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Why so few Americans read for
pleasure

Leisure reading among U.S. adults 15 and older has dropped 40 percent in
the past 20 years, according to researchers.
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A person reads at the Rice University Library in Houston in 2022. (Brandon Bell/Getty Images)

By Lisa Bonos

Fewer Americans than ever before are reading for pleasure, according to

a new study released Wednesday, declining 40 percent in the past 20
years.

Only 16 percent of Americans age 15 and over read for leisure every day
in 2023, according to a study from researchers at the University of
Florida and University College London that was published Wednesday

in the journal iScience, compared with 28 percent of Americans in 2003.

https://archive.is/iyU7u

17



8/23/25, 3:57 PM

https://archive.is/iyU7u

Fewer Americans read for pleasure as attention spans decline, study finds - The Washington Post

The new findings come as Americans’ attention spans and print book
sales are in decline, and artificial intelligence technology is aiming to

summarize knowledge as quickly as possible.

While there’s evidence the trend began in the 1940s, this most recent
decline in reading for pleasure is “significant,” Jill Sonke, co-director of

the EpiArts Lab at the University of Florida, said in a news release.

The study — which was based on time-use data from nearly 240,000
Americans between 2003 and 2023 and excluded 2020 due to the covid-
19 pandemic — found that time adults spent reading to children did not
drop during that period. But only a small portion of participants — 2
percent — read to kids every day.

;’ Follow Technology +

“As an co-investigator in this study, but also as a mother and
grandmother and as a person, I think how little people are reading with
children and to children is really concerning,” Sonke said in a phone
interview, adding that a lack of reading can make it harder for children

to succeed in school.

The new research, along with other recent surveys, shows a widening
gap when it comes to reading in America, where people with less
education are not as likely to read as people with higher education

levels.

Surveys from the polling company YouGov, for example, found that 46
percent of Americans read no books in 2023. In that group of
nonreaders, 56 percent of them lacked a college degree while 27 percent

had graduated college.

In the University of Florida and University College London analysis,
participants with college degrees in 2023 were nearly three times more
likely to read for pleasure daily than those with a high school degree or
less.

The study also found racial, economic and gender differences in reading
habits. Women, White participants and those with higher incomes were
more likely to spend time reading each day, the study found, while men,
Black participants and those with lower incomes engaged in less reading

for pleasure.
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Share who read for pleasure in a given day
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Sonke said that addressing these racial and socioeconomic disparities
could also help improve health outcomes, since leisure reading is linked
to reduced stress and anxiety, and improved overall social well-being.
Engaging in the arts, including reading for pleasure, is “low-hanging
fruit for health that people don’t associate with health as much as we
could,” she said, adding that increasing access to libraries — and access

to the internet — could help.
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Even the biggest readers are abandoning books

Average time spent reading for personal interest in a given day
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Note: We used two-year averages to smooth data, which can be volatile for smaller groups. These averages

include those who read for zero hours in a given day.

While the study didn’t address the reasons for the drop in time spent

reading, Sonke said, “we do know that technology and digital media are

competing for our time.”

As aresult, Americans’ attention spans have declined starkly, which also

can affect people’s reading habits.
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University of California at Irvine professor emerita Gloria Mark, who
studies humans’ interactions with computers, said in a phone interview
that people’s attention spans while looking at screens averaged 2Y/2

minutes in 2004, later falling to an average of 47 seconds in 2016.

Mark, who’s in the early stages of writing a book about how technology
is changing people’s cognitive abilities, reports that many of her
interview subjects have told her that they’re “just able to read a very
short passage before they put down a book,” she said. Some university
professors have started assigning passages rather than full books, she

added, because students are unable to read entire volumes.

“We’re in this culture where we are kind of pushed to consume as much
content as possible,” said Mark, who is the author of “Attention Span: A
Groundbreaking Way to Restore Balance, Happiness and Productivity.”
She added that she knows of people who consume audio or video

content at two or three times normal speed to try to keep up.

Sonke, who reads for pleasure every day, acknowledged that even she
isn’t immune from being overwhelmed by content. She’s in the midst of
reading “Middlemarch,” George Eliot’s eight-book novel examining life

in the 19th century.
“It’s great but it’s a slog,” Sonke said of summer reading project.

When she was midway through the second book, Sonke asked ChatGPT
to summarize what she’d read so far, taking care to tell OpenATI’s
popular chatbot exactly where she was in her reading. ChatGPT gave her
several spoilers from the second book. (The Washington Post has a
content partnership with OpenAl.)

“It can absolutely can be useful for enhancing reading as well as
skipping reading,” Sonke said, before adding that she’ll keep plowing
through “Middlemarch.”

And she’ll continue using ChatGPT as a reading comprehension aid. “I

would do it again,” the reading researcher said.

By Lisa Bonos
Lisa Bonos is a tech culture reporter in San Francisco. Before this, she wrote about dating and

relationships for the Features department. She joined The Post in 2005 and previously worked on
the Financial, Editorial and Outlook sections. X @lisabonos
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