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A Word from Gillian
Howarth, Chair

What a strange and difficult time this
has been for many over the past year,
particularly for our members who had to
isolate over long periods. Everyone at
Listening Books has been very conscious
of the importance of keeping the service
running smoothly, and of being able to respond to the needs of individual members.
This may be older members who are far
from family, or younger members, out of
school and home-learning. We have been

especially glad to provide pre-loaded tablets to our most
vulnerable members and to have been there at the end
of the phone, as always, to help with any difficulties.
In all this we have been much assisted by the final completion of our new IT system and launch of our new website.
This has made access for members quicker and easier
and allows us to monitor usage with much greater accuracy - an important factor for ourselves and for our funders.
On funding, it has been reassuring that despite the prevailing unsettled and challenging environment we have maintained our income. On behalf of the Board, I would like to
pay tribute here to the staff for their flexibility and dedication, which has done so much to ensure our vital financial
security going forward. I believe our funders recognise
the importance of the service we are providing and the
difference it makes to the quality of life of so many people.
Looking ahead, we have developed a new and
highly detailed PR & Marketing Strategy. We hope that
this will enable us to reach even more members to provide them with the stimulus, delight and solace which
comes from listening to a good book. We have undertaken a comprehensive review of strategic risks and
developed a revised and ambitious fund-raising strategy.

We are excited to now be able to offer the PressReader service to members, giving them access to a very
wide range of international, national
and local newspapers and magazines.
This is something which has been in
the pipeline for some time, so we are
delighted to have made it happen and
hope it will be taken up and enjoyed
by many members. Those who are
already using it seem to be doing so
quite intensively suggesting it is much
appreciated.
While we know how much members
depend on us, we in turn depend on
the generosity of others. I have already
mentioned our supportive funders, but
we also owe much to the publishers
who have been exceptionally accommodating during the pandemic. We
are truly grateful for their confidence in
our integrity and their understanding of
our mission.
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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 disabilities. She set up Listening Books with
the goal to provide audiobooks to anyone who finds reading difficult due to a
print impairment.
Since then we’ve grown to serve over
112,000 members with a library of over
10,000 titles. Our continuing aim is to
ensure that anyone with an illness, disability, 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.
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Our Library
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Our extensive catalogue includes books from
best-selling authors including Hilary Mantel, Lee
Child, Bernadine Evaristo, Jeff Kinney, Philippa
Gregory, Angie Thomas, Elizabeth Day and Ben
Aaronovitch - 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 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. Between
March 2020 and March 2021 we added over
550 new audiobooks to the catalogue!
Our service is easy to use and our members can
borrow titles either online via our website or via
MP3 CD. Our CDs are sent out through the post
and members can borrow up to four at once. Our
online service is a fantastic 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 device
when they are out and about.

In 2021 we began our partnership with PressReader,
an online ‘digital newstand’ that’s home to thousands
of newspapers and magazines. Our members can
now access PressReader content, which includes
major UK publications such as The Guardian, The
Telegraph and Hello!, at no additional cost!
To access our services we charge a small, heavily
subsidised fee that starts at just £20 a year, and receive funding to provide free memberships to those
that would find the fee a barrier to joining the service.
We have a small, dedicated support team that are
always on hand to provide any assistance needed
whilst using Listening Books.

As in 2020, during 2021 our offices remained closed
aside from a small number of staff members who
came to the office to run the CD service single-handedly! As this service was still not running as quickly
as usual due to lower staff members, we continued
to offer all our members that use our CD
service free access to our digital, online catalogue.
We also continued to provide tablets for those
without internet access, which are pre-loaded with
audiobooks and sent to their homes. We were so
grateful to the funders and publishers that provided support. It enabled us to offer our service
in an alternative way, ensuring that our members could still have access to books at a time
when many of them would have been shielding.

Our Work in Hospitals
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Back in 2016 we partnered with the Charity Read for
Good to offer our online service to children’s hospitals across the UK. Read for Good work with 31
children’s hospitals and we now have Listening
Books tablets with access to our online library in all
of the hospitals except one (who are going through
some staff changes and will be signed up in the near
future.)
The feedback from the children and staff in these
hospitals showed the impact our services were having on the children, so we decided to expand the
project beyond the Read for Good Hospitals. We
made our own connections to offer our service for
free to many more children’s hospitals and wards
across the UK. Listening Books is now available in
43 children’s hospitals or wards, and we have funding to expand this even further, with the aim to have
our service offered across the UK in the majority of
hospitals with a children’s facility.
“When children are in hospital the gift of a book is a
real comfort...thank you for providing this service to
our young people, it is an invaluable resource.”
Kate Kingsford-Bere, Ipswich Hospital

Our Work in Hospices
Our work with hospices is longstanding and began
when we started our Books for Hospices project back
in 2010, where we provided ‘mini-libraries’ of 300 CD
audiobooks to hospices around the UK. In 2016 we
expanded the project and began to provide tablets
which are either pre-loaded with audiobooks, or have
access to our online catalogue. We began delivering these to children’s hospices in 2016, followed by
adults hospices in 2019.
We continued to support hospices during the pandemic and switched to delivering the tablets via courier
offering training remotely via Zoom. We continued to
provide the service throughout early 2021 and delivered to 11 hospices.
Access to audiobooks has been particularly beneficial
to patients during this period, where face-to-face visiting wasn’t always possible.
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Our Studios
For nearly 20 years we have dedicated our time
spent in our in-house studios to recording
educational audiobooks in a vast range of subjects
- maths, history, geography, business studies, psychology, PSHE, the sciences, I.T. - the list goes on!
For many students it is the only place they can access many texts that are beneficial to their studies.
This year we’ve recorded a number of inspiring,
informative and fun books for children and young
adults including When Hitler Stole Pink Rabbit
by Judith Kerr, Strange Meeting by Susan Hill and
Horrible Histories: Scotland by Terry Deary.
We’ve also continued to operate our commercial
arm, Listening Books Productions, with our audio
producers continuing to work from home during
2021. Over the last year we worked again with
publisher Canelo to produce crime thrillers by authors such as M.J. Lee and Rachel Lynch. We’ve
also partnered with Arachne Press to produce a
range of novels, short story collections and poetry.
All profits made from Listening Books Productions
go back to the charity.
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The Impact of Audio
As our patron, Stephen Fry, puts it; ‘The companionship and delight of a voice telling stories is
incomparable.’
For some members, companionship is one of the
key benefits of listening to audiobooks. For older
members particularly, or those we serve receiving
hospice care, audiobooks can for some provide
welcome relief from pain, boredom and loneliness,
lifting them out of what are often challenging
circumstances. In more recent times especially,
audiobooks have been a great comfort to many
who’ve had to cope with a very different way of life.
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 greater understanding and enjoyment of literature.
Anyone can develop a print impairment, and audiobooks 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.

Member Quotes
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‘I’ve always been an avid reader, but after falling
ill with M.E, my eye muscles became fatigued too
easily, and holding physical books was sometimes
too tiring. It’s been wonderful to be able to access
books again, in an audio format, thanks so much!’
Katie, member
‘I’m amazed at the service you offer... audiobooks
make such a difference and your choice is incredible. I am so grateful, thank you.’ Natalie, member
‘Your service has been a life saver this past year as
my brain grinds to a halt reading now. Thank you
everyone who is involved in this service...’
John, member
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The Listening Books
Podcast
After the various lockdowns of 2020 caused a
brief recording hiatus, The Listening Books Podcast returned for two 2020 specials at the end of
last year and a third series in 2021. Hosted and
produced by our audio producer Jessica Stone,
we had some fascinating conversations with a
number of writers and narrators including actor Kobna Holdbrook-Smith and author Caroline
O’Donoghue (pictured below) and writer and
comedian Adam Buxton and author Claire Fuller
(pictured right.)
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The podcast is available to listen to on our website and YouTube channel, as well as all the
main
9 podcast platforms such as Spotify, Apple
Podcasts and Podchaser.
As of October 2021, we’ve had over 5,000 downloads since the podcast began, with just under
3,000 of those being within the last year. We really are very grateful to all our wonderful podcast
guests, as bringing these conversations with authors and narrators, many of whom are featured
in our catalogue, can really help us connect with
our members, and find new ones too!
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Financial Statement for the
Year Ending March 2021

Balance Sheet March 31st 2021

The independent auditor of Listening Books, Jacob Cavenagh & Skeet, has
issued an unqualified audit opinion on the full financial statements for the
year ended 31 March 2021.
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Membership Breakdown October 2021
Disability Groups

Membership Ages

Learning Difficulties (25%)

Under 18 (49%)

Physical Impairment (57%)

18-25 (7%)

Visual Impairment (15%)

26-60 (28%)

Other (3%)

61 and over (17%)
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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 stories 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.

