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THE RESURGENCE OF 
AUDIOBOOKS
AN INSIGHT INTO THE FUTURE OF READING?

According to The Guardian, audiobooks will save us.1 No, they 
will not stop the apocalypse or will go against global warming. 
However, for the “us” in the publishing world, they could be 
the surprising savior we have been waiting for. Why do you 
ask? Because audiobooks have a great advantage: they can get 
non-readers to read (which is considered the biggest challenge 
for publishers).2 For those people who were around when audi-
obooks on CDs were first introduced, this might sound odd. 
Some people will have memories of going on vacation by car 
and listening to an audiobook on a CD, but this form of enter-
tainment never rooted itself into our daily lives. Audiobooks 
eventually became a thing of the past—nostalgic even. How-
ever, for the past couple of years, they have slowly made a (dig-
ital) comeback and are marketed as a modern development. 
For example, consider what the Dutch newspaper Vrij Neder-
land stated in their yearly thriller guide: “Sherlock Holmes read 
aloud, because reading yourself is so old-fashioned”.3 What has 

1 S. Cain, “We’re All Ears for Audiobooks – and Here Are Some of the Best”, The 
Guardian, 9 April 2018, <https://www.theguardian.com/books/shortcuts/2018/apr/09/
audiobooks-best-sales-doubled-past-five-years-commuters-men-25-44-purchases>, 
(28 October 2018).
2 Ibid.
3 Translated by Rian van den Dool. Original quote: ‘Sherlock Holmes voorgelezen, 
want zelf lezen is zó ouderwets.’ This was stated by Vrij Nederland (a Dutch News-
paper), when publishing their yearly thriller guide in 2017 with the audiobook of 
Sherlock Holmes as a gift.
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changed in society that made audiobooks relevant and modern 
and what are the effects? I argue that the renewed interest in 
audiobooks is a result of the digital developments in our society, 
but that this should not be regarded as a negative consequence.

History

First, a short introduction on the history of audiobooks, which 
starts as early as the nineteenth century with the invention of 
the phonograph. Fun fact: the phonograph was invented by Edi-
son in 1877 to record speech, not music.4 While it was not yet 
used for audiobooks, it marks the beginning of recording audio 
to transfer information. Around 1930, the first novels were 
recorded in full in Britain and the United States.5 However, the 
only medium for them were vinyl records (not very practical). 
Therefore, when audio cassettes were introduced, they quickly 
took over from records, and the term “audiobook” was used for 
the first time.6 Not only did the invention of cassettes play a role 
here, but the mobility of the walkman and cassette players in 
cars increased the popularity of listening to books on the move.7 
When in the 1980s CDs took over, the way in which audiobooks 
were used remained mostly the same. Only around twenty years 
later, in 2002, were audiobooks made available for downloads 
online and later through streaming.8 

From when the term “audiobook” was first introduced to 
the invention of CDs, making use of these recorded stories has 
been associated with children, dyslexics, or people with eye-
sight problems.9 These groups had to rely on other forms of 

4 I. Have and B. Stougaard Pedersen, Digital Audiobooks: New Media, Users, and Expe-
riences (New York: Routledge, 2015), p. 3.
5 Ibid.
6 Ibid.
7 Ibid, p. 3.
8 Ibid.
9 Ibid.



151

(non-traditional) reading, as they had issues with processing 
text visually. Therefore, the audiobook had the status of being 
compensatory and was often treated only in regard to their abil-
ity to provide a shortcut or to overcome a deficiency. Currently, 
they have gained a wider audience, but mostly amongst young 
generations. Older generations still often consider audiobooks as 
a shortcut: “To many, listening to audio books is a debased and 
lazy way to read, with connotations of illiteracy (...); passivity 
(...); abandonment of control (...); and lack of commitment.”10 
Regardless of whether this is the case, we must accept that audi-
obooks are back. But why is this the case and why is there a 
change in how audiobooks are used?

Changes in Society

Something nobody can escape and the biggest change within 
society in the last decennia is the fast-moving digital develop-
ment. The increased popularity of audiobooks would not have 
been possible without the new devices on which we can listen 
to them and the oh-so-glorious power of the Internet. This has 
been identified by De Correspondent Publishers as well.11 They 
not only publish books but also analyze the world of books while 
doing this. Bi-weekly newsletters have identified the importance 
of audiobooks for modern times and why they are suddenly 
more popular. In one of these newsletters, Milou Klein Lank-
horst gives the five main reasons why we started listening more 
to audiobooks.12

First of all, there is a general increase in the influence of 
smartphones. We always have our phone with us, and this makes 
10 A. Albrechtslund, “Digital Audiobooks: New Media, Users, and Experiences”, 
MedieKultur: Journal of Media and Communication Research 32 (2016), p. 235.
11 M. Klein Lankhorst, “Wordt zelf lezen ouderwets?”, De Correspondent, 14 June 
2017, <https://decorrespondent.nl/6897/wordt-zelf-lezen-ouderwets/2891251919160-
5a5b335c>, (27 October 2018).
12 Ibid. 
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it easier to listen to whatever we want, whenever we want. 
Second, the development of apps for audiobooks and podcasts 

have widened the audience for audio-based entertainment, and 
at the same time, increased the visibility of audiobooks. While it 
is not touched upon within the same list, another related point 
is the increased popularity of podcasts and the large invest-
ment in the listening platform Audible.13 They paved the way 
for the return of audiobooks. When you are used to listening to 
podcasts, the logical step to an audiobook is an easy one. This 
development reinforces the number of apps that are available for 
audio, which in turn reinforces the popularity of podcasts and 
audiobooks. 

Third, the diversifying of devices has allowed for listening 
everywhere, from connecting your phone to your car stereo, to 
asking Siri or Alexa to put on an audiobook at home. Thus, not 
only have smartphones become an inherent part of society, but 
also other digital developments have increased the ease of listen-
ing everywhere.

Fourth, the number of books14 and audiobooks is grow-
ing exponentially. Because the competition is fierce, there is a 
need to distinguish oneself. Publishers can do this by making 
high-quality audiobooks. 

Finally, you can multitask while listening to books. It has 
become more and more common to multitask, to always be on 
the move and be busy. While reading a book requires you to 
focus your eyesight solely on the book in front of you, audio-
books only occupy your ears. It is regarded as an equivalent to 
listening to music. It is thus not surprising that there are many 
studies (qualitative and quantitative) that show audiobooks 

13 Ibid.
14 B.F. Lavoie and R.C. Sconfeld, “Books without Boundaries: A Brief Tour of the 
System-wide Print Book Collection”, Journal of Electronic Publishing 9 (2006), p. np.
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are the most popular among readers that are in motion. Have 
and Pedersen refer to this as “turning wasted time into quality 
time.”15

Negative and Positive Sides

We have now seen why audiobooks were able to gain ground 
within society. Not only have they made a comeback, but they 
are more popular than ever before. This of course has its con-
sequences. When audiobooks are researched, most of the time, 
they are grouped together with e-books: both are products of 
the digital revolution, both can enrich a person’s reading expe-
rience,16 both allow you to take many books with you, without 
the weight of the physical books, and both change the way we 
read.17

There are groups that consider this as a negative develop-
ment. “Since radio, cinema and television began to challenge 
printed media from the beginning of the 20th century, specula-
tions about the “death of the book” arose, suggesting that it would 
be slowly replaced and erased by these new technologies.”18 This 
sentiment is understandable and definitely not surprising, and this 
fear for the replacement of physical books and bookshops is shared 
by many. The developments seem to be too fast and losing the book 
as a physical object seems undesirable. But what needs to be kept in 
mind is that something new does not automatically mean the death 
of something else. And, more importantly, when you hold on to the 
past too much, you cannot benefit from new developments.

In addition to audiobooks allowing us to being able to listen to 

15 I. Have and B. Stougaard Pedersen, Digital Audiobooks, p. 138.
16 B.A. Rogowsky, B.M. Calhoun and P. Tallal, “Does Modality Matter? The Effects 
of Reading, Listening, and Dual Modality on Comprehension”, SAGE Open 6 
(2016), n. pag.
17 L. C. Larson, “E-Books and Audiobooks”, The Reading Teacher 69 (2015), pp. 
169–177.
18 A. Albrechtslund, “Digital Audiobooks”, p. 235.
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books while doing other things, they have other advantages as well. 
Several studies show that multimodality can improve our recollec-
tion.19 Furthermore, being able to adjust certain settings can allow 
us to concentrate for longer periods of time.20 It might also help to 
drive away fatigue and boredom when performing tasks where you 
need to concentrate for longer periods of time (like driving).21 Hav-
ing more input can help you stay awake during longer drives. Also, 
it makes the story come alive.22 Hearing the different voices and the 
special rhythm of a voice helps with distinguishing characters and 
the ease of following a storyline.

Schools and teachers especially have been experimenting with 
the benefits of audiobooks. Since they occupy themselves with 
methods to make students remember the most information, a com-
bination of reading and listening to text could be advantageous. 
Moreover, older audiences should not underestimate what new 
technologies can bring:

I’ve come to believe that translations from print to sound 
enhance access to a work. You can listen while you are 
driving, walking, sometimes even when you are work-
ing. You can transport what were heavy paper volumes 
on discs, iPods, and laptops. You can still enjoy the book 
privately riding on a packed commuter train, or sipping an 
espresso in your favorite coffee hangout. You can carry all 
two dozen Travis McGee novels in your purse or pockets 
and pull them out when you have a moment. For us older 
folks, the new media allow us to [...] turn up the volume 
in our earphones, without intruding on the privacy of oth-
ers.23

19 L.C. Larson, “E-Books and Audiobooks”.
20 L.C. Larson, “E-Books and Audiobooks”.
21 R.J. Nowosielski, L.M. Trick and R. Toxopeus, “Good Distractions: Testing the 
Effects of Listening to an Audiobook on Driving Performance in Simple and Com-
plex Road Environments”, Accident Analysis and Prevention 111 (2018), pp. 202–209.
22 J.N. Berry, “A Media Message: Moving to Another Medium Makes Books More 
Accessible”, Library Journal 138 (2013), p. 10.
23 Ibid, p. 10.
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Conclusion

Audiobooks are slowly gaining a prominent position in our lives 
mostly because of all the developments that the digital revolu-
tion has brought us. Our devices allow us to do many activities 
on the move, but they also have other, more negative connota-
tions. Many fear the death of the printed book through increas-
ingly easier access to other forms of entertainment. This should 
however not blind society to the advantages that digitality can 
bring and, as discussed in this essay, how useful some of these 
developments (like audiobooks) can be. Let this be a reminder 
for all booklovers: cuddle your physical books as much as you 
want but keep an open mind to the benefits new technologies 
can bring.
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