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FINDING AUDIO’S SPACE IN A
SCREEN-LED LANDSCAPE
WHERE DOES SPOKEN-WORD AUDIO FIT INTO TODAY’S MULTI-SCREEN MIX?
Multi-Screening in 2019

Kid Focused Spoken Word Media

Our youth media industry is fascinated with the small screen: attendance at any of the
big children's conferences is sure to include commentary on young people’s usage of
personal electronic devices. And it’s certainly true that these items form an integral part
of kids’ lives: almost 50% of 5-15 year olds now own a tablet.* As media specialists, we
often speak with parents about their children’s screen usage – and talk often revolves
around their quest to limit screen-time. These conversations, paired with the recent
growth in the podcast space, made us curious about parents’ and kids’ thoughts on a
viable, alternative source of entertainment to the small screen: spoken word audio.

To get to the heart of youth content needs, Hook Research conducted its own
research into the current state of the kids spoken-word audio market, shedding
some light on how young people think about and engage with smart speakers,
audiobooks, and podcasts. This research is intended to give a top level, qualitative
understanding of the kids audio landscape in 2019 and where we believe that
brands can best engage and add value.

*42% of 5-7s; 47% of 8-11s; and 50% of 12-15s - Ofcom Childrens and Parents: Media Use and Attitudes 2018

We hope you find it as interesting to read as we found it to create!

OUR METHODOLOGY
COMBINING AN ONLINE PANEL WITH
FACE-TO-FACE RESEARCH
A 3 day Online Community

We began the research by recruiting 28 kids aged 6-12 and
their parents – these were made up of a mix of audio
content consumers and non-consumers. Over three days
we spoke with them on our online panel about their
listening habits, and their relationship with audio content.

Future-Facing Workshops

Following the panel, Hook held 5 face-to-face focus groups
with parents and kids in two locations (London &
Manchester). We used these groups to further probe on the
responses we got on the panel and to explore how young
people (and their parents) think audio content could be
developed in future.

MANCHESTER

LONDON

IN 2019, KIDS HAVE LOTS OF PLATFORMS AND
DEVICES BATTLING FOR THEIR ATTENTION
THERE IS A LENGTHY LIST OF CONNECTED DEVICES THAT KIDS (6-12) USE ON A REGULAR BASIS:

Laptop/Desktop

Tablet

Mobile

TV

Console

Smart Speaker

PARENTS FEEL A
CONNECTED LIFE
HAS CLEAR BENEFITS
ACROSS THE AGE GROUPS WE SPOKE WITH,
ALL PARENTS SEE THE BENEFITS OF THEIR KIDS
HAVING EASY ACCESS TO THE INTERNET
“There are so many positives about it: they can just
search things up online, they can get help with
homework, they can talk to their friends and family
around the world. It is pretty incredible once you
start thinking about it all”
Mum of Girl, 8 - Manchester

TRUST AND CONTROLS DAMPEN
SOME PARENTS’ WORRIES
ABOUT DIGITAL DANGERS
OF COURSE, PARENTS ARE WORRIED ABOUT THEIR CHILD ENCOUNTERING
INAPPROPRIATE CONTENT OR GETTING INTO DANGEROUS SITUATIONS
ONLINE, BUT THESE ARE TEMPERED SOMEWHAT BY:
Faith in filters and parental controls
The vast majority have set up some form of parental control/monitoring on their kids’
devices, or are happy for their children to use online kids spaces (such as YouTube Kids).

They trust their kids to make the right decisions
Most parents feel that their children know what content they should/should not be
looking at. They note that schools are starting to teach healthy internet practices,
and that these lessons seem to sinking in with their children.

They anticipate that kids will find content if they want it
Cynical parents feel that if their kids want to look at something, they will outmanoeuvre their parents and find a way to do so.

BUT INCREASED SCREEN-TIME
STILL HAS THEM CONCERNED

“

WHILE PARENTS FEEL THEY CAN TRUST THEIR KIDS NOT TO LOOK AT INAPPROPRIATE CONTENT,
THE ADDICTIVE APPEAL OF SCREENS IS HARDER TO DISSUADE

I took the dog for a walk the other night
and just saw people in their homes staring
into their phones, and I thought what’s
happening to us? I’m scared my daughter
wont experience what we have
- the normal world
Mum of Girl, 8 - Manchester

CONSEQUENTLY, PARENTS ACTIVELY WORK
TO LIMIT THEIR CHILD’S TIME WITH SCREENS
THEY DO THIS IN A NUMBER OF WAYS:

Strict Time Limits

Parents are limiting the amount of
time that kids spend with screens –
setting a daily limit on screen-time, or
limiting device usage to weekends.

Device Free Bedrooms

Most parents of 6-9 year olds that we
spoke with don’t allow screens to live
in the bedroom, and will remove
tablets/mobiles before kids go to bed.

Parental Controls

Parents use screen-time controls on
devices like iPhones and iPads in order
to digitally control how much time their
children can spend using each.

BALANCING THE BENEFITS WITH THE RISKS
OF OMNIPRESENT DEVICES IS FELT TO BE A
PARTICULARLY MODERN PROBLEM

“

PARENTS ARE OPEN TO AND INTERESTED IN PRODUCTS AND TOOLS
THAT CAN HELP THEM ACHIEVE THIS BALANCE

We’re a generation of parents who are
trying to get that balance right, and it’s a
constant battle… I think anything that is
different and stops children from being drawn
to screens and captures their imagination in
the same way is a good thing
Dad of Boy, 10 – London

SMART SPEAKERS & VOICE

PARENTS FEEL SMART
SPEAKERS OFFER CLEAR
BENEFITS TO THEIR CHILDREN
SMART SPEAKERS WERE REPEATEDLY NOTED AS THE BEST
EXAMPLE OF HOW TECH IS IMPROVING KIDS’ LIVES BY PARENTS
When asked about how new tech was improving the lives of their
children, many parents were quick to note smart-speakers:
• Parents appreciate that these speakers encourage kids to be
curious and ask questions about the world around them
• They use the smart speaker to play games with their kids (eg
‘Ping Pong’). They like that it ‘lets kids be kids’, letting them
ask silly questions and jokes
• They use the speaker to play music the whole family enjoys
“We use it all the time as a family, playing games together and getting it to tell jokes.
They’ll even use it to help with their homework sometimes” Mum of Boy, 8 - Manchester

FOR THE MOST PART,
THEY TRUST THESE DEVICES
PARENTS ARE HAPPY TO INCLUDE SMART SPEAKERS IN THEIR MEDIA MIX.
THERE ARE A FEW KEY REASONS FOR THIS:
Parents don’t feel kids can find inappropriate content with these devices
Most parents don’t really believe that kids can get into (too much) trouble with Smart Speakers

Most parents aren’t particularly concerned by the ‘always on’ technology
Some were slightly concerned by news articles they had read about Alexa listening-in to
their conversations, but this didn’t outweigh the perceived benefits of the technology.

For younger children, parents don’t allow them in bedrooms – but they’re still trusted
While 10-12 year olds could generally keep these devices in their rooms, smart speakers
are not usually allowed in younger kids’ rooms (6-8). Generally, this was not for safety
concerns, but just so that kids don’t use them when they should be sleeping.

“We love our Alexa. We have three: one in [our son’s] room, one in ours, one in the
kitchen. We use them all the time” Mum of Boy, 10 - London

AND THEY APPRECIATE HOW
VOICE ASSISTANCE MAKES
CERTAIN TASKS EASIER FOR KIDS
KIDS ARE USED TO PLAYING MUSIC FROM SPEAKERS/RADIO AND MANY
ARE ACCUSTOMED TO USING AUDIOBOOKS – BUT VOICE MAKES
THESE ACTIVITIES EASIER AND MORE CHILD FRIENDLY.

Stories

Music

Smart speakers make it easier for kids (particularly younger children) to put on music or
play a story without their parents needing to get involved.
“She doesn’t know how to use Sonos on my phone, and I don’t want her using it without my
permission. With [Alexa] she can just play music herself” – Mum of Girl, 6 – Manchester

FOR YOUNG PEOPLE, SMART
SPEAKERS AND VOICE CONTROL
REMAIN NOVEL FASCINATIONS
EVEN LONG-TERM USERS OF THESE SPEAKERS ARE STILL
IMPRESSED BY THE NOVEL FUNCTIONALITY OF VOICE AND AI
Long-term owners (or children of owners) have
incorporated voice assistance into their lives…
“If something occurs to me he will go ‘let’s ask Siri’ and that’s always his
first port of call for questions about stuff” – Mum of Boy, 8 – Manchester

…and they still show off the exciting technology to visiting friends
“His friends were over the other day, and they were using the voice controls on the
Alexa Fire stick and just having so much fun with it all” – Mum of Boy, 10 – London

SHORT, ACTIVE ENGAGEMENTS ARE TOP OF MIND
WHEN TALKING ABOUT THEIR SPEAKER USAGE
WHEN ASKED HOW THEY USE SMART SPEAKERS, KIDS FEEL THAT RAPID, TIME-KILLING
ENGAGEMENTS ARE FELT TO MAKE THE MOST OF SPEAKERS’ EXCITING TECH

Jokes

Quick Facts

Quizzes

Quick, active engagements with the device are the most exciting for kids. These engagements
are able to rapidly and easily fill short periods of downtime across the day

“When he’s hanging out with me in the kitchen, he’ll just ask Alexa to tell him a joke. Before school,
he might get her to tell him the weather. Just silly little stuff like that” Mum of Boy, 8 - Manchester

Weather

Perceived to be
most accurate

POOR EXPERIENCES DISSUADE
KIDS FROM USING SPEAKERS
FOR COMPLEX TASKS
INACCURATE LISTENING AND VOICE SEARCHES HAVE PUT KIDS OFF
FROM USING SPEAKERS FOR LENGTHY, COMPLEX ACTIVITIES
There is a distinct hierarchy in the accuracy and “knowledge” of the current voice line-up:
•
•

Perceived to be
least accurate

Alexa slightly pips Google Home to the top spot, but kids feel that both are the best
devices that they are aware of right now (ie ‘smartest’ and most accurate assistants)
Siri is felt to be better than Android’s Bixby AI, but far worse than Alexa or Google
Home

However, all young people were frustrated by the perceived inaccuracy across all
devices/assistants. For older kids particularly, while some used the voice-to-text
functionality when messaging friends, most still preferred to type out their own texts.
Similarly, most young people preferred to search for more complex questions on their
phones or iPads instead of asking their smart speaker/voice assistant.

REGARDLESS, KIDS CAN SEE VOICE PLAYING A
LARGE ROLE IN THEIR TECH USAGE IN FUTURE
KIDS ARE EAGER FOR VOICE TO HAVE MORE COMPREHENSIVE INTEGRATION INTO THEIR LIVES

“

In the future, I think we’ll carry
these speakers around and we’ll
use them for everything

”

Girl, 12 - London

AUDIOBOOKS

AUDIOBOOKS ARE CONSIDERED
A SAFE AND WELCOME
SPACE FOR KIDS
FOR THE MOST PART, PARENTS ARE HAPPY FOR THEIR CHILDREN TO
HAVE UNRESTRICTED ACCESS TO THESE SPOKEN WORD PRODUCTS
They feel that there’s less inappropriate content to worry about…
Parents expect that kids will encounter little (if any) improper content in audiobooks.
They are happy for kids to browse through Audible and Apple Podcasts – they are more
worried about accidental purchases, than their kids playing content for adults.

…and parents inherently get how it works
Most importantly, parents understand how Audiobooks work. They have experience
using audiobooks in their own lives; they know where to buy them (either physically or
digitally); and they know what they’re getting with each purchase.
“I keep seeing kids playing with Tik Tok all the time… I don’t even know what Tik Tok is. I have to
get my older daughter to tell me what [my younger daughter] can and can’t do. With [audiobooks]
I can just do that myself” – Mum of Girl, 9 – Manchester

MANY PARENTS ENCOURAGE THE USE OF
AUDIOBOOKS AS PART OF BEDTIME ROUTINES
THIS IS PRIMARILY 6-9 YEAR OLDS, BUT SOME OLDER KIDS
WILL STILL LISTEN AS WELL BEFORE GOING TO BED

“

I always listen to a book before I go to
bed. It helps me calm down at night and
gives me something interesting
to listen to
Girl, 8 - London

PARENTS ARE OPEN TO THE
IDEA OF AN AUDIOBOOK
SUBSCRIPTION MODEL…
FEW PARENTS WERE AWARE OF YOUTH-LED AUDIO
SUBSCRIPTION MODELS, BUT THEY LOVED THE CONCEPT.
•

Many have on-demand subscriptions, and regularly let their kids use them (Netflix
and Spotify, primarily).

•

They like the idea of having access to trusted, non-screen based content at the
touch of a button

•

If they don’t use audiobooks in their own homes, most parents felt that this is an
area that they would be looking into going forward. There was genuine excitement
talking about these products.

“She listens to audiobooks all the time… I honestly never really thought
that there might be something out there that would give me loads of
them at once ” Mum of Boy, 8 - Manchester

…AND THEY RECOGNISE AN APPETITE FOR
ENDLESS STORIES/CONTENT
FROM YOUNG PEOPLE…
PARENTS ARE VERY AWARE THAT KIDS ARE BECOMING MORE USED TO HAVING
AN ENDLESS AMOUNT OF CONTENT AT THEIR FINGERTIPS

“

I presumed everything would be
an audiobook and there isn’t… he’s used to
using youtube and having lots of choice. I
think you’d need something like that here
to keep him interested
Mum of Boy, 10 - Manchester

…BUT THE VALUE OF AN
AUDIOBOOK SUBSCRIPTION
NEEDS TO BE PROVEN TO THEM
PARENTS PREFER TO BUY ONE AUDIOBOOK AT A TIME FOR
KIDS – THEY’RE OPEN TO A SUBSCRIPTION, BUT REALLY
NEED TO UNDERSTAND ITS VALUE TO THEIR KIDS
They have a few key concerns about a subscription model:
• Audiobooks are generally bought as one-offs: content for bedtimes
or long journeys. Would kids consume enough to make it worthwhile?
• Kids are also generally happy listening to loved books multiple times
– parents get good mileage out of current one-off purchases.
• Parents also find it difficult to find quality kids audiobook content,
and would need assurances that there is a broad enough variety for
their children to keep them occupied.
While open to a subscription service in theory, parents struggle to see
the value – this would need to be communicated strongly to them.

WHEN DEVELOPING THIS CONTENT
FOR CHILDREN, CLARITY IS MORE
IMPORTANT THAN SOPHISTICATION
KIDS ARE LOOKING FOR A STRAIGHT-FORWARD AUDIO EXPERIENCE FROM
AUDIOBOOKS, AND ARE MORE APPRECIATIVE OF CLEAR NARRATIVES AND
CHARACTERISATION THAN SOPHISTICATED EXPERIENCES
Children are accustomed to single narrators
They’re used to bedtime stories told to them by a parent (who often puts on different, silly voices for
each character), and they don’t expect much more from audiobooks. Sound effects and multiple actors
are nice, but can be confusing at times.

Distinct character voices are a must
Kids need to be able to quickly identify who is speaking or acting throughout the story.
“I really like David Walliams’ books. He does lots of silly voices so you can tell who’s talking… they tell you the
characters at the beginning [in the intro of the audiobook]” Boy, 6 - Manchester

Young people want help visualising the story
Children want the audio to help them visualise the characters and setting in their own minds. Introductions that
match characters with voices, create a clear picture of the characters, and describe key settings are helpful in this
regard.

KIDS PREFER TECH TO
AUGMENT THE LISTENING
EXPERIENCE, NOT THE STORY
OLDER KIDS USED TO USING DIGITAL DEVICES EXPECT
THE FUNCTIONALITY OF THESE DEVICES TO CREATE A
BETTER LISTENING EXPERIENCE
Modern tools can help improve the experience using audio books
Audible’s Sleep Timer was repeatedly name-checked as a tool that helped
young people use audio books in a more efficient way – letting them drift-off
without worrying about losing their place in a book.
“I’ll just turn the timer to 30 minutes. If I’m still awake after 30 minutes, I’ll add
another 30 minutes until I fall asleep” Girl, 10 - London

Multi-media, visual elements are less appealing
Parents and kids warily think that visual elements (that help kids picture the story)
could work, but there’s less enthusiasm. They’d prefer that time was spent on making
stories clearer than adding multi-media, visual elements.

DIGITALLY-MINDED CREATORS
SHOULD BE AWARE OF THE
LIMITATIONS IMPOSED BY PARENTAL
CONTROLS IN THIS SPACE
PARENTS ARE MORE RELUCTANT TO LEAVE DIGITAL DEVICES
IN THEIR YOUNG CHILDREN’S ROOMS (6-8 YEARS OLD), AND PREFER TO USE
NON-CONNECTED DEVICES TO PLAY AUDIOBOOKS.
While younger children are trusted to use devices, parents aren’t comfortable leaving these devices in their
bedrooms overnight. Therefore, children (6-8) primarily listen to audiobooks through CDs/Stereos in their bedrooms.
As a consequence, there is a notable hardware limitation when it comes to the relevance of digital products (that
run on a smartphone/tablet) in this space. For many younger kids (6-8s), parents just didn’t see how these products
could work at bedtime.
Some parents of younger children (<6) mentioned the youth speaker product ‘tonies’ as an interesting product for
young people: a connected device that gives kids control over the stories they hear, but without the associated
concerns around safety.

Are there any hardware opportunities in this space for bedtime-ready devices?

PODCASTS

WHILE LESS WELL-KNOWN THAN
OTHER AUDIO PRODUCTS, KIDS
ARE STILL USING PODCASTS
WHILE FEW KIDS ARE ACTIVELY SEEKING OUT THIS CONTENT,
THEY ARE STILL ENCOUNTERING THEM IN A NUMBER OF SPACES
Some find them using the Apple podcast app…
Some young people report looking through the Apple podcast app to see what kinds of
podcasts they might be interested in listening to

…but YouTube also offers a viable path into this content (particularly for older kids)
Many kids are watching ‘podcasts’ on YouTube, created by some of their favourite
content creators. While these videos are mostly stars talking at a desk, young
viewers still find them stimulating.

Can YouTube be better leveraged as a first-step into this medium?

COMPARED WITH AUDIOBOOKS,
KIDS EXPECT PODCASTS TO
DELIVER DIALOGUE NOT NARRATIVE
YOUNG PEOPLE DRAW A FIRM LINE BETWEEN AUDIOBOOKS
(NARRATIVE) AND PODCASTS (DIALOGUE). THEY FEEL PODCASTS
DELIVER THIS DIALOGUE IN TWO WAYS:
Commentary
Kids who have listened to podcasts expect that these products will provide a commentary on
“something”: whether that is newsworthy topics (from a big event, to a recent occurrence in
Fortnite), or just thoughts on the host’s day.

Conversation
While young people expect single-narrators from audiobooks, podcasts are expected to include more
than one host. They anticipate that there will be some banter between the people on the show.

Humour is also a big part of keeping young listeners entertained and
they expected funny moments to be integrated into each show.

KNOWN, YOUNGER VOICES LAND BEST
WITH THIS AUDIENCE
POP STARS, YOUTUBERS, AND COMEDIANS ARE NATURALLY ATTRACTIVE TO THIS YOUTH AUDIENCE

“

If it’s some old man speaking I won’t
enjoy it, but if it’s a young familiar voice I
will like it… if I listen to a podcast with a
YouTuber like True Geordie, then I’m
familiar with that voice
Girl, 12 - Manchester

CHILD FRIENDLY, KNOWN TALENT COULD BE
AN OPPORTUNITY FOR AUDIO PROVIDERS
KIDS AND PARENTS WOULD LIKE TO SEE TALENT THEY KNOW CREATING KIDS AUDIO CONTENT

“

A child friendly podcast by George Ezra would be
something my son would definitely want to listen to!
He remembers watching a CBeebies bedtime story
read by George and he loved it so if there was an
audiobook read by him as well that would make him
very happy! My son loves reading and loves being read
stories by mum and dad so being read a story by his
hero would be amazing!
Mum of Boy, 6 - London

FOR PARENTS, PODCASTS ARE
FELT TO BE THE PERFECT
MEDIUM FOR KIDS
PARENTS LOVE THE IDEA OF YOUTH-SKEWING PODCASTS
FOR A NUMBER OF REASONS:
Good length for shorter attention spans
Parents feel that the variable length of podcasts would work well for kids and their shorter attention
spans. Different lengths could be popped on at different times of the day.

Syllabus relevant edu-tainment
“He’s learning about Ancient Greece at school. It would be really handy for him to be able to listen to a
10 minute podcast about it… something like those Horrible History episodes, a bit more fun” Mum of
Boy, 8 - Manchester

Potential for endless content
Parents appreciate having a limitless source of content for their children. Podcasts like ‘Nosy Crow
Stories Aloud’ were identified as a good example of this.

Screen-Free entertainment
Prying kids away from screens is a massive bonus for parents

“

[Podcasts] are definitely a
platform I haven’t really explored
with him and I would definitely
look into it more… It’s a bit of a
revelation really!

”

Mum of Boy, 8 - Manchester

YET THERE ARE SOME MAJOR ROADBLOCKS WHICH
NEED TO BE OVERCOME TO ENCOURAGE ADOPTION
WHILE PARENTS LOVE THE IDEA OF KIDS PODCASTS,
THERE ARE SOME ISSUES THAT WILL IMPACT UPTAKE:

Fitting them in

Low Awareness

Content Strands

Difficulties Sourcing

Awareness of youth-leaning
podcasts is low – parents
don’t know they exist

Parents struggle to find podcasts
they like, and don’t know where to
start looking for kids podcasts

They don’t know where this content
would fit into their kids’ modern and
full media diets

Genres are changing incredibly
quickly in the kids space and parents
don’t feel that they can keep up

THERE’S SOME WARINESS
AROUND ADVERTISING ON
PODCASTS FROM PARENTS…
PARENTS ARE SOMEWHAT CONCERNED ABOUT ADVERTISING ON PODCASTS,
BUT ACCEPT THAT THIS WOULD BE AN ACCEPTABLE TRADE-OFF FOR A FREE
PRODUCT (AS LONG AS THE ADS WERE AGE APPROPRIATE)
They worry that ads might break up the flow of the story
Parents worry that intrusive ads in the middle of podcasts might impact
how their kids engage with the content.
“I have enough trouble keeping him occupied when an ad comes on the TV. I don’t know how he
would be when an ad came on something that didn’t have pictures. It might be too disruptive for
him to get back into it” – Mum of Boy, 6 - Manchester
However, parents don’t feel that ads would massively impact their decision to let their children listen.
They acknowledge that young people are encountering ads regularly, and as long as the
content was appropriate they feel this would be an adequate trade-off for free content

...BUT KNOWN BRANDS HELP CONVINCE
PARENTS TO SAMPLE
FOR THE MOST PART, PARENTS ARE HAPPY FOR BRANDS TO HAVE A VISIBLE PRESENCE
IN THE KIDS AUDIO SPACE (IE BRANDED PODCASTS)

Publishers & Booksellers

Kids Media Providers

Audio Platforms

Brands who tell stories for a living are
felt to be natural creators of podcasts
(and audiobooks). The distributors of
these stories (eg booksellers) are
similarly felt to be good fits.

Brands who are already known and in the
media diets of young kids (eg
CBBC/CBeebies, Cartoon Network, Disney,
Nickelodeon, etc) are similarly felt to be
natural creators of this content.

Child-agnostic audio platforms (like
Spotify, Audible, and linear radio brands)
are similarly felt to be natural creators of
audio-first content. Even if unknown in
the kids space, parents would sample.

Tech Providers
Brands identified as ‘tech companies’ (eg
Sony, Apple, etc) can operate in this
space, but there was slightly less
enthusiasm from parents. However, they
would still be open to sampling content.

“If it’s the title of a kids book or podcast with a brand that you trust you think that it probably
will have no inappropriate content” Mum of Boy, 8 - Manchester

WHILE PARENTS ARE HAPPY
WITH MOST BRANDS CREATING
THIS CONTENT, YOUTUBE STILL
NEEDS TO REBUILD TRUST
ONLY YOUTUBE WAS SUGGESTED AS A BRAND THAT PARENTS
WOULDN’T NECESSARILY TRUST FULLY IN THIS SPACE
Given the recent media attention and anecdotal stories of young people viewing inappropriate
videos/ads, YouTube didn’t have the carte blanche permission to create branded content for kids as
other tech companies/brands.

“YouTube I’m not too sure about. I’m sure it would be ok if they were creating it themselves,
but my boy has seen lots of stuff that he shouldn’t on there and I’m not sure I trust them to
always get it right” Mum of Boy, 6 - Manchester
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