K perplexity

How are book sales overall compared to 20 years
ago? The context of my search is to understand
how people are consuming long form content
versus short form social media content.

Book sales have remained relatively stable or even grown slightly over the past 20 years,
despite dramatic changes in how people consume content. In the early 2000s, print book sales
peaked, but the overall market has not grown significantly since then, with U.S. industry
revenues hovering around $25-26 billion annually 1121131 However, the ways in which books are
sold and consumed have shifted dramatically:

¢ Print Still Dominates: The majority of book revenue is still from print, which accounted for
nearly 79% of trade book sales revenue in 2022. Print unit sales in the U.S. reached 782
million in 2024, up 23% over the past decade 41 [51 6]

o Digital Upheaval: Ebooks contributed to a digital boom in the early 2010s, but have
plateaued or declined since then. Audiobooks are the fastest-growing segment, with
revenue up 53% from 2018-2022, indicating a shift in how people are willing to consume
long-form content (51 41,

¢ Online Sales Boom: Online channels now dominate, responsible for over 71% of U.S. book
sales by 2020, a trend accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic and continuing today 31 [4].

Long-Form vs. Short-Form Content Consumption

The past two decades have seen an explosion in short-form content—led by social media
platforms like TikTok, Instagram Reels, and YouTube Shorts—which provides immediate
engagement and rapid consumption. However, there remains substantial appetite for long-form
content in both social and traditional media:

e Enduring Value of Long-Form: Long-form content such as books, podcasts, and long
YouTube videos builds deeper expertise, loyalty, and connection with audiences, even as
attention spans shrink for casual content consumption. Many marketers and creators now

use a mix of both formats: short-form to grab attention, long-form to deepen relationships!Z
[8][9] [10]

e Social Media and Book Sales: Book-focused social channels (e.g., BookTok, Bookstagram)
have created new viral pathways for books to reach readers, sometimes leading to dramatic
spikes in book sales when a title trends on these platforms. Influencers and creator
campaigns are now central to publisher marketing 11 1121



¢ Resilience of Book Reading: While the portion of adults reading print books in the U.S. has
declined (from 65% to 42% in the past five years), overall engagement with book content
(including audiobooks and ebooks) remains high, and the book market continues to benefit
from strong community interest and creator-driven buzz 41151

Key Takeaways

¢ Book sales are stable or slightly up compared to 20 years ago, but the market hasn't
seen dramatic overall growth sl

¢ Therise of short-form content has not killed demand for books or other long-form
media; instead, the two forms increasingly coexist and reinforce each other—short-form to
attract and spark interest, long-form to sustain deep engagementmml@l.

¢ Social media is driving new book consumption trends, with influencer recommendations
wielding significant impact on which books break out in the market 1 1121

In summary, book sales have held steady over the long term, with evolving formats and social
channels redefining—not replacing—the enduring value of long-form reading in a short-form
world.

I'm reviewing these stats which say that book
sales are up. Are we missing something?

You bring up a valid point—while aggregate stats show book sales are up over the past decade,
there can be nuances or limitations to such statistics that are worth considering:

¢ Unit Sales vs. Revenue: Some reports highlight increases in the number of books sold (unit
sales), particularly since 2020. However, average prices have shifted, and revenue growth
may not be as robust as unit growth due to factors like deep discounting, increased sales of
lower-priced categories (e.g., self-published ebooks), or the rise of used books and
subscription services.

e Category Differences: Not all book categories have shared equally in the growth.
Children's, young adult, and certain genre fiction areas (often boosted by social media
trends) have seen strong gains, while other segments—especially traditional adult fiction
and nonfiction—may be flat or even declining.

¢ Audiobook and Digital Shift: Audiobook sales are surging, but this does not necessarily
reflect a love for traditional reading; some of this growth captures “reading” time that might
once have gone to radio, podcasts, or other audio media.

¢ Impact of Blockbusters and Social Trends: A handful of viral titles can skew the data,
making “"book sales” look stronger overall than the breadth of the industry experience. For
example, BookTok hits can sell millions, while the average title might see very modest sales.

o Reader Demographics and Habits: Surveys show a decrease in the percentage of adults
reading books in any format, especially among younger demographics, even as total sales



rise. This suggests that voracious readers may be buying more, while casual readers are
dropping off.

e COVID Surge Effects: The pandemic led to a temporary spike in book sales (especially in
2020-2021), but more recent data in 2023 and 2024 indicates a flattening or slight decline
in print sales as consumer behavior adjusted post-pandemic.

¢ Retail and Discovery Concentration: Most book sales growth comes from online channels
(Amazon and a few large retailers), with bricks-and-mortar stores facing much greater
headwinds. This concentration impacts what gets promoted and sold.

In summary, while book sales stats show overall growth in recent years, the underlying story
is more complex—a combination of format shifts, demographic changes, and the outsize
impact of a few trends or viral hits. The headline growth may mask the challenges faced by
certain book categories, publishers, and types of readers, as well as deeper changes in how
people discover, purchase, and engage with books.

https://www.statista.com/statistics/422595/print-boo
k-sales-usa/

Here are the key points from the Statista page on U.S. print book sales by year:

e 2024 PrintBook Sales: In 2024, 782.7 million print books were sold in the United States.
This represents a small increase from 2023, but the figure has not surpassed 800 million
since peaking in 2021.

e Market Context: The strongest years for print book sales were between 2005 and 2010,
with well over 700 million units sold annually each year during that period.

e Sales Dip and Recovery: After falling below 600 million units in 2012, print sales began a
gradual and generally consistent increase, except for a dip between 2018 and 2019.

e Seasonality: Bookstore sales peak in December, January, and August, with December—due
to the holidays—consistently outpacing other months. Between 30% and 40% of surveyed
consumers planned to purchase books as gifts each holiday season (2012-2020).

e Format: Trade paperbacks have been the dominant print book format in recent yearsl13l.

This data confirms that the print book market is healthy, with current annual sales on par with, or
slightly above, those of the strongest years two decades ago, after a dip in the early 2010s. The
seasonality also underscores the importance of books as holiday gifts in the overall sales cycle.

[13]
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