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The past year has been a time of transition 
at Listening Books, so the mood now is of 
anticipation and excitement, particularly with 
regards to our new IT system, due to be op-
erational early in 2020. We have great pride 
in our existing service but we will never be 
complacent when it comes to delivering the 
best we can to our members. Once our new 
IT system is in place, our new website will be 
compatible with mobile devices, allowing for 
a more streamlined service. Our Members’ 

Forum keeps us alert to priorities and reminds us how 
ease of access is so crucial alongside, of course, the wid-
est possible choice of books. Transition, however, can be 
onerous for staff and I would especially like to pay tribute 
to our dedicated and experienced team who are managing 
our existing system with such care, while simultaneously 
focusing on making the new system even more efficient 
and member-friendly. It is a matter of pride that we have 
so many long-serving staff that select our books, liaise 
with publishers, ensure our compliance with copyright, re-
spond to members’ individual requests, record our Sound 
Learning audiobooks and of course, fundraise for and pro-
mote our service around the country. A new development 
has been the release of our own podcast, Voluminous, an 
innovation produced by Jess Stone, our new audio producer.  

We are also expanding our social enterprise work with 
various publishers, any profits made going straight back 
into the charity and improving the service for members. 
It is so encouraging to read the heartfelt responses of 
members describing what the service means to them 
and how it enhances their lives. We have such a diverse 
membership – both young and old, some with long-term 
illnesses or disabilities, others who have been newly di-
agnosed with a condition that impacts on their ability to 
read.  For each, being able to listen and be absorbed in 
the world of a book is a stimulus, a solace and a delight.  

A Word from Gillian 
Howarth, Chair



How wonderful to be able to enjoy a story and laugh 
aloud if you are a child confined to a bed for long pe-
riods, as many of our hospice members are. 

These uncertain times have proved challenging for 
many charities. In this climate we are being cautious 
with our budgeting but it is reassuring that trusts and 
foundations continue to support us, recognising both 
our impact and our prudent management style. We 
owe a debt of gratitude especially to those funders 
who enable us to continue our expansion through 
repeated funding, some over many years.  

Others who sustain us in a different way are our skilled 
and resourceful volunteers. I would like to thank most 
warmly our longest serving volunteer Alan Watling, 
who for 20 years has been supporting our library staff 
by carrying out essential maintenance to the audio-
books in our MP3 CD library. His support and dedi-
cation over his time at Listening Books has proved 
invaluable. 

To end on a further upbeat note, it is exciting to have 
been shortlisted by the Bookseller for their Library of 
the Year award. It is honouring that in our 60th year, 
Listening Books was recognised for its vision and 
perseverance.   



Our Service 
Listening Books History 

Listening Books was founded in 1959 
by Norma Skemp after a car accident 
caused her to virtually lose her sight. 
When she applied to another charity for 
help, they said they couldn’t assist her 
because she had retained some of her 
vision. Norma immediately recognised 
a gap in provision for people with disa-
bilities. She set up Listening Books with 
the goal to provide audiobooks to any-
one who finds reading difficult due to a 
print impairment.

Since then we’ve grown to serve over 
60,000 members with a library of over 
8,000 titles. Our continuing aim is to en-
sure that anyone with an illness, disabil-
ity, specific learning difficulty or mental 
health condition that impacts on their 
ability to read can still access the world 
of literature through our wide-ranging 
selection of high-quality audiobooks.



option for many different types of members; for those 
who are housebound and not able to return CDs, or 
for those who listen to audiobooks on a portable de-
vice when they are out and about. 

We charge a small, heavily-subsidised fee that starts 
at just £20 a year. We also receive funding to pro-
vide free memberships to those that would find the 
fee a barrier to joining the service. We have a small, 
dedicated library team that are always on hand to 
answer enquiries from members and provide any 
assistance needed with using Listening Books. 

Our Library 

Our extensive catalogue includes books from a 
varied range of genres, and features best-sell-
ing authors including James Patterson, Margaret 
Atwood, J.K. Rowling, Ian Rankin, Roald Dahl, 
Malorie Blackman, M.C. Beaton, Kazuo Ishiguro, 
David Walliams and Santa Montefiore - just to 
name a few!

Approximately 10% of our catalogue consists of 
in-house titles we have recorded in our studios, 
the rest of the audiobooks we have bought from 
publishers with whom we’ve have built strong 
relationships over the years. It is down to the 
generosity of both publishers and funders that 
we are able to have such a diverse library.

Our service is easy to use and our members can  
borrow titles either online or via MP3 CD. Our 
CDs are sent out through the post and members 
can borrow up to four at once. 

We use download platform Overdrive to host our 
online titles, and members who use this service 
can log on to download or stream up to ten audio 
books a week. Our online service is a fantastic 



Hospitals (Read for Good)

Our partnership with the charity Read for Good 
working in UK children’s hospitals has continued 
to grow in the last year.  We have doubled the 
number of hospitals that now have access to the 
Listening Books service bringing the total number 
to 21.  

Each children’s hospital receives three tablets, 
along with headphones, earphones and speakers. 
Teachers, children and play staff have been so ex-
cited to have something else to offer those children 
who are too ill or exhausted to read the printed word. 

Our Work in Hospices 
and Hospitals
Hospices

In 2010 we began providing audiobooks to UK hos-
pices. We’ve provided ‘mini-libraries’ of 300 MP3 
CDs, CD players and headphones to over 180 
hospices. In 2016 we expanded the project to also 
include our online service, providing tablets so pa-
tients can access the 5000+ titles we have availa-
ble in our online library. We’ve delivered tablets to 
43 children’s hospices, two Maggie’s cancer centres 
and three adult hospices, with a further three to 
receive them in the next few months. 

Stevan Jackson, CEO of The Mary Stevens Hospice 
told us ‘This very welcome gift is yet another way 
that our patients can get some level of normality into 
their lives at what is a very stressful and worrying 
time for them...this fantastic enhancement will hope-
fully bring those that want to take advantage of it 
many hours of listening and relaxing.’



Our Studios 
Our in-house studios have always been primarily 
dedicated to recording books that do not already 
have audio versions, to make previously unac-
cessible works available to those who would find 
it difficult to read in print. Since 2002, we have fo-
cussed our studio work solely on our Sound Learn-
ing project, the recording of educational titles that 
are not available in audio elsewhere. This means 
that for many pupils, Listening Books is the only 
place they can access many texts that are bene-
ficial to their studies. This year we’ve recorded a 
number of inspiring books for children and young 
adults including The Art of Being Normal by Lisa 
Williamson, Women in Sport by Rachel Ignotof-
sky and Troublemakers by Catherine Barter. 

We are also continuing to offer a professional voice-
reel and audiobook production service through the 
commercial arm of our studios, Listening Books 
Productions, all profits from which go back to the 
charity. We were delighted to partner with inde-
pendent publishers Canelo this year to produce six 
of their titles in audio and are planning to work with 
them again in 2020. 



Member Quotes

‘I like stories but sometimes reading them can 
be exhausting – listening to them means I can 
still enjoy the characters and adventures while I 
relax. Thank you Listening Books for sending a 
tablet...’ 
Child from Chelsea Community Hospital

‘Thank you for have such a brilliant service, I 
listen everyday...I do find it great therapy.’
Andre La’Course, member

I want to tell you how much I love listening 
books. Through all the hard days, I have a good 
place to go. Thank you.
Jacqueline, member

The Impact of Audio
As our patron, Stephen Fry, puts it; ‘The com-
panionship and delight of a voice telling stories is 
incomparable.’ 

For some of our members, companionship is one of 
the key benefits of listening to audiobooks. For old-
er members particularly, or those we serve receiv-
ing hospice care, audiobooks can for some provide 
welcome relief from pain, boredom and loneliness, 
lifting them out of what are often challenging cir-
cumstances.

For our school-age members, audiobooks allow 
them to listen to the same books their friends and 
peers are reading, improve comprehension and 
word recognition as well as helping to instil a great-
er understanding and enjoyment of literature. 

Anyone can develop a print impairment, and audi-
obooks mean that those who have started to find 
reading print more difficult never have to miss out 
on their favourite author’s new book, widening their 
knowledge with non-fiction or revisiting an old classic.



2019: Our 60th Year
2019 was a very special year for Listening Books 
as we celebrated the charity’s 60th anniversary. 
One way we decided to mark the occasion was to 
announce our wonderful new ambassadors (pic-
tured). We are delighted that children’s authors 
Sally Gardner and Bali Rai, comedian and writer 
Jenny Eclair and author Kit de Waal are going to 
help spread the word about the work we do, and 
we very much look forward to working with them. 

We also recorded a special 60th anniversary edi-
tion of our podcast, Voluminous, and carried out

our 60 for 60 promotion - where we added a new 
book to our online catalogue every day for 60 
working days. In addition to these titles, we also 
added over 600 titles to the catalogue from the 
1st April 2018 - 31st March 2019. 

We were delighted for our work to be recognised 
by the Bookseller when we were nominated for 
the Library of the Year award. As a small, spe-
cialist charity library nominated alongside many 
excellent public libraries, we were honoured to 
make the  final shortlist.

Baroness Mary Warnock 
2019 was also a sad year for Listening Books, as 
we mourned the death of our charity’s president 
Baroness Mary Warnock. We were so grateful 
to have Baroness Warnock as our president for 
over 20 years, in the words of our chairman Gillie 
Howarth; ‘...her backing of Listening Books was a 
source of great pride for us. It was entirely consist-
ent with her outlook on inclusion that she wished 
books to be available in a format that would give 
them the widest currency; she believed passion-
ately in the accessibility of  books as a human 
right.  We will miss her sorely.’



Financial Statement for the 
Year Ending March 2019



Balance Sheet March 
31st 2019





Membership Breakdown October 2019
Disabilty Groups

Learning Difficulties (24%)

Physical Impairment (59%)

Other (2%)

Visual Impairment (15%)

Membership Ages

Under 18 (40%)

18-25 (7%)

26-60 (31%)

61 and over (22%)



Contact Us
Listening Books
12 Lant Street
London
SE1 1QH

0207 407 9417

info@listening-books.org.uk

www.listening-books.org.uk

@ListeningBooks12

@ListeningBooks

listeningbooks



The companionship and delight of a voice telling sto-
ries is incomparable. Listening Books distributes pure, 
undiluted pleasure and friendship. Not many schemes 
can make such a claim.’
Stephen Fry, patron

Stephen has been patron of Listening Books since 
2005. As a creator and lover of literature, and reader 
of the bestselling ‘Harry Potter’ audiobook series, he 
understands the importance of promoting the spoken 
word for all.


