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Machines telling stories: Reader perspectives on
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The audiobook boom has created a new profession: the audiobook performing narrator, with its own forms
of popularity and prestige tied to it. There are prizes awarded for best audiobook narration, and publishers
are currently standing in line for the narration stars whose voices large groups of readers appreciate.

The rapid technological development is however about to cause the next rupture in contemporary book pub-
lishing: AI-narrated audiobooks. Advances in the subdivision of generative AI called TTS (text-to-speech) now
makes it possible to create realistic synthetic voices that mimic dialects/sociolects, breathing sounds, intona-
tions and emotions, including voice clones of specific human voices. There are already commercial services
targeted towards publishers available for transforming ebooks to audiobooks, and book streaming services are
experimenting with AI voices in various ways (Berglund 2024: 116–118). Within the next few years, the num-
ber of AI-narrated audiobooks will skyrocket. In ten years, it is not unlikely that human-narrated audiobooks
will be outnumbered by machine-narrated ones.

This research paper presents tentative results from an ongoing empirical study of the audiobook streaming
service Storytel’s newly launched function “VoiceSwitcher”(Storytel 2023), which lets the user choose between
the original human narration, the AI replica voice of a Swedish star narrator, and a number of generic but
still stereotypical AI voices: “mature, calm Carin”, “young, energetic Amanda”, “middle-aged, honest Martin”,
“soft, masculine Erik”, etc. Methodologically, the study combines data analysis of logged sessions of audiobook
streaming using the VoiceSwitcher with large-scale surveys of the same individuals, focusing on their attitudes
to and experiences of listening to AI voices.
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