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Inform and hopefully resolve the age old trade deba te about 
the merits or otherwise of putting age guidance onto  
children’s books by listening to book buyers’ point of  view

In the event of age guidance being wanted, test a v ariety of 
options to see which route is most likely to resona te well 

What you want this research to do



Qualitative workshops

3 x three hour workshops (two in London, one in 
Birmingham)

1 x heavy children’s book buyers (5-10 books/yr)

2 x infrequent children’s book buyers (1-5 books/yr )

all participants completed a pre-task workbook on gi ft 
buying for children

Quantitative interviews

500 x ten minute telephone interviews with a nationall y 
representative sample of adults who had bought at lea st 
one children’s book in the last 12 months

What we did



Contextual understanding of buying 
gifts for children



Overview

Gift buying for children has a number of variables, all of 
which combine in different ways to shape the decision  and 
determine how pleasurable the process is for the giv er

available time and budget

nature of the relationship to the child

age of the child

spontaneous or planned

if it’s a ‘duty present’

what the giver thinks of the gift

Potentially, a huge spectrum of emotions for the gi ver, 
from distress and frustration through to joy and de light 

with many options along the way 



When it’s pleasurable

Some factors are almost guaranteed to contribute to  a 
pleasurable experience of buying for children

when the gift takes you back to the pleasure of you r 
own childhood

when you think you’re giving a gift of enduring app eal 
or relevance

when you know the child’s taste extremely well

when there is sufficient time to make the purchase

when the child isn’t with you so that you’re not has sled 
by them

A few practical factors, but the most potent are th e ones 
that stir the emotions of the giver 



The pleasure of gift buying for children

“The other day I saw a princess outfit including dr ess and 
tiara, I’ll buy things like that for my granddaught er as she 
loves them”

“When it’s not expected, it’s lovely to see the loo k on their 
face”

“First of all when they’ve said they want it and se cond of all 
if you can get it, nothing worse than it not being available”

“Girls are great to buy for - you can just buy them 
something frilly and know that they will love it an d wear it”



When it’s a chore

Any one of these is sufficient to induce stress and  take 
any pleasure out of the process

By way of contrast, gift buying is often shot throug h with 
negative factors

being under time pressure

when it’s a ‘duty present’, such as for one of your o wn 
children’s friends

when you don’t know the child well

when you don’t know if your gift idea is suitable or  
appropriate

budgetary issues - the best idea costs too much; wha t 
you’ve bought doesn’t look expensive enough; having  
to buy for more than one child



The misery of gift buying for children

“It’s often not easy to know if a present that you t hink is 
good is right for their age”

“It’s bad when you really need to get a particular t hing and  
you can’t find it”

“Age is a factor - younger children are much easier to buy 
for, but when they are teenagers it’s terrible”

“Sometimes you’re buying for the sake of it – you ha ve to 
buy it because it’s a birthday party and you can’t turn up 
without anything”

“I don’t see my grandchildren that often, and you l ose 
touch with what they like, and then I have to ask my  
daughter in law and that puts the pressure on her”



Rational considerations and tactics

Many givers develop strategies that enable them to 
streamline the process, especially for ‘duty gifts’

“I’ve started stockpiling them now, because it’s lik e 
there’s a party every week”

Price is the main rational consideration - there are  often 
unspoken rules about how much to spend

“You have to think of equality between children, yo u 
can feel unfair if you give children presents of di fferent 
sizes which they can see as being more or less 
valuable”

A principle of reciprocity operates on many givers

“You judge the appropriate spend based on how much 
their parents spent on your child”



Intangible and emotional 
considerations

For children that the giver is close to, the emotion al 
considerations outweigh all others

“I’ll choose something that we can do together”

“It’s lovely when my grandchildren send me a thank 
you card - it adds to it, it adds to the reciprocal feeling 
of it.  (Of course you know their parents made them  
write it but that doesn’t matter!)”

“The relationship was the main thing. If you have a  
special relationship you want to create the wow fac tor”

The desire to get it right is paramount - any suppor t to this 
is welcomed



Competing gift categories -
entertainment software

DVDs, CDs and computer games have very similar 
characteristics to each other

Differences are minor, at least as compared to the 
uniqueness of books

Most adults are ambivalent about them as gifts for ch ildren 
- they know that they are a critical part of the curr ency of
modern childhood but are generally unrewarding to g ive

Many would rather give clothes or board games, but
recognise that gifts like that are either old fashi oned 
(board games) or impossible to buy for (clothes)

Entertainment software ends up being a default gift  
that ‘does a job’



It’s very hard for givers to use their initiative i n this 
category, which makes it a very disempowering exper ience

CDs, DVDs and computer games have the potential to 
provide easy solutions, but only if the exact item is known 
- otherwise it’s a minefield

“Presents like this can be dead easy, but for that to be 
true, you have to know exactly what they want”

“From a practical point of view, they’re easy; you can 
get them on the internet”

“Lots of older kids have iPods so CDs aren’t as goo d, 
you can download music cheaper than you can buy a 
CD. Better to buy vouchers for iTunes for them”

Competing gift categories -
entertainment software



In theory, books ought to find it easy against the structural 
weakness of the competing categories

Beyond the practicalities, CDs, DVDs and computer g ames 
provide precious little emotional reward for the gi ver

“I tend not to buy computer games for my nephew, an d 
yet I’m a gamer myself”

“If you get a computer game, the best you can say i s 
job done”

“I get very little pleasure from buying a DVD”

Entertainment software for the giver



Computer games provide particular 
problems

Normally only an option for parents - other people a re too 
remote from the child to make this a feasible optio n

“He always seems to have the latest game as soon as  it’s 
available”

“With computer games, it’s quite a technical gift, and even 
his parents don’t seem to know so I haven’t got a c hance 
of getting it right”

“Some of the PSP games have packaging that’s so small,  
it’s difficult to see if the content is suitable an d most of the
time it isn’t. So you have to ask the parent ‘Is th is game 
OK?’ It’s disastrous if it’s not suitable”



Getting help to buy entertainment 
software

Other categories are trying to support adults in na vigating 
unknown territory

In the context of the problems that these gift categ ories 
generate, any help as regards suitability is apprec iated

“The censorship system is very well understood and 
it’s logical to see them on DVDs as well”

“Computer games have age suitability on them, which  
matters because it’s not as if there’s been a film that 
you might have seen for yourself”

“When you see parental advisory notices on CDs, you  
know to steer clear away from them”



Key insight and so what?

Buying for children is a fraught activity that never theless 
has the power to be hugely rewarding for the giver a nd the 
child alike

Regardless of whether adults are buying ‘duty presen ts’ or 
more emotionally significant gifts, they are in sol ution 
mode and need as much external support as possible from 
manufacturers and retailers



Books as gifts



“Books are different”

A familiar conceit from inside the industry, but end orsed 
by book buyers

An opinion held as much by occasional buyers as fro m 
more committed buyers

From end to end, the book buying process is more 
engaging and involving

browsing makes selection more interactive

the only gift (other than perhaps board games) wher e 
the giver is consistently prepared to use their init iative

The definitive example of a ‘thoughtful gift’



The value of books

The value of books goes beyond price, but is 
demonstrated by attitudes to price

“I’ll look at the cover, look at the contents, then  look at 
the price – which is different from other products 
where price comes earlier”

“I saw a football book at £9.99, which is great valu e 
when you think that the boys will still own that bo ok in 
fifty years time and remember who gave it to them”

There is a predisposition to believe that books are  worth it-
the job to be done is to capitalise on this willing ness



The emotional reward for the giver
Books have more staying power from one generation t o 
another than entertainment software

Giving them to children can be a powerful evocation of 
one’s own childhood and a way of connecting to the child 
across the years

“It’s [buying books for children] one of the only t imes 
that you can relive your childhood and act like tha t”

“As an adult you wouldn’t want to get the doll and 
dress it but you can get the book, you can read it 
together as well”

“I’ve still got a full set of Louisa M. Alcott that  my Nan 
gave me forty years ago”

For all the talk about the ‘death of the book’, buy ers 
consider them to have huge advantages over other gi fts



The big ‘but’…
The downside is that children rarely ask for them

normally the initiative of the giver

givers understand that there is a selfish dimension  to 
giving books - it’s the gift they want to give

“There’s a feel-good factor when you buy them. You’r e 
investing in the child”

“There’s always an element of education – something 
to learn from which is a good thing; at least for m e it 
is!”

“It’s literature and language and it’s what we all use to 
communicate with other people - with a DVD you only 
communicate with your own head”

There is added pressure to get the decision right w hen it 
wasn’t the child’s idea to get them a book



…and books can be subject to 
similar issues as other categories

Questions of taste can be just as elusive for books  as they 
are for other product areas, as can suitability…

“Books are hard to buy – you don’t know what their 
ability is, what they like, which authors they’re i nto”

“One book for a nine year old had the word ‘bugger’ in 
it.  I was shocked”

“Once they get past the age where there is age 
guidance it can be very difficult”

The industry can’t systematically help givers over matters 
of taste, but it can deal with one important proble m



Choosing different types of 
children’s books



Choosing different types of 
children’s books
There is a very clear consensus on the ‘easy’ and ‘di fficult’
categories to buy from within the overall range of 
children’s books

A direct correlation between increasing independenc e of 
children and the difficulty of buying books for the m

Easy Difficult

Older - over 
10

“Younger children are much easier to 
buy for.  By the time they are nine, it’s 

getting tricky”

Young -
under 5

New authors“You can go for the classics that you 
know yourself, such as Roald Dahl, but 

beyond that it’s a mystery”

Classics

Fiction“Fiction is very difficult to buy for 
children”

Non fiction



“Books are different” revisited

Furthermore, the investment needed in buying books p uts 
a bigger onus on the giver

because it’s possible to browse the content, people 
feel obliged to do so

“It takes longer to buy a book as a gift, because y ou 
have to check it out first”

“When you go into a bookshop to buy a book, you 
know you are going to be there for an hour”

Although the browsing is generally pleasurable, the  giver 
has to take full responsibility for the gift



Making the choice - the role of the 
bookshop

The bookshop has two primary roles, as far as buyer s are 
concerned

broad categorisation, including age guidance

editing choice

Both roles are taken for granted as a natural part of the job 
of selling children’s books to adults



1. Broad categorisation

It’s a basic and reasonable expectation that booksh ops 
will create an intuitive navigation system

Even more important for children’s books because you ’re 
never buying for yourself

“I went straight to the SATs section because I’ve g ot 
two sons doing them”

“Our local bookshop has age sections, which makes i t 
easy”

Making a customer believe they can find an appropri ate 
book for a child is the first job for a bookshop to  do



2. Editing choice

Although in principle abundant choice is part of th e appeal 
of bookshops, in practice people are looking for a route 
through the breadth of selection

“There’s too much choice in a bookshop – I’m reading  
a book, but then my eyes wander. But it’s a good too  
much, not a bad too much”

Merchandising is the most potent editorial tool at a  
bookshop’s disposal

“On the table was a great pop-up book on castles.  
Fortunately, one was unwrapped, so I got a good ide a
about it”

There is security for customers in knowing they hav e a 
huge choice, even if they don’t exercise it



Making the choice - the book itself

Beyond the cover, the content itself and their own 
judgement, book buyers have little else on which to  make 
a decision

“I’d always thought that children’s books had their  
ages on the back - I was quite shocked to find that they 
don’t” [following an in store walkabout]

“The cover will sway you, especially if you’re choo sing 
for teenagers”

“If I’m buying for a teenager, I always buy humorou s 
books - it’s a safe choice - and I can always tell by  the 
cover if it’s right”



Key insight and so what?

Books have natural advantages over other types of 
competing gifts - they are the gift that many adults  are 
looking for a good excuse to give

Given that many adults are not naturally bookish, th ey 
need more support from the industry in order to ful fil their 
preferred choice and buy books



Age ranging



What are the issues for book buyers?

Life is not so stratified these days - adults are le ss 
ashamed of displaying their inner child and are gen erally 
younger longer

Equally children are exposed to more adult themes an d are 
generally older younger

All this blurring trickles down to cultural consumpt ion

“You see things like the Potter books and the Mark 
Haddon book in both adult and children’s editions”

“Films like Shrek and Finding Nemo are designed to 
play to two audiences at the same time”

Providing age guidance becomes simultaneously more 
necessary and more complex 



Age ranging issue is very close to 
the surface

The issue of age range guidance on books is always 
mentioned spontaneously, before ever being prompted  for 
- it’s a genuine need

“Lots of kids books have ages on the back of them a nd 
a lot of bookshops have sections labelled for diffe rent 
ranges, it’s good for teenagers”

“The certificates on DVDs make it so much easier to  
buy. You know who you’re not supposed to buy for”

The fear of getting it wrong is tangible   



Suitability is close to the surface

What makes it easy? What makes it difficult?



Strategies to overcome lack of age 
guidance

Familiarity - books they used to read or books that are in 
the popular culture

Ask the parent

Use bookstore age ranging

Reviews on websites (Amazon.com)

Buy only ‘easy’ books (young, classics, non-fiction)

Go with a safer purchase that has age guidance

Buyers have to use workarounds in order to make a 
children’s book purchase



The argument ‘for’…

Overwhelmingly positive reaction to the principle o f age 
guidance on books

Relatively uncontroversial, even amongst heavy book  
buyers

“I’m surprised this is even an issue”

Almost unanimously popular amongst less regular buy ers

increases confidence

increases speed of selection

brings books into line with other types of product

It’s far too easy to overestimate the confidence th at people 
have in buying books for children



The argument ‘for’ in their own 
words

The bottom line - people believe they would buy more  
books for children

“With Christmas coming we will buy what is easiest a nd 
what is quickest”

“It’s really useful for non-parents. Parents will k now their 
kids’ abilities but the rest of us don’t”

“It’s just like for children’s clothes - you use the  age 
guidance as your first way of knowing where to look ”

“I’m not in touch with kids on a day to day basis s o for me 
it’s really hard to know what age a book is pitched at”



The argument ‘against’…

A minority voice, but driven by the following belief s

it might stigmatise children of a lesser reading ab ility

further evidence of slipping into a nanny state - he avy 
book buyers

children might be encouraged to hunt out books that 
were unsuitable for them

when people feel personally confident of buying for 
children (not an argument against per se, but an 
indication that it’s not needed by that individual)

Most arguments, other than the first, lack rigour i n the 
context of a group discussion and are easily counte red 



The argument ‘against’ in their own 
words

“This is nanny state nonsense, but personally I’d ju st 
ignore it anyway, because it would be in small prin t on the 
back”

“It will be like DVDs. It will encourage them to go  up to the 
next level”

“It may be quite hard on the less able - could they h ave a 
peelable sticker?”



The debate about content advice
The conversation about content advice, as opposed t o age 
guidance, is more controversial although leadership  has 
been supplied by other industries

The only area of real separation between the heavy and 
occasional book buyers - heavy book buyers are more 
negative about content advice

“They do this with music already - parental advisory  
lyrics.  I won’t buy a CD for a child if it’s got t his on it.  
It’s not fair on their parents”

“Amazon USA already has a safe book code, so you 
know that it doesn’t have violence or graphic image s 
in”

…but on the other hand…

“This is too politically correct”



“Here’s some we prepared earlier…”

Full stimulus in appendix



“Here’s some we prepared earlier…”

Full stimulus in appendix



Responding to the stimulus - age 
bands or age+?

A complete no-brainer

An existing precedent with toys 
and games

Implies guidance better than 
age bands

Minimum age levels less 
controversial than maximums

Avoids the need - felt by some -
for overlapping age bands

Can help to de-stigmatise the 
less able readers

For age+For age bands



Responding to the stimulus - symbols 
and colours or black and white?

Black and white wins by not having serious drawback s

Symbols option implies 
compulsion and therefore 
confuses

Colours might imply a reading 
scheme

More subtle - less likely to draw 
attention from children

Has stand out - easy to see

Has the virtue of simplicityEvokes well understood film 
classification system

For black and whiteFor symbols and colours



Responding to the stimulus - inside or 
outside the barcode box?

Outside is the logical place if the decision is tak en to go 
with the black and white route

Could be masked by retailers 
over-stickering the barcode 

Inside is too invisible for the 
black and white route

Barcode area is easy to ignoreDoesn’t draw children’s 
attention to it

Better stand outIt’s where you’d look for the 
price

For outsideFor inside



Responding to the stimulus - content 
advice or age guidance only?

A close call - pros and cons more delicately balance d

Introduces unnecessary 
emotion when age guidance 
alone is uncontroversial

Books can be browsed for 
content - DVDs can’t

Already featured on DVDs -
what’s the big deal?

Many who theoretically want 
content advice change their 
mind when they see stimulus

More important for buying for 
teens

People should take their own 
responsibility for content

Prevents inadvertently 
inappropriate gifts

For age guidance onlyFor content advice



Telling the story through numbers



Frequency of buying anything for 
children under 16

17

9

39

20

14 At least once a
year

At least once
every 6 months

At least once
every 2-3 months

At least once a
month

At least once a
week

Base = all adults buying at least one child’s book per year, n = 500

Parents are far more likely to be buying frequently  than 
those without children



Number of books bought in 12 months

Adult books

25

33

22

18
None

11 +

6-10

1-5

Base = all adults buying at least one child’s book per year, n = 500
Averages exclude “none”

Children's books

23

50

27

Average = 9.6

Half of children’s book buyers are light buyers, an d this 
offers a huge opportunity to trade up



Type of children’s books bought

Type of book: share

Fiction
62%

Activity
16%

Factual
22%

Base = all adults buying at least one child’s book per year, n = 500
Averages exclude “none”

Type of book: frequency  .

37
27

8

3

12

2

2

68

50

20

53

18

Fiction Factual Activity

None

11 +

6-10

1-5

Average (of those buying) 6.3 4.1 4.3

The most popular book category is fiction but there  is a 
sizeable minority who avoid buying fiction (older, downmarket)



Relationship to child bought books for

Base = all adults buying at least one child’s book per year, n = 500

45%

31%

23%

14%

3%

3%

2%

1%

1%

Parent

Grandparent

Aunt/Uncle

Family friend

Brother/sister

Child's school friend's parent

Godparent

Teacher/tutor

Cousin

Many children’s book buyers are relatively distance d from 
the child they are buying for (not necessarily the parent)



Age of child bought books for

Base = all adults buying at least one child’s book per year, n = 500

37%

49%

48%

34%

Under 3
years old

4-7 years
old

8-11 years
old

12+ years
old

There is a significant decline in the number of peo ple 
buying books for the over 12s



Occasion bought children’s books for

Base = all adults buying at least one child’s book per year, n = 500

73%

70%

50%

45%

35%

30%

24%

4%

2%

1%

Child's birthday

Christmas/other
festival

At child's request

School/group/hobby

Reward/achievement

Go on journey

Child's school
friend's birthday

Just wanted to

Gift/treat

For fun

But there is a wide range of occasions for which a book is 
considered to be a suitable purchase



Ease of buying gifts for children

Base = all adults buying at least one child’s book per year, n = 500

2

3

6

6

7

9

8

16

10

12

56

53

47

46

39

32

23

25

22

20

Books

DVDs

Clothes

Music CDs

Video/computer
games

Very difficult Somewhat difficult Very easy Somewhat easy

88%

76%

73%

68%

59%

11%

11%

22%

16%

19%

<-----DIFFICULT EASY---->

Books and DVDs are relatively easy purchases for ch ildren, 
but clothes, CDs and computer games are more diffic ult



Who finds it easy or difficult to buy 
books for children

DIFFICULT

Lower socio-economic 
groups
Non-working adults
Those buying for 12+ year 
olds
Light children’s book buyers

EASY

Those in full-time work
Those buying for under-3s 
or 4-7 year olds

Books are easiest when buying for under 8s



Attitudes to buying books for children

Base = all adults buying at least one child’s book per year, n = 500

2

2

8

11

4

5

7

19

72

60

56

43

16

21

23

19

A book is a great present no matter what
child you're buying for

I get a huge amount of pleasure from
buying books for children

A book token is a great solution if I can't
decide what book to buy

If buying for a present I'd always ask the
parent or child what book they wanted

rather than buying the wrong thing

Disagree strongly Disagree slightly Agree strongly Agree slightly

86%

81%

79%

61%

6%

7%

15%

30%

<-----DISAGREE AGREE---->

Books hold universal appeal as gifts for children a nd the 
giver, but fear of getting it wrong is prevalent



Attitudes to buying books for children

Base = all adults buying at least one child’s book per year, n = 500

12

17

12

36

17

21

18

19

26

24

21

14

28

26

19

17

I know it's a safe bet to buy a book
associated with a recent film or TV

programme

I tend to choose books for children based
on what I used to enjoy as a child myself

It's much easier to buy non-fiction or
reference books for children than fiction

I find buying books for children a
bewildering experience

Disagree strongly Disagree slightly Agree strongly Agree slightly

54%

50%

40%

31%

29%

38%

30%

55%

<-----DISAGREE AGREE---->

For some, book buying is bewildering; ‘easy’ option s like 
film/TV tie-ins and non-fiction become solutions



Age related attitudes to buying books

Base = all adults buying at least one child’s book per year, n = 500

3

9

15

19

35

5

14

15

22

26

60

46

29

21

15

20

20

29

18

12

I find it much easier to buy books when the
bookstore has them arranged by age group

I'd hate to buy a book as a present then find
out it was unsuitable for the child's age

I think choosing books for children is really
difficult when you don't know what reading

age the books are aimed at

I'm put off buying books if I can't decide what
age they're for

I always end up asking the store assistant
to confirm the age that a book is intended for

Disagree strongly Disagree slightly Agree strongly Agree slightly

80%

66%

58%

39%

27%

8%

25%

30%

41%

61%

<-----DISAGREE AGREE---->

There is a reluctance to buy books or to ask for he lp if the 
targeted age is not obvious



Is age guidance a good idea or not?

Base = all adults buying at least one child’s 
book per year, n = 500

Good idea
86%

Not sure/DK
6%

Not a good 
idea
8%

WHY A GOOD IDEA

Would assist in buying books for particular ages 24%

Ease of finding what you’re looking for/will simpli fy the 
process 17%

Gives guidance/advice 12%

Gives you an idea of the suitability for the child 1 1%

It speeds up the buying process/it’s quicker 8%

Gives an idea of the contents 5%

Child would be able to understand the contents bett er 5%

Gives you more of an informed choice 3%

Base = all adults buying at least one child’s book per year and think age guidance is a good idea, n = 431; 
age guidance is not a good idea, n = 39 (too small)

WHY NOT A GOOD IDEA

Would depend on child’s development/child’s reading ability

Child might feel stigmatised if they can’t read boo ks in range

Know what books to buy

Age guidance is given a huge ‘yes’ vote with many 
positive reasons given



Preferred route for age guidance

7.93

7.83

6.70

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

An indication of
reading age on

the back of a
book

An indication of
reading age plus

comment on
content suitability

on back of book

A coloured
symbol

indicating
reading age on

back of book

Base = all adults buying at least one child’s book per year, n = 500

Don’t like it at all Like it a lot

The preferred routes are an indication of reading a ge or an 
indication of reading age plus suitability of conte nts



Impact of guidance on buying behaviour

2%

2%

58%

49%

40%

49%

Reading age
guidance on

back of book

Suitability of
content

guidance on
back of book

Less likely to buy books No difference More likely to buy books

Base = all adults buying at least one child’s book per year, n = 500

Either route makes children’s book buyers claim to be 
much more likely to buy



Conclusions and recommendations



In summary…

Buyers of all levels of frequency have a sophisticated
appreciation of the issues involved in the age ranging 
debate - they are just as capable at rehearsing the 
arguments as booksellers and publishers

Finally, their concern is in finding the right book  for the 
child and whatever support they can get in doing that is a 
good thing

In this context, age guidance on the backs of books  is an 
obvious benefit and receives the overwhelming backing of 
the majority of book buyers



How to do it

In terms of introducing such a scheme, the recommend ed 
route, based on the tested stimulus, would be:

age+

black and white

outside the barcode box

no content advice



Rationale

This recommendation isn’t just about reporting 
preference, although it does reflect the majority o pinion

The recommendation

addresses adults

avoids confusion with other categories

doesn’t imply compulsion or censorship

achieves a balance between visibility and subtlety

attempts to avoid stigmatising the less able reader





Appendix



Route 1



Route 1 +



Route 2 



Route 2 +



Route 3 



Route 3 +


