more up-to-date 2 1 2 
Other 2 2 3 
    
Base: all 0-16s giving answer 
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11.2 Reasons for buying and borrowing: by age and sex 
 
a) 0-16s 
 
As indicated above, the most common reason given by children for buying a 
book rather than borrowing it, was that they might want to re-read the book 
(55% of 0-16s responding to this question).  This was the most frequently 
given reason among both boys (54%) and girls (57%), though nearly as many 
of the latter also mentioned that they bought just because it’s nice to own the 
books (55%, compared to only 33% of boys – Table 11.2ai).  Buying to keep 
as reference was also mentioned by a slightly larger proportion of girls than 
boys (39% compared to 34%). 
 
The only factor cited by a higher proportion of boys than girls was buying 
because the library did not have the sort of books they wanted (10% 
compared to 4%). 
 
Being unable to afford to buy all the books that they wanted was the most 
commonly given reason by both boys (61%) and girls (65%) for sometimes 
borrowing books rather than buying them.  Indeed, as Table 11.2aii shows, 
the rank order of factors was similar for both sexes.  Girls were a little more 
likely than boys to cite lack of space at home, and the fact that they have just 
always gone to the library to get books as reasons for borrowing as opposed 
to buying.  Interestingly, a slightly larger proportion of boys than girls said that 
they borrowed because the library had all the books they wanted, while, as 
indicated above, (presumably other) boys said they bought books because 
the library did not have the type of books they wanted (though we might 
suppose that this is really only a reflection of their limited requirements). 
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Table 11.2bi Reasons for buying rather than borrowing: 17-34s 

 All Males Females 

Weighted base: 236 81 154 

 % % % 

To keep for reference 48 56 44 
In case want to re-read them 45 39 49 
Just because it’s nice to own them 36 27 40 
Just never think of going to the library 19 24 17 
Take too long to read books => renew/pay fines 14 9 16 
Library doesn't have enough new titles/new books 14 6 17 
Library doesn't have the sort of books I want 13 16 11 
Prefer bookshops: more up-to-date 11 8 12 
Prefer bookshops: more convenient to visit 10 6 13 
The books in the library are sometimes a bit tatty 5 3 6 
Prefer bookshops: less intimidating 3 3 3 
Prefer bookshops: staff are more helpful 1 1 1 
Other 5 5 4 
    
Base: all 17-34s giving answer 

 
 
Table 11.2bii Reasons for borrowing rather than buying: 17-34s 

 All Males Females 

Weighted base: 165 40 125 

 % % % 
Can't afford to buy all books want to read 61 51 63 
Means can try new authors/subjects 42 26 46 
Don't have space for all books want to read 34 34 34 
Only read books once - no point buying them 23 16 25 
Only want to dip into books - not to buy them 19 15 20 
Always gone to library to get books wanted 16 10 18 
Prefer libraries: more convenient to visit 10 8 10 
Library has all the books I want 9 11 8 
Prefer libraries: staff are more helpful 4 2 5 
Prefer libraries: less intimidating 3 5 3 
Prefer libraries: more up-to-date 1 - 1 
Other 2 7 1 
    
Base: all 17-34s giving answer 
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b) 17-34s 
 
Looking at reasons given by males and females aged 17-34 for sometimes 
buying books rather than borrowing them, Table 11.2bi shows that there were 
a number of differences between the sexes. 
 
The most common reason given by males in this age group was that they 
bought to allow them to keep the books for reference (a reflection, to some 
degree, of the type of books that males are more likely to be reading).  
Women aged 17-34, were relatively less likely than men to mention this factor 
(44% compared to 56%), and indeed were a little more likely (49%) to cite the 
possibility of wanting to re-read a book as a reason for buying it instead of 
borrowing it. 
 
While buying because it is nice to own the books was the third most 
commonly mentioned factor by both genders, the reason was given by a 
considerably larger proportion of women than men (40% compared to 27%), 
reflecting the pattern already emerging among children (Table 11.2ai). 
 
Among the other reasons, males were more likely than females to say they 
bought instead of borrowing because they just never thought of going to the 
library (24% - the largest proportion shown by any of the sex/age groups 
examined in this section – compared to 17%), and because the library doesn’t 
have the sort of books they want (16% compared to 11%). 
 
Women, on the other hand, were more likely than men to buy instead of 
borrowing due to a concern that, because they took too long to read the 
books they would have to keep renewing them and/or incur fines (16% 
compared to 9%).  Moreover, women were at least twice as likely as men to 
cite the library not having enough new books, or newly published titles as a 
factor (17% compared to 6%), and also twice as likely to mention 
convenience of visiting (13% compared to 6%). 
 
Looking at reasons for borrowing instead of buying, Table 11.2bii indicates 
that being unable to afford all the books wanted was the most commonly 
given factor by both sexes, though by a considerably larger proportion of 
women than men (63% compared to 55%).  Lack of space was mentioned by 
34% of males and females in this age group, being the second most common 
factor given by men, but third among women, who were far more likely than 
men to say they borrowed some books instead of buying them because it 
gave them a chance to experiment with new authors and subjects (46% 
compared to 26%)

57
. 

Table 11.2ci Reasons for buying rather than borrowing: 35-54s 

 All Males Females 

                                            
57

 and, according to the qualitative research, this reflected the fact that men were far more 
cautious about their book choices, whereas women were more inclined to experiment, and 
less concerned about making the wrong choice of book – see Section 3.3 
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Weighted base: 406 155 248 

 % % % 
To keep for reference 57 59 56 
In case want to re-read them 42 35 46 
Just because it’s nice to own them 40 31 46 
Just never think of going to the library 17 16 18 
Library doesn't have enough new titles/new books 16 10 20 
Take too long to read books => renew/pay fines 13 10 15 
Library doesn't have the sort of books I want 12 13 12 
Prefer bookshops: more up-to-date 9 8 9 
Prefer bookshops: more convenient to visit 9 9 9 
The books in the library are sometimes a bit tatty 7 4 9 
Prefer bookshops: less intimidating 3 1 3 
Prefer bookshops: staff are more helpful 1 1 1 
Other 5 6 4 
    
Base: all 35-54s giving answer 

 
 
 
Table 11.2cii Reasons for borrowing rather than buying: 35-54s 

 All Males Females 

Weighted base: 260 94 166 

 % % % 

Can't afford to buy all books want to read 60 57 62 
Means can try new authors/subjects 56 45 62 
Don't have space for all books want to read 41 41 41 
Always gone to library to get books wanted 27 21 30 
Only want to dip into books - not to buy them 24 23 24 
Only read books once - no point buying them 23 21 24 
Prefer libraries: more convenient to visit 12 12 12 
Library has all the books I want 10 11 9 
Prefer libraries: staff are more helpful 5 5 5 
Prefer libraries: less intimidating 4 5 4 
Prefer libraries: more up-to-date 2 2 2 
Other 2 - 2 
    
Base: all 35-54s giving answer 
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c) 35-54s 
 
Men and women aged 35-54 showed many of the same patterns as 17-34s in 
terms of reasons given for buying some books instead of borrowing them.  
For example, women were considerably more likely than men to cite wanting 
to re-read books (46% compared to 35%), just enjoying owning them 
(46%;31%), and libraries not having enough new titles (20%;10%), as 
reasons for buying rather than borrowing (Table 11.2ci). 
 
For this age group, keeping the books for reference was the most commonly 
mentioned factor by both men and women. 
 
Unlike other age groups, there was little indication that 35-54 year old men 
were very much more likely than women to cite the library not stocking the 
type of books that they wanted as a factor leading them to buy instead of 
borrowing. 
  
Being unable to afford to buy all the books wanted was the most common 
reason given by both men and women for sometimes borrowing books 
instead of buying them (Table 11.2cii).  However, as many women in this age 
group (62% of those responding) mentioned that they borrowed because it 
means they can experiment with new authors and subjects as mentioned not 
being able to afford to buy them.  This was well ahead of the 45% of males 
mentioning experimenting as a factor, though that figure in itself was 
considerably higher than the equivalent given by males aged 17-34 (26%). 
 
The remaining reasons for borrowing were mentioned by similar proportions 
of men and women aged 35-54, though with women a little more likely to say 
that they borrowed just because they had always done so. 
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Table 11.2di Reasons for buying rather than borrowing: 55+s 

 All Males Females 

Weighted base: 345 109 233 

 % % % 

To keep for reference 54 67 49 
Just because it’s nice to own them 38 31 40 
In case want to re-read them 34 27 37 
Library doesn't have enough new titles/new books 15 17 14 
Just never think of going to the library 12 15 11 
Take too long to read books => renew/pay fines 10 9 10 
Prefer bookshops: more up-to-date 10 10 9 
Library doesn't have the sort of books I want 9 16 6 
Prefer bookshops: more convenient to visit 9 8 10 
The books in the library are sometimes a bit tatty 5 3 6 
Prefer bookshops: less intimidating 2 3 1 
Prefer bookshops: staff are more helpful 1 1 2 
Other 5 4 5 
    
Base: all 55+s giving answer 

 
 
Table 11.2dii Reasons for borrowing rather than buying: 55+s 

 All Males Females 

Weighted base: 328 92 234 

 % % % 
Can't afford to buy all books want to read 59 50 61 
Means can try new authors/subjects 47 44 49 
Don't have space for all books want to read 44 46 43 
Always gone to library to get books wanted 37 33 40 
Only read books once - no point buying them 33 32 33 
Library has all the books I want 23 19 25 
Prefer libraries: more convenient to visit 19 16 20 
Prefer libraries: staff are more helpful 16 11 18 
Only want to dip into books - not to buy them 15 25 11 
Prefer libraries: less intimidating 8 6 9 
Prefer libraries: more up-to-date 2 - 2 
Other 2 5 2 
    
Base: all 55+s giving answer 
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d) 55+s 
 
The most commonly given reason for buying books rather than borrowing 
them, among both men and women aged 55+, was the wish to keep the 
books for reference, though with men considerably more likely to mention this 
factor than women (67% compared to 49% - Table 11.2di). 
 
As with younger adults, women were more likely to buy just because it was 
nice to own the books, and in case they wanted to re-read them (40% and 
37%, compared to 31% and 27% of males, respectively). 
 
However, unlike younger adults, males aged 55+ were actually a little more 
likely than females in this age group to say that they bought books rather than 
borrowing because there were not enough new, or newly published titles in 
the library (17% compared to 14%). 
 
Both sexes showed being unable to afford all the books that they wanted as 
the most commonly given reason for borrowing rather than buying books, with 
similar proportions as for the two younger adult groups. 
 
While women aged 17-34 and 35-54 were considerably more likely than the 
equivalent aged men to cite the chance to experiment at no cost as a factor in 
favour of using libraries, there was far less variation among 55+s: this was 
mentioned by 44% of men and 49% of women responding to the question. 
 
Other patterns were the same as for younger groups (e.g. women more likely 
to borrow because they have just always gone to the library), while in this age 
group (unlike others), men appeared more than twice as likely as women to 
say they borrowed books because they only wanted to dip into them, without 
having to buy them. 
 
Although they remained some of the least mentioned factors overall, there 
was an indication that borrowing instead of buying because of a general 
preference for libraries due to their convenience, less intimidating 
atmosphere, and more helpful staff, was more relevant of this age group than 
any other.  Nineteen percent of 55+s cited the convenience of visiting a library 
as a factor, while 16% mentioned staff helpfulness, and 8% a less intimidating 
atmosphere.  These proportions compare to no more than 13%, 5% and 4%, 
respectively, among any of the other age groups. 
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Table 11.3a     Reasons for buying rather than borrowing:  

                        buyers and borrowers  

  
All 

Buy not 
borrow 

Buy and 
borrow 

Weighted base 1159 505 458 

 % % % 

To keep for reference 51 49 57 

In case want to re-read  42 44 47 

Just because it’s nice to own them 39 42 43 

Library doesn't have enough new titles 15 10 23 

Just never think of going to the library 15 27 1 

Take too long to read books => renew/fines 11 13 9 

Library doesn't have the sort of books I want 11 10 13 

Prefer bookshops: more up-to-date 9 6 10 

Prefer bookshops: more convenient to visit 9 15 4 

Books in the library are sometimes a bit tatty 6 5 7 

Prefer bookshops: less intimidating 2 4 1 

Prefer bookshops: staff are more helpful 1 2 1 

Other 5 5 3 

    
Base: all giving answer 

 
 
 
Table 11.3b     Reasons for borrowing rather than buying:  

                         buyers and borrowers 

  
All 

Borrow 
not buy 

Borrow 
and buy 

Weighted base 949 291 473 

 % % % 

Can't afford to buy all books want to read 61 63 66 

Means can try new authors/subjects 46 43 58 

Don't have space for all books want to read 39 31 47 

Always gone to library to get books wanted 29 42 29 

Only read books once - no point buying them 25 34 23 

Only want to dip into books – not to buy them 18 15 19 

The library has all the books I want 17 34 10 

Prefer libraries: more convenient to visit 14 25 12 

Prefer libraries: staff are more helpful 8 12 8 

Prefer libraries: less intimidating 5 10 3 

Prefer libraries: more up-to-date 2 3 2 

Other 2 1 1 

    
Base: all giving answer 
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11.3 Reasons for buying and borrowing: buyers and borrowers 
 
As Table 11.3a shows, there were some significant differences in the reasons 
given for buying books instead of borrowing them by those who only ever 
bought, and those who borrow from libraries as well as buying. 
 
Most notably, a quarter of those who bought books to read, but never 
borrowed them, and who answered the question, said that one of the reasons 
why they buy instead of borrowing is that they just never think of using the 
library (of course, and as is shown, those sometimes borrowing are unlikely to 
have given this as a reason). 
 
Those buying and not borrowing were also relatively more likely than those 
using both sources to cite the greater convenience of visiting bookshops 
compared to libraries as a reason for buying instead of borrowing (15% 
compared to 4%). 
 
In contrast, those who sometimes bought and sometimes borrowed (23%) 
were more than twice as likely as those who bought only (10%), to state that 
libraries not stocking enough new titles was a reason why they sometimes 
bought instead of borrowing. 
 
Despite these differences, it is worth emphasising that the three reasons 
given most commonly overall for buying instead of borrowing (to keep for 
reference, to re-read, or just for the pleasure of owning), were also most 
commonly mentioned by respondents in both these sub-groups. 
 
Similarly, being unable to afford all the books wanted was the most commonly 
given reason for borrowing from public libraries instead of buying by both 
those who borrowed only, and those who sometimes borrowed and 
sometimes bought (Table 11.3b). 
 
There were other variations, however.  For example, those who bought and 
borrowed were relatively more likely than those only borrowing to say that 
they chose to borrow to give them a chance to experiment (58% compared to 
43%), and because of a lack of space for new books (47% compared to 
31%).  Those who never bought, on the other hand, were far more likely than 
those obtaining books from both sources to say that they borrowed just 
because they had always used the library (42% compared to 29%), because 
the library has all the books they want (34%; 10%), because they only want to 
dip into books (34%; 23%), because they find it more convenient to go the 
library (25%; 12%), and because they find libraries less intimidating 
(10%;3%). 
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Base: all obtaining books to read by buying from shops/borrowing from libraries 

 
 
Table 11.4     Applicability of statements when buying and borrowing: 
                      overall  

 Adults (17+) Children 

 Buy 

-ing 

Borro

w-ing 

Buy 

-ing 

Borro

w-ing 

Weighted base 864 696 165 247 

 % % % % 

Often have good idea what want beforehand 58 48 35 27 

Enjoy spending time browsing 53 49 34 34 

Willing to try with new authors/subjects 20 55 15 30 

Often get books hadn’t planned beforehand  21 40 16 27 

Often have no idea what want beforehand 12 23 9 22 

Would ask assistant for help choosing books 12 23 9 17 

Often find it hard finding books looking for 4 12 5 7 

     
Base: all obtaining books to read by buying from shops/borrowing from libraries 

 
 
 
 
 
11.4 Differences in the buying and borrowing experience: overall 

Figure 11.4a   Applicability of statements when buying vs
borrowing: overall
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In addition to examining reasons for buying rather than borrowing, and vice 
versa, the survey also sought to explore differences in the two sources of 
reading material further.  Thus, it asked respondents to indicate whether a 
number of similar statements applied when buying books from shops, and 
when borrowing books from public libraries. 
 
Figure 11.4a shows the extent to which those buying and those borrowing 
agreed with each statement about that activity

58
.   

 
It indicates that larger proportions felt that the statements ‘often have a good 
idea of which books want before going in’ and ‘enjoy spending time browsing’ 
applied to buying from a shop rather than to borrowing from a library. 
 
In contrast, nearly half of all library borrowers felt that they were ‘willing to 
try/experiment with authors/subjects haven’t read before’ when borrowing 
from a library, compared to less than one-in-five buyers when purchasing 
from a shop.  The related statements, ‘often take out books hadn’t thought 
about before going in’ and ‘often go in with no idea what looking for’ were also 
deemed to apply more to visiting libraries than bookshops. 
 
Respondents were also more likely to say that they ‘would ask the assistant 
for help in choosing which books to borrow’ than they were to say they would 
seek help choosing in a bookshop (21% compared to 12%), though at the 
same time more agreed that they ‘often find it difficult finding the books 
looking for in the library’, compared to when buying (11%; 4%).  It may be that 
respondents interpreted asking for help as meaning asking for help finding 
rather than choosing books

59
. 

 
Table 11.4 indicates that, though adults were more inclined than children to 
agree with the applicability of the statements to either library-borrowing or 
buying, the pattern of differences between the two sources, as detailed 
above, was generally true of both 0-16s and 17+s.  Thus, children as well as 
adults were more inclined to say that they experimented, and that they made 
unplanned choices, when borrowing than when buying

60
. 

                                            
58

 i.e. those who ever bought from shops were asked which statements applied when using 
that source, while those ever borrowing from a public library were asked which statements 
applied to that.  Fairly similar numbers used each source (1039 buying from a shop; 950 
borrowing from a public library), so that the % data shown are more or less comparable 
59

 according to the qualitative research, few adults ever sought help from either librarians or 
booksellers when choosing books, though they did ask for assistance in locating the right 
section in the library or shop  
60

 it should be borne in mind that more adults were buyers than borrowers, while more children 
borrowed than bought (see weighted base numbers within the table) 
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Table 11.5a     Applicability of statements when buying and borrowing: 

                        0-16s  

 Males Females 

 Buy 
-ing 

Borro
w-ing 

Buy 
-ing 

Borro
w-ing 

Weighted base 79 115 85 129 

 % % % % 

Often have good idea what want beforehand 33 23 37 32 

Enjoy spending time browsing 26 27 42 41 

Willing to try with new authors/subjects 6 27 23 34 

Often get books hadn’t planned beforehand  10 23 21 30 

Often have no idea what want beforehand 10 22 8 22 

Would ask assistant for help choosing books 6 13 12 19 

Often find it hard finding books looking for 3 5 7 9 

     
Base: all 0-16s obtaining books to read by buying from shops/borrowing from libraries 

 
 
 
Table 11.5b     Applicability of statements when buying and borrowing: 
                        17+s  

 Males Females 

 Buy 

-ing 

Borro

w-ing 

Buy 

-ing 

Borro

w-ing 

Weighted base 297 193 563 498 

 % % % % 

Often have good idea what want beforehand 53 45 60 48 

Enjoy spending time browsing 45 40 57 52 

Willing to try with new authors/subjects 18 42 20 59 

Often get books hadn’t planned beforehand  17 30 24 44 

Often have no idea what want beforehand 10 15 16 25 

Would ask assistant for help choosing books 8 17 14 25 

Often find it hard finding books looking for 4 10 4 13 

     
Base: all 17-34s obtaining books to read by buying from shops/borrowing from libraries 
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11.5 Differences in the buying and borrowing experience:  

by age and sex 
 
Comparing the level of agreement with each statement among boys and girls 
(aged 0-16), Table 11.5a indicates several interesting variations, both in 
terms of the buying versus borrowing experiences, and in terms of gender. 
 
Most of the main differences between buying and borrowing shown in Table 
11.4 were true of both sexes (though with more girls agreeing with most of the 
statements, whether applying to libraries or bookshops).  Thus, both sexes 
showed relatively more planning when purchasing compared to borrowing, 
relatively more experimenting when borrowing compared to buying, etc.   
 
However, for two statements in particular, the extent of the variation was far 
more pronounced among boys that girls.  Book-buying boys were particularly 
unlikely to say that they were willing to experiment, or that they made 
unplanned choices, when buying, compared to boys describing borrowing 
(6% and 10% of buyers, compared to 27% and 23% of borrowers, 
respectively).  The equivalent figures for girls were much closer, at 23% and 
21% of buyers compared to 34% and 30% of borrowers. 
 
The most notable gender (as opposed to buying vs borrowing) difference 
shown, was that girls were more likely to say that they enjoyed spending time 
browsing both in bookshops and libraries than boys (two-in-five girls 
buying/borrowing said this applied to the relevant source, compared to just 
over a quarter of boys in each case). 
 
Among adults (Table 11.5b), the gender difference in enjoyment of browsing 
in either shops and libraries was far less pronounced

61
, while the propensity 

to experiment and make unplanned choices when borrowing as opposed to 
buying was at least as great for women as men. 
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 interestingly, the qualitative research showed that, whereas women’s book choices were 
often influenced by personal recommendations, finding out about books through other means, 
including browsing, were relatively more important to men – Section A3.3 
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APPENDIX A QUALITATIVE RESEARCH ANALYSIS 
 
A1 INTRODUCTION 
 
This appendix contains an overview of the main findings from the qualitative 
stage of the study, providing a brief analysis of the group discussions.  Where 
relevant, these findings are cross-referenced with sections/tables in the main 
body of the report. 
 
As mentioned in Section 1.4, six groups were undertaken with people who 
were defined as light, medium or heavy readers

62
. 

 
The full definitions of the groups have been provided in Section 1.4, but 
briefly they comprised: 
 
 3 groups with men and 3 with women 
 2 groups in each of South, Midlands and North 
 2 groups with people in each of the 18-34, 35-54 and 55+ age ranges 
 2 groups with people in each of the ABC1, BC1C2 and C2D groups. 
 
The aims of this stage were both to fully explore all relevant issues, to obtain 
information in its own right, and to assist in the development of the 
questionnaire for the quantitative stage. 
 
The report is illustrated throughout by typical verbatim responses from the 
respondents, and we indicate the respondent type responsible for each quote 
with the following system: 
 
 Male = M  Female = F 
 18-34 = 18  35-54 = 35   55+ = 55 
 Light reader = L Medium reader = Q  Heavy reader = H 
 
We do not indicate either social grade or region in this identification. 
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 see Appendix B for the questionnaire employed in order to recruit these different groups 
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A2 READING COMPARED TO OTHER LEISURE PURSUITS 
 
A2.1 What is reading? 
 
In general, when adults

63
 talk about reading as a leisure pursuit, they are 

almost always instinctively referring to the reading of books, rather than 
magazines or newspapers, though they certainly consider the reading of 
press titles as reading, as in: 
 
 When I was in hospital, I asked my daughter to bring me something to 

read, and she knew I meant magazines, not books. (F/35/L) 
 
Even those who read books the least (or not at all) tend to mean them rather 
than magazines/papers when talking about reading, though they themselves 
will generally read only/mainly the latter media. 
 
Parents, however, when referring to their children’s habits, do widen this 
definition somewhat, particularly when talking about reluctant (boy) readers, 
for whom reading anything is important: 
 
 I do not worry too much what he reads, whether it is a book or a comic, 

as long as he reads and does so willingly. (F/18/Q)
64

 
 
 
There is quite a clear distinction made between the reading of books and the 
reading of press. Even the most avid book reader believes that it is necessary 
not only to concentrate when reading a book, but also to have sufficient time 
to make it worthwhile, while magazines and newspapers can be picked up 
and put down with great ease, and there is far less need to be able to 
concentrate on what is written. 
 
 The thing about books is that you need to get into them – they are not 

things you can sensibly just pick up for a moment, glance at and put 
down. With a newspaper, you can skim-read the headlines, just read 
the odd paragraph, and on the whole it doesn’t really matter. (F/18/Q) 

 
If you watch someone with a magazine, say in a waiting room, you can 
see how little attention they need to pay to it. Watch someone reading 
a book, and you have to break into their concentration. (M/55/Q) 
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 There is some evidence from other studies that children think slightly differently from adults, 
though this was not investigated here. 
64

 see also Section 3.3, and specifically Table 3.3f 
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A2.2 Reasons for reading and not reading vs other pursuits

65
 

 
The role and importance of reading varies hugely, from those for whom it is 
their favourite spare time activity, to those for whom it is, at best, something 
they only do when nothing better presents itself. However, even these latter 
are happy to read newspapers or magazines, either regularly or occasionally. 
 
At the top end, there are those who say reading is a relaxation to rank ahead 
of, or at least alongside of, anything else they may do. For these people 
reading is both relaxation and escapism, and it appears that they cannot 
spend so much time reading that they get bored with it. 
 
 I just wish I could find more time to read – it is something I really enjoy 

doing. (F/55/H) 
 
 When I am reading I forget how dull life is overall, and live within the 

book – a form of escapism I suppose. (M/35/H) 
 
 
However, to some extent (and varying considerably from person to person), 
the amount of time spent reading by those who rank it as one of their 
favourite activities is constrained by respondents’ consciences, whereby 
people feel that reading is: 
 
i something of an indulgence, and they should be doing something more 

practical, that needs to be done (eg housework, gardening, etc) 
 

ii rather anti-social, in that it is a solitary occupation and cuts out 
interaction with other people (usually other members of the family). 

 
 I do have a bit of a problem because much as I like reading I feel that I 

ought to be doing other things. (F/18/Q) 
 
 Reading, to me, is something that can be left for when I don’t have 

other things to do, things that are of more use. It’s a bit of a conscience 
thing really. (M/18/L) 

 
 I do feel a bit guilty, because when I read I turn myself off from  my 

surroundings, and ignore other people – it’s not a very sociable thing to 
do. (M/55/Q) 

 
 
Interestingly, this feeling about indulgence does not extend nearly so much to 
other activities, though the logic behind this is a little bit shaky: watching TV 
does not seem to have the same stigma, for example, partly because people 
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 see also Sections 5 and 6 
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feel they can do other (useful) things at the same time
66

; doing sporting 
activities is seen as a healthy pastime, so that self-indulgence appears not to 
apply. 
 
 It is different from watching TV, which you can do as a group, and talk 

over, and ignore and discuss as you want. Reading is rather a private 
thing. (F/55/H) 

 
 
Those for whom reading is of low priority vary in their attitudes and reasons 
for putting other things first. One group contains people who really do not 
enjoy reading (they may find it difficult), and get no pleasure from it: they 
much prefer being physically active, or socialising or being more passive 
receivers of entertainment (eg TV viewers). To them a book may be seen as 
‘too much like hard work’, and does not seem to provide sufficient 
gratification. If anything they are rather against reading as an activity. 
 
 I just don’t find that books give me anything particularly – I much prefer 

talking to people down the pub. (M/18/L) 
 
 I don’t find reading very relaxing – I have to concentrate too hard. With 

TV, for example, no concentration is necessary – you can just sit there, 
half asleep, and not really miss anything. (F/35/L) 

 
 I find reading a waste of time – there are many other things I prefer to 

spend my time on. Even housework! (F/35/L) 
 
 
A second group has no real objection to reading, but just prefers doing other 
things – usually of a more sociable nature. Many of the younger respondents 
(and some of the older ones too) feel that they should be as active as 
possible while they are physically able, and that there will be plenty of time for 
reading as they get older. 
 
 I have nothing against reading – I quite enjoy it on occasion. However, 

it is something I will be able to do when I am older, when I can no 
longer rush around like I do at present. (M/18/L) 

 
 It is for when I slow down more – I find reading enjoyable and relaxing, 

but I also relax with physical exercise, which I know I will have to cut 
back on at some time. (F/35/L) 

A2.3 Reading media used 
 
The extent to which people use books, magazines, newspapers and 
electronic sources for their reading and information needs varies 
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  though it is admitted that this does not happen all that often. 
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enormously
67

 – including differences in what is used for leisure as opposed to 
work.  
 
For leisure purposes, depending upon their special interests, respondents 
were often very keen readers of relevant magazines – though not all 
hobbies/pastimes lend themselves particularly to this. 
 
 One of my great interests in knitting and crochet, and I get several 

magazines regularly, giving me ideas and patterns. (F/55/H) 
 
 I am a car fanatic – I buy Hot Car, to get tips on how to improve 

performance. (M/35/H) 
 
 I get Computer Weekly, and other computer magazines which catch 

my eye. It’s the easiest way to keep up-to-date with new ideas and 
methods. (M/18/L) 

 
 
Rather fewer respondents access information for work purposes, and those 
that do have access to newspapers, trade magazines and – occasionally – 
the Internet. 
 
 I’m in the grocery business, and there are a couple of trade magazines 

I have to get, otherwise I won’t know what’s going on. (F/35/L) 
 
 As an accountant I have to keep fully aware, not just of changes to tax 

rules and regulations but also of new approaches and ways of doing 
things. Our magazines are good for that, and supplement the official 
stuff we are sent automatically. (M/55/Q) 

 
 I read the FT every day, not because I’m into finance but because it 

tells me what is happening to the market as a whole and our 
competitors. (F/18/Q) 

 
 I have the job of trying to keep my department aware of what is going 

on, and we use the Internet both to get online stuff, such as 
newspapers and journals, and also to do searches and to look at 
people’s web sites. (M/35/H) 

 
 
Very few of the respondents in the groups use books for academic purposes 
– though most have naturally done so in the past – since they are not 
themselves currently engaged in such studies. Where this does, or has, 
occurred, books have been the main source of information, with little historic 
use of electronic sources. Respondents make the point that things are 
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 see also Section 3.3 
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different for their children, for whom use of PCs and all that that entails is 
increasingly common

68
. 

 
 Obviously when I was at school I used books, but not since then have I 

needed to find out that sort of thing. Most of my interests are now 
covered in the papers or on TV. (F/18/Q) 

 
 Nowadays all the children seem to be computer literate – and they 

have them at schools. It is so different from when I was at school, and 
half the time I don’t know what they are talking about. (M/35/H) 

 
 This government seems determined to force computers on our kids – 

they seem to have forgotten the good things about books – all the 
money is going into PCs and the Internet. (F/35/L) 
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 see also Section 3.2 
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A3 READING/USING BOOKS 
 
A3.1 Book-reading habits 
 
As would be expected, the amount of time that is spent reading varies 
enormously, depending upon the level of interest in reading, the opportunities 
open, and what time needs to be spent on other activities (whether leisure or 
not). 
 
Some people obviously barely open a book from one week to the next, while 
at the other extreme there are those who read for several hours every day. 
On a purely subjective basis, those who enjoy reading probably spend 
between 30 and 60 minutes per day

69
. 

 
 Me, I read anything and everything – books, magazines, newspapers, 

cereal packets, labels on cleaners – anything. I probably spend a 
minimum of 2 hours a day reading a book – at least half an hour in bed 
morning and night. It sets me up for the day and then relaxes me for 
the night. (F/55/H) 

 
 It is very unusual for me to read – most of the time I am too busy doing 

other things, and when I am at home I relax by slumping in front of the 
telly, or doing jigsaws. (F/35/L) 

 
 I probably only read about three books a year – mainly when I’m on 

holiday, and at Christmas. (M/18/L) 
 
 
There is no apparent constriction on when and where people read

70
. Those 

who really enjoy reading and commute using public transport often/usually 
read a book while doing so – depending upon their desire to read a 
newspaper. A few of those who are less avid readers only read while on 
holiday, though others say that they cannot easily read on holiday because 
they have no real time to themselves to do it, or feel that reading in such 
circumstances is a waste of the opportunity (eg to see a foreign country). 
 
 I prefer to take a book with me to read while going to and from work – 

it’s easier to handle than a newspaper – and a lot less dirty. (F/18/Q) 
 
 In the morning I buy a paper, but on the way home I take out my book. 

(M/35/H) 
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 see also Section 4 for average time spent reading by different groups 
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 note that this topic was not covered by the quantitative survey 
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 The only time I ever read a book is on holiday – the rest of the time I 
stick to magazines. Holiday is the only chance I have of uninterrupted 
time for myself. (F/35/L) 

 
 When I am on holiday there is so much else to do that it seems a 

shame to sit reading a book – I can do that at home. (M/55/Q) 
 
 You try reading when you’ve got the kids playing all around you, 

demanding first one thing then another. I envy those who seem able to 
lose themselves in a book on the beach. (F/18/Q) 

 
 I do take a book with me, but if I have a little time to myself I always 

seem to fall asleep in the sun very quickly! (M/18/L) 
 
 
The keenest readers tend to read every night, either just before going to bed 
or in bed. Some feel they cannot read much in bed because they fall asleep 
too quickly, while others say they have to read for at least 15-20 minutes, 
otherwise they cannot get to sleep. 
 
 It’s part of my routine – about 15 minutes just before going to sleep. It 

calms me down, and I find I cannot sleep unless I do so. (F/55/H) 
 
 I do try reading in bed, but immediately I am there, my eyes seem 

curiously reluctant to stay open. I find it almost impossible to read in 
bed for that reason. (M/55/Q) 

 
 
A number have a favourite chair in which they like to ‘curl up and read’, others 
take a book with them into the bathroom or toilet. The keenest say they carry 
a book around with them which they whip out to read whenever the 
opportunity arises. 
 
 The family knows that if I am sitting in my chair with a book, then I am 

not to be disturbed except in the direst emergency. It’s a bit of a family 
joke, but I get my way. (F/55/H) 

 
 One of the only places I can be sure of reading in peace is in the 

bathroom – whether I’m in the bath, or on the toilet. (M/55/Q) 
 
 I always have a book with me – usually a fairly small one which I can 

keep in my handbag [produces book in group]. (F/55/H) 
 
 I often have a book with me – I find that most of the ones I read fit in 

my pockets. (M/35/H) 
 
There seems to be a general trend to read different types of book on holiday 
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than at other times of the year, but the form that this variation takes differs 
widely – in fact, to some extent there are mirror images here. Some 
respondents deliberately choose more lightweight books – ones which they 
consider require less concentration, and which perhaps require rather less 
thought. These are the sort of books they feel that are pushed at them in 
airport bookshops, or which tend to be available in their resort, or in their 
accommodation. Places which organise book swaps for holiday-makers tend 
to have such holiday reading titles. 
 
 When I am on holiday I want a book that doesn’t require much thought 

– a thriller or a nice bit of romance – easy to read is the main criteria. 
(F/18/Q) 

 
 For holidays I choose thick and easy books – the sort you see at the 

airport, which is when I buy them. (M/18/L) 
 
 You know that some places have set up book swaps – you can take a 

book that someone else has left and leave books that you’ve finished? 
Well, the sort of book you get there is very easy reading – typical 
holiday stuff. (F/55/H) 

 
 
On the other hand, there are those (mainly among the keenest readers) who 
say that a holiday is the best time for them to try to read long and difficult 
books – the ones which do require greater concentration and time than they 
have available in their everyday lives. These sorts of books might be 
heavyweight classics (eg War and Peace, etc), or might be educational in 
some way (philosophy, etc). 
 
 When I’m on holiday, it is the one time when I can be sure of some real 

time to myself, so I use them to read those books which you cannot 
just pick up and put down, ones that you need to read properly. The 
classics, I suppose. (F/55/H) 

 
 It’s only when I’m away that I can read Joyce or Tolstoy – the books 

that you must concentrate on to fully appreciate. (M/35/H) 
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A3.2 The benefits of reading 
 
Respondents often find it very difficult to say what they actually get from 
reading books – what value it has for them and what makes it special

71
. For 

some who are able to articulate its benefits, at least part of the answer is 
relatively simple, in that they acquire information about a particular subject, 
and they believe that books present information in an easily absorbable and 
convenient fashion, which allows them to proceed at their own pace and in 
their own time and place. 
 
 One of the great advantages of books is that it remains there while you 

go over it, so you can easily go back and reread things, or cross-
reference different bits. It allows you to go forward at the speed you 
want to. (M/18/L) 

 
 There are books which cover absolutely everything, however obscure, 

and nowadays it seems relatively easy to find books – even if you have 
to use the dreaded Internet. Then books you can take anywhere, and 
read at your own leisure. (F/18/Q) 

 
 
Others see reading as a way of relaxing in a participatory way – which is 
contrasted to the passive reception of most TV, films, videos, music, etc. It 
both relaxes and stimulates, and allows readers to use their own imagination, 
rather than just rely on someone else’s interpretation

72
. 

 
 When you are reading, you are actually doing something, using your 

brain and imagination. The danger with TV and other visual and 
auditory media is that you can act just like a sponge, and not really 
take part in it at all. (F/55/H) 

 
 Books allow you to use your own imagination, whereas TV, films etc 

force someone else’s view on you. I find that when I see a film of a 
book I know, the characters are not how I imagine them, and seem 
wrong somehow. (M/35/H) 

 
 
Another view is that reading is a way of turning off from the world/their 
surroundings, and of gaining peace and quiet without just falling asleep. 
 
 For me, the great joy of reading is the way it relaxes me, and takes me 

away from everyday life. (F/18/Q) 
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 see Section 5 for the extent to which respondents gave the ‘specialness’ of books/reading 
as a reason for reading  
72

 we believe that this is one factor that puts some people off reading. 
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 Reading a good book gives me a sense of peace and calm, and also of 
achievement when I’ve finished one I’ve enjoyed. (M/35/H) 

 
 
There is another aspect of reading that shows quite a contrast between men 
and women, and that is the social aspect

73
. For many women (even the light 

readers) reading a book provides another subject of conversation with 
friends/relations/colleagues, even if the level of discussion about a book is 
relatively simplistic. 
 
 It’s interesting isn’t it. Here we are, strangers, and yet very quickly we 

are talking about books we have read, telling each other about ones 
we like or dislike. That is a great benefit of books – they linger on after 
you have finished reading them. (F/18/Q) 

 
 At work, one of our main topics is the books we have read. We swop 

them between ourselves, and thus tell each other what we like or 
dislike. Not very deep, but useful and interesting. (F/18/Q) 

 
 
Men, however, are much less inclined to mention books they are reading, or 
to recommend, and this is especially true of fiction books. The most likely use 
of a book in social discourse among men is when they can parade knowledge 
or ideas that they have learned through reading, and bring this into a 
conversation, but this is more likely to be coincidental than deliberate. 
 
 I’m not all that interested in what other people think of a book – each 

person has his own taste. (M/55/Q) 
 
 For me, the only time I talk about books is when I mention something 

I’ve learned while we are discussing. For example, we were having a 
bit of an argument down the pub, about politics, and I am reading 
Thatcher’s autobiography, and was able to use something in that about 
the Falklands. (M/35/H) 
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 see also Section 8.3 
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A3.3 Book choice
74

 
 
Although keen readers often say that they will read anything, this statement 
does need to be taken with a large pinch of salt. On closer questioning it was 
clear that all respondents had some types of fiction book that they would not 
read – and many (especially women) hardly read non-fiction at all.  Few, if 
any of the men, for example, wanted to read romantic fiction, and taking that 
a stage further, hardly anyone read Mills & Boon type romantic fiction

75
. There 

are many people who do not like reading descriptions of horrific crimes/  
violence (whether true-life or fictional): few women read war stories; few 
people read poetry at all, and so on. 
 
 I say I read anything, but it is true that I stick to fiction – I don’t read 

history or biography, or any true-life books. (F/55/H) 
 
 My wife reads all those gritty Northern sagas, Cookson and Bradford, 

and all sorts of romantic stuff. I never even bother to look at them now. 
(F/35/H) 

 
 I don’t like books which emphasise blood and gore – I don’t like war 

books, or the sort of crime books which my son loves. (F/35/L) 
 
 My daughter is into poetry, and she keeps saying ‘Mum, you’ll love this’ 

- but I never do. (F/55/H) 
 
   
Most respondents, whatever their attitude to reading as a whole, tend to stick 
mainly to a few preferred genres – and sometimes to a few preferred authors. 
We had one exceptional case of a woman who only reads Patricia Cornwell, 
so that her reading is confined to a single book a year

76
. 

 
 Most of the books I read are crime and thrillers – I rarely read anything 

else. (F/18/Q) 
 
 If I think about all the books I have read in a year, there is quite a wide 

range, but more often than not I read science fiction. (M/55/Q) 
 
 The chances are that if you look at the book I am reading it will be 

history, but I do read all sorts of other things as well. (M/55/Q) 
This does not mean that they will not experiment (and the keener the reader 
the more likely they are to try new authors and genres), but rather that most of 
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 the quantitative survey did not examine types of fiction and non-fiction read 
75

 there is probably an element here of respondents being unwilling to admit they ever read 
certain types of fiction, though the broad thrust of the comments are an accurate reflection of 
actual behaviour. 
76

 strangely, this respondent had belonged to a book club for a couple of years, and although 
she had consequently acquired quite a few books, she claims never to have tried to read  
them. 
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the books they read will come from a fairly narrow band (in terms of all the 
books that they could read). This band can and does change over time, as 
new authors or new genres are tried and appreciated – and when an author’s 
works are exhausted

77
. 

 
 I don’t know about other people, but I find I have runs at things. I hadn’t 

read any fantasy books at all until I picked up one on holiday a couple 
of years ago, and since then I’m hooked.  (F/55/H) 

 
 I find that I get into an author, read lots of the books, and then tail off. 

After a time I find they get a bit too samey. (M/35/H) 
 
 I love Jane Austen, but she’s not got all that much, and I’ve read it all. 

I’ve also read all of Dickens and at the moment I’m dead keen on Ian 
Banks: The Wasp Factory, Wit – I’ve read them all. (M/35/H) 

 
 I am sure that if I had made a note of all the books I have read, I would 

find that at any one time I have a favourite I am reading, and then 
when I’ve finished with that author I find another one. (F/18/Q) 

 
 
Re-reading of books is fairly common among the heavier readers, though is 
by no means unknown among light and medium readers, especially with 
regard to non-fiction/reference books

78
. 

 
 The best books do get reread – the ones I really like, perhaps not all 

that often, but occasionally. (F/55/H) 
 
 If a book is good, then every time you read it you will find something 

new. (F/55/H) 
 
 The advantage with reading a book again, if it is a good one, is that 

you concentrate more on the style and the detail – you already know 
what happens generally. (M/35/H) 

 
 These types of book [true-life, history] can be used a bit like an 

encyclopaedia - when you want to check on something you go back to 
them and read the relevant parts again. (M/35/H) 

 
 
Even the lightest of readers do not feel that they have any problems with 
finding books to read, and do not feel any lack of advice or information about 
possible choices

79
.  
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 see also Sections 3 and 11 
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 see also Sections 11.1-11.3 
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 see also Sections 6.1, 11.4 and 11.5 



 

 

 
 

147  

 There are so many books, finding one I want to read is not a problem. I 
am sure that there are millions of books out there that I’ve never seen 
or heard of that I would enjoy. (F/35/L) 

 
 Whenever I go into a bookshop or a library, I’m spoilt for choice. 

(F/18/Q) 
 
 Choosing a book isn’t really a problem. Usually I can tell from just 

reading the synopsis, and perhaps the opening paragraph or two. 
(M/18/L) 

 
 Lots of people recommend books, and then you have the reviews, and 

the comments on the back. It’s fairly easy. (F/18/Q) 
 
 The only time I have any problems is when I want a book on a subject 

I’m just starting on, and cannot tell if the author is good, or if the level is 
right – or even if it is accurate. Then I have to look for advice, from 
someone who knows the subject. (M/55/Q) 

 
 At college we were always told which books on a subject were the best 

– that is something I miss nowadays. (M/18/L) 
 
 
For women, at any level of reading, the most common and trusted source of 
information about new authors is that of personal recommendation – and their 
circle of friends/relations/work colleagues is also probably the most common 
source of books to read

80
.  

 
 I rely greatly on what my friends tell me about books, and I do the 

same in return. (F/18/Q) 
 
 If you know that someone likes the same sort of books as you, then 

you trust their opinion. It’s more reliable than trusting a professional 
who might not share your taste. (F/35/L) 

 
 I find that people I work with can be trusted, and we operate a sort of 

swap shop, so we probably only have to buy one in ten of the books 
we read, as we share them out. (F/55/H) 

 
 I get most of the books from my sister – and she gets most of mine 

back. (F/18/Q) 
 
This contrasts very strongly with men, who are much less likely to talk about 
books at all, and thus tend to have to find out about books through other 
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means (eg seeing them in shops, on library shelves, through reviews, or via 
advertising, etc)

81
.  

 
 On the whole I don’t think other people can say whether you will like a 

book. If someone recommends something, and I remember, I will look 
at it, and decide for myself if I want to read it. (M/35/H) 

 
 I don’t think I ever really talk about books at all – the subject doesn’t 

seem to arise. I see books on shelves. I read reviews, and sometimes 
even spot interesting sounding titles which other people are reading. 
(M/55/Q) 

 
 I read books for fun, and for relaxation – I don’t really think about them 

outside that. (M/55/Q) 
 
 
There are, of course, some men who do use word-of-mouth as an information 
source, but (as previously mentioned in Section A3.2) it seems clear that, as 
a general rule women do talk about the books they are reading/have read, 
while men tend not to

82
. 

 
Further, many men were very definite about not trusting the recommendations 
of other people, feeling that with each person’s taste in books being so 
individualistic it is not really possible to accept any one else’s verdict.  
 
 Why on earth would you trust someone else to tell you whether you will 

like a book? It’s not like a film, where you can describe the excitement 
or the special effects, or where you have someone you really like 
playing in it. In a book, a lot is in the way it is written – it’s more 
complicated and personal. (M/55/Q) 
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One of the factors behind this is the fact that, as a general rule, men are 
much more cautious in book selection, and much less prepared to try books 
on the off-chance. It would appear that women do not mind nearly as much as 
men giving up on a book they have started. On this basis, therefore, men are 
much more dependent than women upon either knowing the author (and/or 
the subject in a non-fiction book) or the description of the book on the back 
cover/inside flaps. This appears to be true at any level of readership

83
. 

 
 I do not mind if I start a book and then give up. I am prepared to try 

things I am not sure about. (F/18/Q) 
 
 Some of the best reads I have had have been books I did not think I 

would like in the first place – but then been pleasantly surprised. 
(F/55/H) 

 
 I recently read Larry’s Party – I picked it up at the library, without much 

expectation, but found it wonderful. I’ve been recommending it left, 
right and centre. (F/18/Q) 

 
 I haven’t got time to waste on books I don’t enjoy – I like to be pretty 

certain. (M/18/L) 
 
 You could say I do not take risks – I play with the odds in my selection. 

(M/35/H) 
 
 I reckon that 999 times out of a 1000 I can tell from the title, picture 

and description on the cover whether I will like a book. Anything I’m not 
sure of, I put aside. (M/55/Q) 

 
 
This distinction between men and women is exemplified by the fact that 
women are far more likely than men to admit that they have made the wrong 
selection of books in the past, and to accept that this is bound to happen. 
 
 I think you are bound to make a poor choice sometimes, but at least 

then you have tried, and nothing much is lost, is it. (F/18/Q) 
 
 It doesn’t matter if I give up on a book, does it? (F/55/H) 
 
 I hate it if I can’t finish a book – I have to get to the end if possible, 

even when I’m not enjoying it. (M/35/H) 
 
 I can’t think of when I last gave up. (M/55/Q) 
 
Apart from recommendations, reviews, advertising, etc, respondents say that 
just browsing the shelves (of bookshops or libraries) provides them with 
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ideas, as do displays in both shops and libraries, putting forward particular 
books or authors, or – as in the case of libraries – alternative books on a 
particular theme

84
. 

 
Almost anything that draws books to the attention of the potential reader is 
seen to have a benefit, providing the promotion is not actually off-putting. 
 
 Anything that brings a book to my attention helps. If I haven’t heard of 

it, or don’t see it, then I’m not likely to choose it. (F/18/Q) 
 
 Quite often the shop seems to be pushing a particular author, and if I 

don’t know the books I’ll go and have a look. (F/55/H) 
 
 There was one promotion, a few years back, which I found terribly 

patronising and sexist – I can’t remember who it was for now, but I 
didn’t go anywhere near the books. (F/18/Q) 

 
 Our local library often takes a theme based on a TV, and shows books 

related to it, by a variety of different authors. Or they may just take a 
theme, like space, and show a wide selection of fiction and non-fiction 
books. (M/35/H) 

 
 
One aspect that a few respondents mentioned is the who else writes like 
database which some stores have introduced, allowing people to see what 
other authors they might consider. 
 
 One thing I like, which Birmingham city library does, is when there is a 

TV adaptation say of Pride and Prejudice, they show books which they 
suggest you might like to try as well, by other authors too. (F/55/H) 

 
 Our local bookshop, a couple of years ago, had a system whereby you 

could take a well-known author and see who they suggested might be 
worth trying too. It was quite small-scale, but quite useful. The new 
owners haven’t kept it up – it must have been quite a lot of work. 
(M/55/Q) 
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A3.4 Changes in habits 
 
Without question, reading habits do change over time, depending upon 
personal circumstances and tastes

85
. 

 
It is very difficult to formulate a plan of how habits change, because even 
within any one type of reader the respondents’ experiences are very 
individualistic. 
 
However, there do appear to be some themes, as follows: 
 
i the extent of book reading increases for both boys and girls up to 

about the age of 11 or 12, or when they start secondary school 
 
ii reading among boys then starts to tail off quite rapidly, so that by the 

time they have left school many are hardly reading anything they do 
not have to: girls’ reading is maintained a bit longer, and while it does 
start to fall away, the decline is nothing like so sharp or deep as that 
with boys 

 
iii reading among young male adults then stays at a relatively low level 

(perhaps even stopping altogether), and does not seem to start again 
until they settle down, firstly with a family and secondly with a less 
active social life: reading among young adult females tends to remain 
at a higher level than with men, and then dips sharply when they start a 
family – though may well increase again once the children are a little 
older 

 
iv reading appears to increase among both men and women as they 

approach middle age, and as they get more time, and continues 
increasing up to and past retirement

86
. 

 
Sometimes, and especially among women, reading almost stops when they 
first start a family. 
 
Those who read the most heavily from an early age are unlikely ever to have 
stopped, regardless of the pressures on their time, though they may well have 
cut back quite considerable. 
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Some of those who do not read heavily at present can foresee a time when 
they might well read more, when they will have more time to do so, either 
because family circumstances change or because they are less able to do 
other pursuits (eg playing sport). However, their answers depend upon their 
attitudes to reading anyway: if they do not think reading is a good way of 
spending their time, they cannot see why they should read more in the future. 
 
None of the respondents feel they are likely to read less in the future, unless 
forced to by incapacity. 
 
Apart from easing pressures on time, people cannot think of anything that 
would actually help them read more in the future. They do not see the choice, 
presentation, availability, etc of books as being limiting factors in their reading 
habits

87
. 
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A3.5 Reading in the context of other people
88

 
 
All those with children say they have read, or do read, to them or with them, 
regardless of the extent to which they themselves read.  Non/light reading 
parents do not see any contradiction in this – they acknowledge the 
importance of being able to read, and want their children to have the best 
opportunities in their education

89
. All parents feel that this is an important 

contribution they have to make to their children’s development. 
 
 Reading is important, and I want to help my children as much as 

possible. It’s all about literacy and numeracy these days, isn’t it? 
(F/18/Q) 

 
 Not only do they enjoy my reading with and to them, but I like it as well 

– it’s fun. I much prefer reading to them than reading for myself. 
(F/35/L) 

 
 
All respondents, again regardless of their current reading habits, admit to 
being read to when young, and even the non-readers say that they were 
encouraged to read to some extent. 
 
 I can remember my parents reading to me, even though you couldn’t 

say they were great readers themselves. I take after them – I do little 
reading myself, but do help my child. (M/18/L) 

 
 
However, it would also appear that the greater the interest taken in books and 
reading by parents, the more likely is it that the children will become keen 
readers, and remain or revert to that status in later life. Most of the heavy 
readers say that one or other of their parents were also very keen readers. 
Among female light/non-readers, virtually all say that their families had no 
tradition of reading, but this was not so true of the males in this sector, 
several of who said that at least one of their parents was a keen reader. 
 
 We were always surrounded by books in the house – loads of them 

which I inherited when they died. We were all encouraged to read, and 
given the freedom of the shelves. (M/18/L) 

 
 We were encouraged to read when we were young, as a way of 

passing the time. Although we had a TV, we only watched it 
occasionally. I’ve never grown out of the habit. (M/18/L) 

 

                                            
88

 see also Section 8 
89

 it must be remembered that people who are opposed to reading, and who would not help 
their children with reading, would probably be unlikely to have agreed to participate in the 
groups. 



 

 

 
 

154  

 Books seemed important to us – we were taught to look after them and 
regard them as precious. It’s one reason I can never get rid of them, 
even though I have stacks and stacks I never look at now. (F/18/Q) 

 
 Some of the books I have are family heirlooms, and my children will get 

them when the time comes. (F/18/Q) 
 
 None of my family read – I don’t think we had a book in the house, and 

I never saw my parents or even grandparents reading anything except 
the Daily Mirror. (F/35/L) 

 
 Reading is not a tradition in the family – we don’t bother much with 

books. When we were young, reading was left to the school mainly, 
though sometimes we would get help. (F/55/H) 

 
 
While several of the medium and heavy readers say they enjoy listening to 
books being read, either on audiotape or on the radio, none of them appear to 
have experience of being read to as adults - though two say that they do read 
to elderly relations who are visually impaired

90
. Reactions to the idea of being 

read to (other than in the manner described above) are fairly negative. People 
who enjoy reading actually like the physical and mental activity required for 
the act of reading – they feel it is part of the pleasure of books, and see no 
benefit to be gained from being read to. They like being able to read and 
absorb at their own pace, using their own internal voices for characters, and 
being able to pick up and put down books to their own convenience. 
 
 It has the wrong image doesn’t it? When you think of reading to 

someone, you assume they are old and infirm, or blind. (F/18/Q) 
 
 Reading is, on the whole, a private thing – and it is very difficult to do 

well out loud. I would only want this if I couldn’t read for myself. 
(F/55/H) 

 
 If you have someone else read, then it is their ideas you get, not your 

own and not necessarily the author’s. I like to put my own gloss on a 
book. (M/35/H) 

 
 Reading to oneself, you go at your own pace, you give characters your 

own voices. If you are read to, you are at their mercy, which might be 
at odds with your ideas. (M/55/Q) 

 
 On your own you decide when and how much to read – it gives you the 

freedom. (F/18/Q) 
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Listening to professional readers on tapes or the radio is a slightly different 
matter, and people do not regard this as the same thing as being read to in 
the flesh – neither do they regard the latter as being equivalent to attending a 
live reading by an author/poet. There would appear to be some underlying 
feeling that being read to at home implies some form of disability. 
 
 I have a few audiotapes, which I listen to in the car – if I can’t find 

anything on the radio. (F/35/L) 
 
 Books on tapes are useful for when you want to have a story and do 

something else at the same time. (F/18/Q) 
 
 The quality of the reading by professionals makes up for the fact that 

they are imposing their voices on you. (M/35/H) 
 
 I think of them as being intended mainly for people who cannot read 

themselves. (M/55/Q) 
 
 
The issue of discussing books with other people has already been dealt with 
to some extent in Section A3.2, and the following to some extent iterates 
those results

91
. 

 
Regardless of the extent of reading, women are far more likely to discuss 
books with other people (principally women) than are men, and to see this as 
one of the interests they get out of books.   
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The level of the discussion varies enormously, from merely recommending 
books to other people to detailed analysis – though the former is far more 
common than the latter. Light readers tend mainly just to mention that they 
have/have not enjoyed a particular book, while the medium and heavy 
readers may occasionally discuss characters, plots and style - though this 
depends upon the individual’s interest (and education, perhaps) and the book 
itself. Few women, however much they like discussing books, will bother to 
analyse potboilers or light romantic fiction. 
 
 On the whole, we don’t really talk about the books, just say whether or 

not we like them and offer them to someone else to read. (F/18/Q) 
 
 You couldn’t really call it a discussion – just telling someone if you think 

they might like it. (F/55/H) 
 
 I wouldn’t bother with the very easy books, only with those which have 

some real meat in them – which have something to say. Not your 
average romance or crime novel. (F/55/H) 
 
Quite often when we talk we mention a book we have read – perhaps 
someone says something that reminds me of something in a book – 
and then we go on to talk about the book or books in some detail. We 
can take a book to bits and put it back together again, if you know what 
I mean. (F/18/Q) 

 
 
With regard to non-fiction, there is an increased tendency for both men and 
women to talk about these books, but within these groups again there 
appeared to be a difference between the sexes in terms of motivation. 
Women discuss books for the sake of the book, while men are more likely to  
want to parade their knowledge.

92
 

 
 It doesn’t matter what sort of book it is, if it was worth reading it is 

worth talking about. (F/18/Q) 
 
 We often talk about biographies as much as novels. (F/18/Q) 
 
 The only time I bring up about a book is when I have read something 

which I can use in a conversation I’m having. (M/18/L) 
 
 Sometimes I read something which I find interesting and which I would 

like to tell someone else – some nugget of history or gossip, even. 
(M/35/H) 

 
For men, however, reading is generally seen as a solo or private activity that 
they neither wish to discuss nor particularly wish to be told about by others. 
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 I enjoy my reading, but it’s not something I want to share with anyone 

else – I’m not sure why, but that it just how I feel. (M/35/H) 
 
 Reading is something I do on my own, as a relaxation. I play patience 

as well, and see no need to talk about that either. (M/55/Q) 
 
 Sometimes people tell me about a book they’ve read, and either they 

just tell me the plot – which means I probably won’t want to read it 
myself – or they launch into a character analysis, which is pointless as 
I don’t know what they are talking about. (M/18/L) 

 
This extends also to the recommendation of books, with women far more 
likely to both give and accept recommendations than men. 
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A4 BUYING AND BORROWING 
 
A4.1 In general 
 
It is difficult to discern any consistent pattern (according to level of reading) as 
to where people get the books that they read, as there was no discernible 
relationship within the groups between the minority of people who mainly buy 
and those who mainly borrow, nor between those who borrow mainly from 
friends/etc and those who make extensive use of public libraries. 
 
From some of the previous results, it is obvious that women borrow from 
friends/relations far more than do men

93
, and heavy readers use libraries far 

more than do light readers, if only because they read so much more - some of 
the light readers get a higher proportion of the books they read from libraries 
than do some of the heavy readers. 
 
There were a significant number of respondents – both men and women, and 
including a mixture of different levels of reading – who never used a library 
(excluding borrowing books for children). 
 
 It never occurs to me to go to a library. I either buy the books or borrow 

them from people I know. (M/35/H) 
 
 I just don’t go there – never have done. (F/18/Q) 
 
 
Many of the respondents aged 35 or over say that their use of public libraries 
has increased over time, though frequently this is from a very low starting 
point as young adults

94
, who had got out of the habit of using these 

organisations
95

. Quite frequently it is the need to take their children to the 
library that leads to people making more use of them for their own sake – 
looking out books for themselves while on the premises. 
 
 I find that I am using the library more than I used to – I probably hardly 

went at all 10 years ago, except with my children. (F/55/H) 
 
 As the children got older and started to borrow books for themselves, I 

found that I had time to kill while I was there, so started looking for 
books for myself. Now I go only when I want to, and the children go on 
their own. (F/18/Q) 
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Several of the current non users of libraries say they have used them in the 
past, not just as children but as places of reference or information: they may 
have used them to help with educational needs, or (more rarely) to assist 
them with work

96
.  

 
 It is not that I haven’t used them, and don’t appreciate their uses. In the 

past I’ve been there to look up things in their reference section. 
(M/55/Q) 

 
 The library is a good place to do homework or projects, and that is 

what I used it for – I didn’t borrow books to read as such, but to get 
information from. (M/18/L) 

 
 
Libraries are also seen as a source of information about the local community, 
and as a means of gaining information for a variety of purposes (eg help 
design quizzes, look up information to help with job applications, etc). 
 
 I go there occasionally just to see what is happening locally. They have 

loads of notices and adverts, and it is a convenient place to find things 
out. (F/35/L) 

 
 When I was out of work and applying for jobs, I’d go to the library and 

do some research to help improve my letters of application – finding 
out things about the companies I was applying to, reading the 
newspapers for relevant articles and so on. (M/35/H) 

 
 I set the quizzes for our local tennis club, to raise funds. The library is a 

good place to find sensible questions and to check answers. (M/18/L) 
 
 
Some of the older respondents say that their use of libraries has increased as 
they have had more time to access them: they have become less restricted by 
other commitments (family, work, social) in going to the library. 
 
 One of the things that has changed for me is that since I stopped full-

time work I can get to the library during the week, which means I can 
go far more often. (M/55/Q) 

 
 I haven’t got so many other calls on, my time – I don’t have to meet the 

children at school, or ferry them around so much, so I can go to the 
library when I like. (F/18/Q) 

 
Many of those who do visit libraries feel that they have tended to borrow 
rather less in recent years, for three direct reasons

97
: 
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i a number feel that their library has restricted opening hours, 

especially at evenings and weekends 
ii some branch libraries (including mobiles) have closed 
iii cutbacks in funding have led to libraries being unable to order 

as many new titles as in the past, making their selection far less 
interesting and comprehensive. 

 
 
Reversing any of the above would make both current and ex-users more likely 
to visit more often and borrow more books. 
 
Non-users really had little interest in finding ways to use libraries more, and 
some of them clearly had little knowledge of recent developments, and the 
expansion of services provided beyond the stockpiles of books and 
newspapers/magazines, etc. Some interest is shown in the ability to hire 
videos and music, at very low rates, and some of the younger people (mainly 
men) are keen on the idea of accessing the Internet at libraries. 
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A4.2 Reasons for buying vs borrowing books
98

 
 
To many respondents, the main motivator for using a library is the cost of 
buying books, and this particularly applies to the more expensive, reference-
type materials. 
 
 The library has big, expensive reference books – or can order them in 

– and these are things that I wouldn’t want to pay for. (M/35/H) 
 
 If you only need a book for one or two things, why buy an encyclopedia 

when you can go to the library? (F/35/L) 
 
 
Other factors include: 
 i the greater availability of less recently published books 
 ii the problems with storing books at home 
 iii the ability to try out books/authors which they are unsure about. 
 
 If you go into a bookshop to get a book which only appeals to a small 

number of people, then the chances are they will not have it, 
particularly if it was published several years ago. The library is much 
more likely to have it, or to get hold of it. (F/18/Q) 

 
 The library has lots of out-of-print books, too. (M/35/H) 
 
 If I bought all the books I read I’d have to have my own British Library 

to store them. Using the library means I can restrict the number of 
books I own to manageable proportions. (M/55/Q) 

 
 When I look through a library’s stock, and see a book which looks 

possible, by borrowing it I don’t risk wasting the money. (M/35/H) 
 
 I can use the library to try books by people I haven’t read before. If I 

like them enough I may go on to buy them in future. (F/55/H) 
 
 
Respondents clearly see libraries as a source of information that they 
themselves do not have, and would not want long-term, at home. 
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Buying books rather than borrowing stems from a number of motives, 
including: 

 
i not being concerned at having to return books, and the risk of 

fines (which can reach to a value above that of the book) 
ii enjoying owning books for themselves 
iii having books to hand for re-reading or consulting over time 
iv being able to mark books, write in them, etc 
v dislike of reading books which are not in pristine condition, have 

been handled by other people and which I don’t know where its 
been. 

 
 I can’t be bothered with the library, and the need to get the books back 

in time. I read several books at once, and quite often take a long time 
to finish them. In the end, I am likely to pay fines which cost me more 
than the book. (F/18/Q) 

 
 Last time I forgot to return a book, and when I got the reminder I paid 

out far more than the book would have cost to buy new. I’ve stopped 
going now. (M/55/Q) 

 
 I think that having ones own books is a privilege, and I like to have 

them around me, to look at, glance through, and so on. It’s sort of 
comforting. (M/35/H) 

 
 To me, books do furnish a room, and it is nice to see a well-stocked 

bookcase, full of interesting books. (F/55/H) 
 
 The best books are those you want to go back to, time and again, 

whenever you want. You can’t do that with books you borrow. (F/55/H) 
 
 Some books you know you want to look at from time-to-time – standard 

references like dictionaries and encyclopedias. It’s more practical to 
have your own. (M/35/H) 

 
 With really interesting and thought-provoking books, I like to mark 

passages and make notes. You can’t do that with library books. 
(F/18/Q) 

 
 I hate books which are crinkled and dirty – that is why I much prefer to 

buy my own books.  (F/55/H) 
 



 

 

 
 

163  

 Books borrowed from friends are bad enough – they are often a bit 
tatty – but library books tend to be badly creased and marked, often 
with pages falling out, and dirty marks which I prefer not to think about. 
(F/55/H) 

 
 There is something sensuous about a brand new book – the feel, the 

smell, that adds to the joy of reading. Library books miss out on that. 
(M/55/Q) 

 
 
Comparing bookshops to libraries, respondents see the former as a far better 
source of newly-published books, both because libraries are slow to obtain 
them at all, are restricted in the selection they buy, and do not have sufficient 
copies of the most popular books to fulfil demand at the beginning. 
 
 The big advantage of a bookshop is that it has all the latest books, as 

they are published. With libraries you have to wait, as they only get a 
few new titles at a time, and maybe the one you want isn’t in there. 
(M/35/H) 

 
 My library now mainly buys paperback, not hardbacks, so you have to 

wait until the paperback edition is published before they will get it for 
you. (F/18/Q) 

 
 Libraries cannot buy every book that’s published, but you can always 

buy them through the shop. (F/55/H) 
 
 When a new book by a popular author comes out, there is a rush to 

borrow the few copies the library has, and it can be some time before 
you get hold of a copy. It’s far easier just buying it. (F/18/Q) 

 
 
As stated previously, many – and especially women

99
 - borrow books from 

friends/relations, and for some this is the most common source of books. 
Fewer objections are raised about who else has been handling books than 
occur with library borrowing, and the books themselves come with a 
recommendation, which these people appreciate. 
 
Respondents believe that a major advantage of borrowing is the ability to try 
out new authors/genres without financial risk, and this applies regardless of 
where the books are borrowed from. 
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Few respondents ever ask either librarians or booksellers for actual advice 
(though they may well ask to be directed to the appropriate section)

100
, and 

where this does occur it tends to be about more specialist, non-fiction, 
subjects which are relatively new to them. 
 
 I can’t remember when I last asked someone in a library for their 

opinion. What would be the point? They might not know the book, and 
even if they did could you trust their judgement? (M/35/H) 

 
 I see no reasons why I should believe what a sales assistant tells me – 

it is only their opinion, and I don’t know what their taste is. (F/18/Q) 
 
 The only information I seek is where a particular book or subject is 

located. (F/55/H) 
 
 If I am looking for books on a subject which I do not know, I may ask 

what books are seen as doing well, and whether certain books are for 
beginners or not. Sometimes in a shop you can find someone who 
really knows the subject, and can give you guidance. (M/55/Q) 

 
 
When talking about buying books, many respondents – and in particular the 
medium and heavy readers, say that an important source is second-hand 
books sales, in particular jumble and car boot sales rather than second-hand 
books shops.  
 
To some extent this is seen as providing an excellent compromise to 
borrowing from a library and buying new books: while the choice of books is 
termed eccentric, and most are quite likely to be far from new, the cost of 
books bought in this way is so low as to mean that there is no real financial 
risk to buying books about which they are uncertain, and nor does the cost 
mean that they regret having to dispose of the books so acquired. Many 
respondents say that having spent say £5 on a new book, they are reluctant 
just to give it away. 
 
 I find a lot of the books I read at jumble sales – they virtually give them 

away, and even if I don’t like them they’ve probably only cost 10p. 
(F/18/Q) 

 
 Car boot sales are a great source of books – mainly second-hand, but 

sometimes brand new at very, very low prices. (M/35/H) 
 
 Books I buy at jumble sales I can quite happily get rid of – somehow it 

doesn’t seem such a crime to throw them out, or hand them to the next 
event. (F/55/H) 
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Respondents’ storage problems also reduce their likelihood of purchase

101
. 

Most respondents, including the very light readers, feel that books should not 
just be thrown away, and should be recycled in some way. 
 
 I believe that books need to be treated with respect, and I take the 

view that a book is for life, not just for Christmas. This means that to be 
practical I cannot buy many books, ‘cos I’ve nowhere to put them. 
(M/35/H) 

 
 Book storage is a problem. I’ve only a small flat, and my shelves are 

full. If I buy a new book, I’m really forced to get rid of an old one to 
make room. (F/55/H) 

 
 
Most respondents say that they have bought books as a direct result of 
borrowing – either buying the specific book borrowed or others by the same 
author or in the same series: this applies both to fiction and non-
fiction/reference titles. However, this is more the exception rather than the 
rule, and for most people happens only very occasionally

102
. 

 
 Yes, I have certainly bought books which I have already read. These 

are the sort of books I know I want to own, to reread, or just to have on 
the shelf. (F/18/Q) 

 
 I borrowed the first Sherlock Holmes I read, but then have bought all 

the rest. (M/35/H) 
 
 Before Pride and Prejudice was shown, I read the book, borrowed it 

from the library. I’ve now got my own copy, and have several others of 
hers too. (F/55/H) 

 
 

                                            
101

 see also Section 11.2 
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 see also Section 9.8 
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The question of holiday reading led to people saying that often they chose 
books to take with them at the very last minute, and would frequently buy 
blockbusters from airport or railway bookshops. Most are reluctant to take 
books they have borrowed on holiday, for fear of losing them: 
 
 Replacing a lost library book is more expensive than simply buying it in 

the first place, and more of an effort too. (M/35/H) 
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A4.3 The role of libraries
103

 
 
There is no real consensus expressed as to what role libraries should have, 
varying from fully comprehensive to much more specialised coverage. 
Further, and insofar as can be gauged from this sample, opinions about this 
do not depend upon either reading or borrowing habits. 
 
In the view of some people, libraries are seen as providing access for all 
people to all types of books, whether these books are bestsellers or very 
obscure. They are seen as part of the education system, both formal and 
informal, and the view is strongly expressed that they should be far better 
funded, be open longer hours, and on every day of the week, and should 
include not just paper but also electronic sources of information. 
 
At the other end of the scale, there are a small number who feel that libraries 
should be mainly restricted to providing reference materials – concentrating 
on paper-based rather than electronic data – with only limited provision of 
best-seller type fiction books. 
 
Most people feel that the true role – given the fact that funds are bound to be 
restricted – should lie somewhere between the two, and that libraries might do 
best to concentrate upon the provision of good general reference and broad 
coverage of all other types of book. It is often felt that, in most cases, people 
could now gain access to more specialist (eg educational) libraries should 
they require highly specialised information, and that it was fair to expect 
communities to cater for everyone’s particular interests. 
 
However, there is also some considerable belief that libraries should find 
ways of providing access to the most appropriate books for the less well-off 
(ie those unable to afford to buy books), those with poor eyesight (ie large-
print books) and so on. There is no consensus about what types of book the 
former group require or should be provided with. 
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 the role of libraries in these terms was not specifically examined by the quantitative survey 
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Most people do not think about libraries and bookshops in the same way: the 
mere fact that libraries are free at the point of use

104
 while bookshops are 

providing a directly paid for use, puts them into different categories from each 
other. Adding the fact that libraries are seen as information providers, while 
bookshops are there to sell books, and respondents conclude that they have 
rather different roles to play. 
 
 I wouldn’t compare them at all – they are not the same thing.  (M/18/L) 
 
 Libraries are there to provide free access to information of all sorts, 

while bookshops are like any other retailer – they are in business to 
make money. They have different aims, and different standards. 
(F/18/Q) 

 
 
Most people say they are not interested in finding out the views of other 
borrowers about books they have read. The fact that only one of the 48 
respondents was a member of a reading group, even though many knew of 
their existence, underlines this lack of interest. On the whole, if people want to 
find out about a book they would want the views of someone they know and 
whose taste they trust, or of an ‘expert’ (ie reviewer).  
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  Excepting ordering fees, fines, charges for electronic data, etc. 
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A5 BOOKS AND COMPUTERS

105
 

 
There is little evidence so far of computers having a major effect on 
respondents’ reading, though several feel it is more important with regard to 
their children’s behaviour and education. 
 
 I haven’t latched on to the electronic superhighway, and I cannot see 

why it should affect what I do. (F/18/Q) 
 
 Children obviously use them at school – things have changed greatly in 

the past few years. I am sure they now use books less because they 
get into their computers instead. It hasn’t made any difference to me 
though. (M/35/H) 

 
 
Some of the respondents (virtually all men) say they do use the Internet as a 
source of information, most usually for work purposes, with only two of the 
younger respondents saying they have used it for educational purposes. 
 
 I occasionally look things up on the Internet – it does provide a 

convenient source of information, once you’ve found your way around 
it. There are various places I go to for work. (M/35/H) 

 
 I spend quite a bit of time on the net, especially looking at what 

competitor sites are saying about their activities. It is a useful source of 
competitor information. (F/35/L) 

 
 I have used it for writing essays – it is quite good if you are careful 

about checking the validity of what comes off – there is so much 
rubbish on it. (M/18/L) 

 
 I was doing a mini thesis on Milton, and found some useful ideas. 

(F/18/Q) 
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Only one or two actually have reference materials (eg encyclopedias) on their 
PCs (work or home), though many make use of the spelling and thesaurus 
functions on their word-processing software. To some extent these latter have 
lessened their use of paper-based reference books. 
 
 We have Encarta and the OED on CD-ROM, and this means we no 

longer need the traditional hard copies, which take up so much space. 
(F/18/Q) 

 
 When I’m working I rely on the dictionary and thesaurus that are on the 

system – it’s very efficient. (M/35/H) 
 
 
Those with school-aged children feel that computers are greatly influencing 
the extent to which they use books, though as yet this has not percolated 
through to fiction. 
 
 I am sure that as children use computers more for accessing data, so 

they will make less use of books. At least they have to be able to read, 
regardless of whether it is on paper or on screen. (M/18/L) 

 
 It’s fine for information, as long as they don’t try to put stories onto the 

computer, so that kids forget about real books. (F/18/Q) 
 
 
No respondent feels that computer can substitute for most books, and that as 
yet the information and books available in electronic format form only a small 
part of the total archive/canon available in paper format. Additionally, books 
are seen as far easier to read, are portable and readily accessible, and can 
more easily be checked for accuracy than much data available over the 
Internet, etc. 
 
 Don’t get me wrong, I’m not against using computers as long as we 

don’t become too dependent, which we are in grave danger of doing. 
Only a fraction of what has been written can be got at electronically, 
and we mustn’t waste these extra resources. (F/55/H) 

 
 Have you tried reading great streams of stuff from a screen? It is quite 

difficult to do. (M/35/H) 
 
 The great advantage of a book is that you can carry it around with you, 

it doesn’t require power, or much space, or turning on or off – far more 
convenient than any PC. (F/18/Q) 

 
 There is a danger that stuff coming at you electronically suffers from 

RIRO – rubbish in, rubbish out – and there is no control over what is on 
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the net. You need to be so careful that you understand where it has 
arisen. Books are far more reliable. (M/55/Q) 

 
 
One aspect working against the use of computers for electronic information is 
the extent to which people have to use computers/stare at screens at work, 
making them reluctant to do so for leisure or personal use where this is not 
necessary. 
 
 After spending much of the day in front of a computer screen, the last 

thing I want to do is spend more time doing that at home. (M/18/L) 
 
 At least with a book you are not in front of a screen – it is a change 

from work – and far better for your health. (F/18/Q) 
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APPENDIX B GROUP DISCUSSION RECRUITMENT QUESTIONNAIRE 
 
Q1 How often would you say you pick up a fiction or non-fiction book to 

read nowadays?  By non-fiction I mean things like biography, history, 
popular science, etc.   I’m talking about reading for your own general 
interest or pleasure, rather than for school, college or other course of 
study 

 
 More than once a week  � Q2  

 Around once a week 
 Around once a fortnight  � recruit as ‘medium’ readers 
 Around once every 3-4 weeks 

 Around once every 2 months 
Less often    � Q3 
Never        
 

 
Q2 And how often would you say you spent reading fiction and non-fiction 

books, for general interest or pleasure, in an average week? 
 
 Less than an hour    CLOSE 

 Around 1-3 hours   � recruit as ‘medium’ readers 

 Around 4-5 hours 
 Around 6-10 hours   � recruit as ‘heavy’ readers (ensure 

11 hours or more         at least half group are 11 hrs+) 
 
 
Q3 What would you say was the main reason(s) for not reading fiction or 

non-fiction, for general interest or pleasure? 
 

    
Find it difficult to read/don’t see very well CLOSE IF MENTION 

AS A MAIN REASON 

 Don’t enjoy reading/using books  } 
No time/not enough time/too busy  }    
Prefer doing other things instead  } 

 Read other things instead    } � recruit as ‘light’ readers 
(e.g. magazines, newspapers, comics) } 

 Get information from elsewhere instead  }    
 (e.g. Internet, CD-Rom)   }  

Other reason IF CANNOT CODE AS 
ONE OF THE ABOVE, 
CLOSE 

  
 
APPENDIX C GROUP DISCUSSION TOPIC GUIDE 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
 

Explain how groups work: confidentiality: taping 
 
Round Robin of respondents: 1st name, family status, work situation. 

 
 
2 SPARE TIME ACTIVITIES 

What do people do with their spare time 
 - how much time do they spend on different activities 
 

Where does reading fit in to this? 
 

Reading of all materials  
- to what extent do respondents read/use books, magazines,  
   CD- ROMs, etc 
- which media they prefer? Why? 

 
 
3 READING/USING BOOKS 

- for what purposes they read/use books (leisure, self-
improvement, study, work, reference, etc) 

- how often they read/how much time they spend reading 
- what authors/genres they like reading at all/the most 
- whether they tend to stick to preferred authors/genres or do they 

experiment within/across genres 
- how they were introduced to their favourite authors/genres 
- how they choose which authors/titles to read 
- when and where they read (home, travelling, work, holiday, etc); 

whether they have a favourite place to read at home and why 
(bed, bath, etc) 

- whether they read different things at different times (e.g. is 
holiday reading different) 

- what benefits they get from reading; what value it has for them; 
what makes it special 

- reasons for not reading at all/very much; what they prefer doing 
instead and why 
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4 CHANGES IN HABITS 
- whether they read more or less nowadays, than 5 years ago/2 

years ago. Why 
- whether they would expect to read more or less in future. Why 
- what would make them read more (or less) 
- whether the subjects they are interested in change much over 

time 
- whether changes in personal circumstances affect how and 

what they read; what changes have what effects 
- whether technology has affected their reading habits and use of 

books; does use of PCs, Internet, etc lead to more or less use of 
books 

  
 
5 READING IN THE CONTEXT OF OTHER PEOPLE 

- whether they read to or with children 
- whether they were read to when young;  
- whether they feel their own reading habits and attitudes are 

affected by their own experiences with parents, at school 
- whether they enjoy/would enjoy being read to now 
- whether they discuss books read with other people and why/why 

not; what value this has 
- whether they recommend books, and whether they are affected 

by recommendation 
 
 
6 SOURCES OF BOOKS: BUYING VS BORROWING 

- where they get the books they read, at all and most often 
- has this changed over time and why 
- whether they get different types of books from different sources 

and why 
- specifically, in what circumstances would they borrow from a 

library rather than buying, and vice versa 
- whether they have different attitudes when borrowing as 

opposed to buying (more willing to experiment, etc); what factors 
affect their choice in each case (how important are displays, 
promotions, recommendations from staff, etc in libraries vs 
shops)  

- whether the buying/borrowing experiences are different; what 
are the plusses and minuses of each 

- the extent to which borrowing leads to buying (of specific titles, 
in general): whether borrowing/borrowing more leads to 
more/less buying 
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7 LIBRARIES AS PROVIDERS OF READING MATERIALS 
 

- what role do they think libraries have/should have as sources of 
books to read and use (does this differ from the role of 
bookshops) 

- whether they think this is/should be changing and in what ways 
- whether they think they borrow less now, and why this is; do 

they visit libraries/borrow less often and/or borrow fewer books 
- what would make them borrow more from libraries  
- whether they would be interested in the views of other borrowers 

about books they have read; whether they would want to talk to 
them about this 

 
 
8 SELF-COMPLETION FORM 
 

I would like you now to complete this form. Not only are we interested 
in your answers, but also we would like you to say, after all the forms 
have been completed, where you found it difficult or confusing. 

 
 how easy did you find it to complete? 
 where did you yourself find it difficult or confusing? 
 do you think that other members of your household would find it easy 

to complete? why not? 
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APPENDIX D QUANTITATIVE QUESTIONNAIRE 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Dear Householder 
 
Survey of Household Reading Habits 
 
This month we are conducting a survey of household reading habits in Britain 
on behalf of the British Library, and would be very grateful if you could take a 
little time to complete the attached questionnaire and return it to us in the 
reply-paid envelope provided.  NO POSTAGE IS REQUIRED, AND ALL 
COMPLETED QUESTIONNAIRES RETURNED WITHIN THE NEXT 2 
WEEKS WILL RECEIVE A £2 VOUCHER. 
 
Please complete and return the questionnaire even if you do not think anyone 
in your household reads or uses books. 
 
The questionnaire is designed in the form of a grid.  In the grid we would like 
to find out about the reading habits of each household member.  To complete 
it, please indicate the household member by writing in their age and sex at the 
top of the grid and then answer each question for each member of the 
household.  Please include children as well as adults, answering on behalf of 
children who are too young to answer for themselves.  We have given an 
example of what this might look like for one person.  If there are more than 6 
people in your household, please just answer the questions for any 6 of them.  
 
It is possible that we may wish to contact you again at a later stage to find out 
a little bit more about the reading habits of you and other members of your 
household.  If you would prefer us not to do this, please tick this box �. 
 
Thank you very much for your help. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
etc.  
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