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UNDERSTANDING OUR CUSTOMERS 

 
 
 
The purpose of this paper is to summarise the work1 carried 
out in understanding the Help Scheme customer from the initial 
pre-Scheme thinking and trials, through to nationwide delivery.  
 
The key pieces of Government and Help Scheme 
commissioned research referred to and used to develop the 
Scheme can be found at:  
 
www.bbc.in/helpscheme 

                                                
1 We have not generally attributed work to individual team members, preferring to recognise the whole team’s efforts in making the 
Help Scheme a success. We would however like to record the contribution of Shera Allen, Head of Customer Strategies, in leading 
the design and execution of our approach to customer engagement. 

http://www.bbc.in/helpscheme
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Introduction 
 
Over 7 million households throughout the UK were eligible for assistance from the 
Help Scheme. How we went about acquiring the knowledge2 of this large and 
diverse group of people in order to provide them with an excellent service, while 
delivering value for money, is the purpose of this paper. The insights we learned 
from this greater understanding led us, inter alia, to make changes to the Help 
Scheme offer, and in particular to design and develop contact programmes to help 
us reach these people better. These are alluded to in this paper but covered in 
depth in the paper entitled “Engaging with our Customers”. 
 
The 7 million households were eligible for the Help Scheme because they were 
defined by the Government as elderly - aged 75 or over - or disabled (see Table 1 
below) and potentially needing assistance. For a very large number of eligible 
people television is their main form of entertainment and forms a huge part of their 
lives. Losing their service even for a short period of time could cause significant 
distress, and the risk of doing so through the switch to digital, with perhaps no family 
or friends to help, would be very upsetting. 
 
The Government in designing the Help Scheme regarded it as unacceptable that 
people could be left without television once switchover was completed in their 
region. This created two competing needs: that everything needed to be done to 
ensure that no one would be left behind; but that, with public money in the form of 
the licence fee at stake, showing value for money was also essential. So the 
question was how far we should go in making sure that everyone who needs help 
gets it. This paper explores how we worked to get that balance right. 
 
 

                                                
2 The Government carried out research with eligible people and their friends and family when they were designing the Help Scheme. 
The Switchover Help Scheme continued this research and refinement throughout its operation to make sure eligible people benefited 
from lessons learned about communications and service. Both also sought advice from expert organisations. In this paper we refer to 
specific Government and Help Scheme commissioned research, the principal pieces of work available through this web site: 
http://www.helpscheme.co.uk/research. 

http://www.helpscheme.co.uk/research
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Who are the people we serve? 
 
People eligible for the Help Scheme were diverse, and so were their needs in 
relation to switchover. For example, up to 300,000 older people can go a month 
without speaking to family or neighbours3. 24% of people with disabilities experience 
difficulties understanding things, or making themselves understood4. Around 63% of 
those eligible were aged 75 and over. The remaining 37% were under 75 but were 
eligible because of their disability or because they lived in care homes. Many older 
people also receive disability benefits such as Attendance Allowance. 38% of all 
those eligible qualified for free help. The prevalence of disability rises with age: 
around one in seven working age adults are disabled, compared with almost one in 
two people over state pension age5. 
 
Chart 1 below shows the range of main conditions experienced by each individual 
on Disability Living Allowance and Attendance Allowance. Arthritis, mental health 
issues and learning difficulties are among the largest categories. Many eligible 
people have two such conditions, and 9% have three or more6. 
 
Chart 1 
 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                
3 Help the Aged 2008 statistics. 
4 Experiences and Expectations of Disabled People, Office for Disability Issues. 
5 Family Resources Survey 2008/09, Office for Disability Issues. 
6 Experiences and Expectations of Disabled People, Office for Disability Issues. 
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What did we learn? 
 
What were the main points we learned from this major programme?  
 
Eight messages struck us as being particularly significant and of relevance to other 
agencies facing similar issues. 
 
Listen to the experts and do a trial  
 
The research carried out by the Consumer Expert Group and the Ofcom Consumer 
Panel prior to the Scheme commencing was essential in helping to frame the design 
of the whole programme. The two trials, especially that in Bolton, came up with real 
insights as to how potentially eligible people should be treated, which were explored 
in detail in the first consultation and used to develop the Code of Service Standards. 
 
Too much choice can be a bad thing 

 
Paradoxically, in a society where choice is valued, too much can confuse and make 
decision-making more difficult. Choice is pushed at us as a “feature” but often is not 
a “benefit”, indeed quite the opposite. Whilst people like some choice, too much can 
quickly become counter-productive; people find it hard to choose and as a result can 
disengage from the process. The most important choice for eligible people was to 
opt in or not, and as we made the offer more clear and improved the Help Scheme 
messages, people were able to make an easier decision as to whether or not to take 
it up. 
 
A lot of people want to help themselves, which they should be encouraged to 
do 
 
People need to be given information early enough to make informed choices and not 
take up something merely because it is there. Self help or support from family or 
friends should be encouraged so that people can increase control over their own 
lives if that is what they wish to do. Helping people make the right decision - which 
may be to opt out of the help available - is right for them and right for the licence fee 
payer. 
 
Use a variety of different ways to contact people, as an integrated programme 

 
No single contact programme can be guaranteed to reach someone who is harder to 
reach, and less accessible through mainstream media. A combination of media 
advertising, direct mail, PR, outreach, and community-level networks is therefore 
important to have the best chance to catch everyone.  
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Word of mouth is a source of unbeatable advocacy 
 
People, especially those who are socially isolated or naturally suspicious, are most 
likely to be influenced by the opinion of those whom they trust. Getting opinion 
formers and local community leaders alongside is crucial. By the same token it 
would be very difficult for any contact programme to compensate for the loss of such 
support, or overcome adverse opinion from local leaders. Reputations hard won are 
easily lost. 

 
People trust brands they know 
 
For many eligible people who are distrustful of authority and commercial activities 
the fact that the BBC was responsible for the Help Scheme provided a high level of 
confidence and reassurance. This association with the BBC broke down many 
barriers in people’s minds which had been preventing them from engaging fully with 
the Scheme. 
 
Eligible people expect - and are entitled to - a level of courtesy which is easy 
to overlook but quite straightforward to delivery 
 
Older people can take longer to get to the door, and prefer speaking to real people 
not dealing with Interactive Voice Response systems (IVRs). Simple courtesies such 
as these go a very long way. Such common sense behaviours need to be built into 
the customer handling processes, so that they become automatic for everyone 
engaged in dealing with people. 
 
Hard to reach people are not pre-ordained to be so; there are often events, 
which can be spotted, which could trigger their condition 
 
Serious problems in people’s lives often lead to even more personal difficulties. 
Whilst these cannot always be foreseen they can be acted on in a more timely way 
by others as soon as they become apparent, to prevent a downward spiral which 
becomes ever harder to break once it takes hold7. 
 

                                                
7 See e.g. Understanding risk factors for the “5%” – those people most at risk of being left behind at switchover  
The Futures Company (2009)  
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Phase 1: Pre-scheme: policy framework,  
research and trials 2004-2007 

 
In 2004, some three years before switchover began, most households were still 
analogue. Take-up8of digital TV was rapidly increasing and had reached 45% 
overall in UK households, slightly lower in households with a disability (42%), but 
just 16% in households with an elderly person over 75.  
 
The Government at an early stage had been conscious of the potential impact of 
switchover on certain groups. This was important if the Government introduced a 
definitive timetable for switching off the analogue signal, as it intended to do.  
 
Before announcing a timetable for switchover and deciding on what help should be 
offered to people who might experience difficulties, the Government consulted two 
influential bodies which had been established to advise the Government and Ofcom 
respectively on consumer issues: the Consumer Expert Group (CEG) and the Ofcom 
Consumer Panel. 
 
The Ofcom Consumer Panel (now the Communications Consumer Panel) is an 
independent group of experts established under the Communications Act 2003. Its 
role is to provide advice to Ofcom to ensure that the interests of consumers, 
including small businesses, are central to regulatory decisions. The Panel also 
provides advice to Government and champions consumers' communications 
interests with industry. 
 
The CEG was also appointed in 2003 by the Government and comprises a wide 
variety of consumer organisations, including the RNIB, British Wireless for the Blind 
Fund, Voice of the Listener and Viewer, Consumer Focus, Age UK, Which? and 
Citizens’ Advice9. 
 

The CEG report 10  
 
In its report the CEG argued that most consumers were opposed to analogue 
switch-off, and that the Government should take specific measures to protect eligible 
consumers, such as low income and special needs groups including the disabled. 
Clear criteria identifying those who will be eligible for assistance should be set out, 
and help provided with the full costs of converting one set. The report also said that 
Government should work with organisations representing consumers in informing 
and consulting the public about analogue switch-off. 
 

                                                
8 Source: Scientific Generics; data for December 2003, as cited in Supporting the most eligible consumers through digital 
switchover, Ofcom Consumer Panel, November 2004. 
9 Following the publication of the Digital Britain White Paper in June 2009, the CEG was asked to extend its remit to consider the 
proposal for a digital radio switchover, specifically the potential impact on consumers.  
10 Persuasion or Compulsion? Consumers and analogue switch-off, A Report to the Broadcasting Minister by the Consumer Expert 
Group, October 2004. 
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The Ofcom Consumer Panel report 11 
 
The brief for the Ofcom Consumer Panel was to consider measures which might be 
necessary to ensure that eligible consumers are protected. The report concluded 
that those likely to be the most in need of help were those who are socially isolated, 
that is, those who would have difficulty in finding out about switchover and 
understanding what it means, and hence taking effective steps to deal with it. They 
are people who do not have friends, family, neighbours or carers to help them. 
 
‘Social isolation’, the report argued, does not map easily onto concepts of 
vulnerability that can be captured by, for example, the benefits system. The report 
posited that if the most eligible people in switchover are those who are socially 
isolated, then the possible range of assistance options are: 
 

• an “objective” approach where a programme of assistance is delivered to 
everyone in receipt of certain benefits; to 

 
• a more “subjective” approach where a programme of assistance is 

delivered based on need, and requiring substantial ‘local’ grass-roots 
engagement to identify people in need of support. 

 
The sharp polarity presented by the Panel’s objective and subjective approaches is 
significant. The Government opted for the former, and as the Government put it12, 
the Consumer Panel made clear its “strong disappointment” that the Government 
has tied its assistance package to the benefits system, effectively ignoring the 
analysis based on social isolation. In fact, as this and particularly the paper on 
“Engaging with our Customers” will demonstrate, the so-called objective approach 
successfully reached the vast majority of eligible people, giving them the opportunity 
to take up the Scheme if they wished, in a cost effective way. In practice, we used a 
variety of different means of reaching people – especially those less accessible 
through conventional media - in effect combining the objective and subjective 
approaches. 
 

                                                
11 Supporting the most eligible consumers through digital switchover, Ofcom Consumer Panel, November 2004. 
12 The Digital Switchover (Disclosure of Information) Bill, December 2006. 
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Switchover trials 
 
With the policy framework crystallising, in order for the Government to understand 
better some of the practical issues concerned with switchover and to simulate how 
people might respond in reality when faced with switching, two digital switchover 
trials were run which assessed, inter alia, the assistance required when supplying 
eligible groups with digital television services. 
 
Llansteffan & Ferryside13 
The Llansteffan and Ferryside trial was set up to test the technical issues for 
broadcasters and all consumers associated with the switch from analogue to digital 
television transmissions. Following a period of three months using digital services 
and equipment, 40% of the disabled required trial team assistance for installation, 
and 37% of the eligible (defined as aged 75 or over or with a disability).  
 
Bolton14 
The objectives of the Bolton Digital TV trial were to devise and test a process for 
providing support to elderly and disabled people, identify some of the practical 
implications of administering a support scheme, and investigate what level of 
support was needed. The trial found that elderly and disabled people like digital TV 
which offers a genuine ‘quality of life’ benefit for them. Clear and accurate 
information needed to be provided to the target group, but also to the general public, 
most of whom would be capable of installing a digital box and could help 
themselves, and any members of their family or communities. 
 
Elderly and disabled people would require digital TV equipment that met their 
specific needs, according to the trial findings. This included having clear graphics 
and a legible Electronic Programme Guide (EPG), and, most of all, a well-designed 
remote control with large, clearly marked buttons. Importantly, over two-thirds of 
elderly people were also able to install their digital equipment themselves or with 
help from close family and friends. Not everyone eligible would need help. For those 
who have no family or were socially isolated, the support scheme needed to be able 
to provide a ‘safety net’.  
 
The support scheme would need to work with voluntary and community 
organisations in each area, the trial found, in order to devise an appropriate plan for 
providing such support locally. Local volunteers working in the community would be 
a vital support for those who have no family or are socially isolated. Those who 
deliver the equipment for a support scheme needed to be sensitive to the fact that 
elderly and disabled people can take a long time to answer the door to accept a 
delivery, or may not be able to come to the door at all. The Helpline was seen as a 
vital tool in the success of the Trial, and for older people needed to be answered by 
a person, not by a machine. The Trial also found that implementation of a support 
scheme would need to start six months before switchover at each main transmitter 
site (excluding any period for publicising the scheme). 

                                                
13 DCMS, Ferryside and Llansteffan Digital Switchover Technical Trial: Research on Eligible Households, July 2005. 
14 DCMS, Report of the Bolton Digital Television Trial, May 2006. 
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The Government’s proposed targeted assistance programme 
 
In September 2005, at the same time as announcing its digital switchover timetable, 
with switchover to be completed by 2012, the Government set out plans for a 
support scheme promising that the most disadvantaged would receive assistance. 
This formed the basis of the Scheme Agreement15 signed by the Government and 
the BBC in May 2007. 

 

Consultation on equipment requirements for eligible people 
 
The CEG reported16 again to Government and Digital UK, this time on eligible 
consumer requirements for digital TV equipment. This and other evidence were 
taken into account by the Government when it published its draft core requirements 
for consultation in July 2006 to establish the functional specifications of the 
equipment to be made available through the assistance scheme. The draft 
requirements were well received and formed the basis of the Core Receiver 
Requirements in the Help Scheme offer17.  For further details about the development 
of the CRR see the paper entitled “Developing Easy to Use Equipment”. 
 

                                                
15 As subsequently revised: http://www.culture.gov.uk/publications/9126.aspx 
16 Digital TV equipment; eligible consumer requirements. A report by the Consumer Expert Group to Government and Digital UK, 
March 2006. 
17 Scheme Agreement. As subsequently revised: http://www.culture.gov.uk/publications/9126.aspx 

http://www.culture.gov.uk/publications/9126.aspx
http://www.culture.gov.uk/publications/9126.aspx
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Phase 2: Scheme set up: the first consultation on 
the Code of Service Standards; and initial thinking 

on maximising reach, 2007-2008 
 
 
The work done prior to the Scheme’s operation was highly influential in framing the 
approach to the service provided, and emphasised the importance of understanding 
the customers’ needs and wants. Importantly, whilst views on digital television were 
predominantly, but not universally, in favour, the importance of running a targeted 
scheme to meet the needs of eligible people enjoyed broad support right across the 
political spectrum18. 

 

Consultation process methodology 
 
As we have seen from the trials, it was clear that whilst there would be a lot of 
eligible people who could help themselves or get help from family or friends, an 
(unknown) number of people could be very difficult to reach. This factor amongst 
others meant that from the outset it was decided that to gain an understanding of 
our prospective customers we would consult them directly.  
 
An alternative approach, for example, would have been to have had a panel of 
experts whom we consulted on a regular basis. The view was that we were largely 
doing this anyway. We met the CEG on a regular basis, consulting them on all 
policy and other material Help Scheme changes, and also from time to time 
consulted other field experts on specific issues. Another option would have been to 
have maintained a consumer panel of eligible people, but we decided instead on a 
more extensive programme of in-depth consultation with eligible people, their carers 
and their networks, each time engaging with different individuals to secure a fresh 
perspective. 
 
It should also be emphasised that whilst the broad research topic was agreed 
beforehand to give the consultation a sharper focus, the research was specifically 
not designed to prove or otherwise pre-determined hypotheses, but to consider each 
topic openly and objectively. 

                                                
18 See e.g. Second Reading of Digital Switchover (Disclosure of Information) Bill, December 2006. 
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The Code of Service Standards 
Shortly after the Help Scheme got underway in May 
2007 we started our first consultation process with 
the objective of helping to shape our Code of 
Service Standards19. This research was instrumental 
in designing the Code and the 90+ specific 
commitments it now makes to customers. 
 
The preparation of the Code of Service Standards 
was a specific requirement of the Help Scheme20, 
and was drafted to be the public-facing document 
which presents to all eligible people, their interest 
groups, and other stakeholders the standard of 
service the Help Scheme will deliver.  It was 
designed to communicate clearly both the quality of 
service, and the spirit in which it will be provided.  

 
 
Some findings from this consultation were: 
 

• Eligibility: A lot of the older people were not sure what they qualified for, or 
even what they were actually receiving. Also, many partially sighted and deaf 
people were not able to get Disability Living Allowance.  

• Paying £40 for Help Scheme assistance: Once the content of the Help 
Scheme package was explained, nearly all participants felt that it was good 
value. 

• Delivery only, or delivery and install:  Everyone consulted wanted 
installation. Subsequent actual experience bore out this finding, with little or 
no demand for delivery only. 

• Home Visits: Being polite, caring, understanding, and aware were the most 
common requirements for the installer.  Generally, the younger disabled were 
most concerned that they be considerate and understanding. The older 
groups were most concerned with not feeling rushed.  

• Appointments: Most people accepted appointment windows, although for 
people with carers this was seen to be more difficult as many carers are only 
available for a short period at a time.  

• Security: Badges were agreed to be useful. 
• Contact centres: A personally answered help line was one of the strongest 

selling points. Reactions were consistently adverse to IVRs. 
• Branding: Older people liked the idea of the BBC being behind it; younger 

people were more ambivalent. A highly visible programme of branded 
uniforms was seen to improve greatly how well the Help Scheme wins over 
people. 

The current version of the Code can be found through the web site21. 

                                                
19 Exploring eligible people’s awareness of switchover and requirements of a Help Scheme service, to establish the Code of 
Service Standards Andrew Irving Associates (now Optimiser Research) (2007). 
20 Scheme Agreement. As subsequently revised: http://www.culture.gov.uk/publications/9126.aspx. 
21 http://www.helpscheme.co.uk/en/about 

http://www.culture.gov.uk/publications/9126.aspx
http://www.helpscheme.co.uk/en/about
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The Trust success measures 
 
It was very important from the outset for the Help Scheme to have a clear framework 
for measuring success for such a significant and complex programme. The Scheme 
Agreement does not set out formal performance criteria for the programme, but the 
Government had stated that “The Digital Switchover Help Scheme is designed to 
provide practical help for those people who we expect to have the most difficulty in 
making the switch to digital TV’.22  

The Help Scheme was funded by ring-fenced licence fee money, and the Trust was 
responsible for holding the BBC Executive to account for ensuring that value for 
money was achieved in the operation of the Help Scheme. As we argued in the 
introduction, and was re-emphasised by the Trust23: “The challenge for the Help 
Scheme will be to target more resources on the “hard to reach” without gold-plating 
the level of service to all those receiving assistance”.  

In that context, the BBC Trust therefore defined24 four success measures for the 
Help Scheme to give clearer guidance for Help Scheme management in determining 
its approach to serving the customer and committing resources to meet Help 
Scheme objectives, which are summarised below in Table 1. 

In summary, the key messages from these four success measures which helped 
frame our thinking in understanding our customers better were: 
 

• The overall cost should not be more than necessary, to protect the 
public purse 

• A lot of people can, with encouragement, help themselves 
• The most vulnerable people must not be left behind, including those 

who need it but are unable to engage in the process (in a conventional 
way). 

 

                                                
22 DCMS website 
23 BBC Trust paper to Finance & Strategy Committee Performance Measures for the Digital Switchover Help Scheme, February 
2008 
24 Ibid 
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Table 1 The BBC Trust success measures25 for the Help Scheme 
 

 
1. Value for money in the national contract 
 
Given the BBC’s public purpose remit, and responsibilities for spending 
licence fee payers money in operating this Help Scheme, the cost of 
providing the national Help Scheme should not cost any more than is 
necessary.  
 
2. Encouraging appropriate take up of the Help Scheme 
 
The Help Scheme needs to endeavour to identify and offer the most cost-
effective solutions. In many instances, the most appropriate assistance will 
be information at an early stage that allows eligible individuals to make 
informed choices (with the assistance of their family or carers if necessary). 
This will enable those that can and want to help themselves switch earlier to 
do so and thus not require help from the Help Scheme. Likewise those who 
need help can receive it and also avoid spending any money unnecessarily 
before we help them. 
 
3. Identifying and helping the most eligible 
 
The DCMS White Paper on the BBC Royal Charter expressed the intention 
for the Help Scheme to ‘ensure that the most eligible households are not left 
behind [in the digital age]’ (section 4.3.c). Therefore a key challenge for the 
Help Scheme was to ensure that all those who need help, receive it, and to 
reach those people less accessible through conventional media. 
 
4. Customer satisfaction 
 
A good level of service constitutes cost-effective assistance delivered simply 
and seamlessly for the vast majority of Help Scheme users. There is 
considerable reputational risk for the BBC and the Trust if the Help Scheme 
is perceived to fail. 
 

 

                                                
25 Ibid 
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Maximising reach for the Help Scheme 
 
This first consultation, which underpinned the development of the Code of Service 
Standards, was a very good starting point to building understanding of how the Help 
Scheme could best reach its targeted population of eligible people. It was clear that 
the vast majority of people who are eligible for the Help Scheme would be able 
either themselves to understand and respond to Help Scheme communications, or 
have someone assist them.  
 
As for the minority, the Ofcom Consumer Panel report26 had argued, as we have 
seen, that those likely to be the ones needing help were those who are socially 
isolated. Certainly the Help Scheme’s consultation concluded that there could be 
people very difficult to reach deploying conventional contact programmes, and that 
eligible people could tentatively be segmented into three broad groups: “the 80%”, 
“the 15%” and “the 5%”. These terms came to be used as neutral and non-
judgemental labels rather than strict proportions of the eligible population, although 
research we have done and the experience of expert organisations bear out these 
broad percentages. This segmentation applies appropriately to both older and 
disabled people, because it was based on need. 
 
 

The 80% 
 
These are the majority of 
eligible people who engage 
directly with mainstream 
communications and act upon 
them independently if they 
need help. They were largely 
serviced with direct mail and 
mainstream marketing and 
communications, but also 
some face-to-face outreach.  

 
The majority of older people (including those with disabilities) had family or friends 
who visited them regularly or who they could turn to for help. There were similar 
findings for most of the younger disabled people.  Those especially well adapted 
tended to be people who had had their disability for a long time, and to have strong 
support networks that helped each other with any difficulties.  
 
The Help Scheme awareness and understanding programme was seen to be well 
designed to reach this 80%, who match those who would respond easily to the 
Consumer Panel’s “objective” approach referred to earlier, and formed the backbone 
of the Help Scheme’s operation. 
 
 
                                                
26 Supporting the most eligible consumers through digital switchover, Ofcom Consumer Panel, November 2004. 
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The 15% 
 
These are those in the eligible population who may not engage easily with 
mainstream communications, nor cope very well with life changes, but who have 
some support in their lives, whether informal or formal, who can help them. These 
people might be supported through switchover by family members who care for 
them, for example. They can be reached through those support networks, either 
through marketing and communications or outreach. 
 
 
The 5% 
 
These are people who neither engage very well with communications, nor manage 
change very easily, and don’t have any strong support in their lives. The 5% were 
the group that we thought hardest about reaching, the small minority who were at 
high risk of not being able to access the Help Scheme. Qualitative evidence from 
the consultation suggested that the people in this category rarely leave their homes, 
have little or no support, or social interaction. They often have mobility problems, 
are older, and may suffer from mental health conditions. 
 

In this group the people most in need of help tended to have contact with perhaps 
only one or two other people in the world – delivery people, cleaners, or social or 
home care workers – and are rarely in touch with any third sector organisation, local 
authority, or other formalised network. The situation was likely to be worse in urban 
areas due to a lack of community.  
 
Reaching the 5% 
 

The approach often deployed in similar programmes to locate hard to reach people 
uses their networks, accessing the end-customer indirectly through others. 
Preliminary conclusions drawn at this stage led to a similar view, that the way to 
reach this minority was therefore by targeting those networks with which these 
eligible people were in close and regular contact, operating in conjunction with all 
other more conventional approaches the Help Scheme was making to build 
awareness. A connection therefore had to be made, for example, to the neighbours, 
community leaders, and GPs of the 5%, who were the principal route to the 5%, and 
to encourage them to help.  

Additional research commissioned from the Henley Centre27 helped refine this 
thinking. It validated the hypothesis that the 5% are people with multiple and 
significant barriers, including sensory, physical, learning or mental health disabilities 
as well as communication or income barriers.  It found that people are part of this 
hard to reach group: by circumstance (loss of their support network, family friends, 
or loss of personal capacity, mental or physical health); or by choice (reclusiveness, 
rejection of help, fear of authority); or transient (coming out of an institution, 
homeless). 

                                                
27 Digital Switchover Help Scheme: Social Support Network Research, Henley Centre, May 2008 
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Some of the most important contacts of the 5%, the research argued, are in the local 
shop and the post office, through the need to satisfy the basic human needs for food 
and money. For some their “social networks” also extend to health providers. 
Otherwise, it is extremely difficult to generalise about those with whom these socially 
isolated people may interact, but the research proposed a segmentation of their 
networks into three distinct groups which could assist in reaching people who can in 
turn reach those eligible: community professionals; local businesses & services; and 
local residents. All this formed the foundation of the Help Scheme’s Maximising 
Reach and Community Programmes. (See the paper “Engaging with our 
Customers”). 

 
 
Validation of thinking on the 5% 
 
To provide some support for our findings on the 5% and for the specially designed 
programmes to reach these people better, we commissioned further research28, this 
time from experts in the field to provide an independent perspective. They reinforced 
the earlier findings, that these are a group of people who often go unrecognised by 
society, even by the voluntary sector, and who more often than not are in one of five 
at-risk categories: the elderly, those with mental health conditions, those with 
learning difficulties, those who have been institutionalised, or those who are socio-
economically deprived. Common trigger events which can cause anyone to struggle, 
irrespective of whether they are in an at-risk group, are bereavement, a family 
breakdown, loss of job, and suffering from some form of social exclusion such as 
bullying. 

                                                
28 Validation Scoring The Futures Company, December 2009 
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Phase 3: Help Scheme shaping: accessibility of the 
Help Scheme offer, and appropriate take-up,  

2008-2009 

The second annual consultation was designed to look at the question of how 
complex eligible people found the Help Scheme. This was important as we had to be 
sure that we gave people the information necessary to make an informed choice – 
including that of self-help – whilst at the same time not overcomplicating matters 
which might act to discourage take-up. The consultation29 findings were that eligible 
people were not always able or willing overtly to communicate a lack of 
understanding. They also might not have the skills to cope with decision making 
even if they appeared to make a choice. It found, however, that any help which 
offered simplicity, reassurance, and a guaranteed solution had the potential to 
connect strongly with eligible people. Help offered in this way increased 
accessibility, just as complexity raised barriers. 

 
An important conclusion, therefore, was that whilst for most people choice might be 
a positive attribute, for eligible people it could create unwarranted complexity, and 
should only be available for more capable people on an “opt in” basis. 
 
Where a commercial provider was offering a service through the Help Scheme, the 
Help Scheme itself should always be presented as the dominant brand, the report 
argued, and any such provider should not undertake activities which could be 
considered to ‘commercialise’ the Help Scheme. 
 
As a consequence of these recommendations, there were changes in the marketing 
communications to deploy the Help Scheme brand better, and to create clearer 
navigation for the customer.  
 

 
A storybook (left) for people with learning disabilities 
was introduced, and CDs as well as paper packs sent to 
people on the blind and partially sighted registers.  
 
Some of the specific issues faced in serving people 
from BAME communities also emerged from the 
consultation, and changes were made to the Code of 
Service Standards to ensure that certain important 
cultural sensitivities were respected. 
 

                                                
29 The Switchover Help Scheme Consultation The Futures Company, November 2008 



 
18 

Appropriate take up 
 
Ensuring that take-up is appropriate is one of the most difficult Trust success 
measures to demonstrate. As we set out in the introduction, there was an inevitable 
tension between on the one hand being custodian of public funds and encouraging 
those who can help themselves to do so, and on the other hand ensuring that no 
one was left behind. To give some direct customer insight into this issue we 
therefore made appropriate take up the focus of the third annual consultation30 in 
2009. 
 
The research findings segmented eligible people into four groups based on their 
digital switchover experience, both looking at people who took up and didn’t take up 
the Help Scheme. These groups are depicted in the quadrants of Figure 1 below.  
 
At first glance the descriptors suggested by the research – “survivors”, “served”, 
“strugglers” and “dissatisfied” – appears to be largely couched in language which 
suggests that a difficult customer journey was the rule not the exception. This in 
reality was not at all the case.31 The reason for this use of language is that the 
research framework was designed deliberately to focus on challenging issues faced 
by eligible people, and therefore should be viewed in this light. 
 
It is also important to emphasise that to classify the experience of such a large and 
diverse range of people risks the charge of over-simplification. With this caveat, it 
proved to be a very useful analytical framework.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
30 SH Consultation 09  The Futures Company, November 2009 
31 The customer satisfaction data collected on a monthly basis from Carillion showed consistently throughout the period of the Help 
Scheme’s operation to date, a very high level of satisfaction with the service received. 

Figure 1 Segmentation of eligible people
engaging with the Help Scheme

“Strugglers”

Easy to switch

“Served”

“Dissatisfied”

“Survivors”
Used
Help 
Scheme

Didn’t 
use
Help 
Scheme

Difficult to switch

Source: SH Consultation 09  The Futures Company Nov 2009
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Two of these groups, the “survivors” who didn’t use the Help Scheme and the 
“served”, who did, and together form the majority of eligible people, came through 
the switchover reasonably smoothly, relying on themselves, their local network, or 
the Help Scheme. 
 
The research found, however, that although the “survivors” managed to switch over 
without the Help Scheme, not all of them made a considered choice to opt out. Many 
simply had not heard of the Help Scheme, or understood Help Scheme 
communications. The “served” were attracted to the Help Scheme by the installation 
service and the offer of free, or low cost equipment. The research found that positive 
word of mouth was very important in endorsing the Help Scheme.  
 
Two groups, in contrast, found switchover problematic. There was a very small 
group of “dissatisfied” 32 Help Scheme users who experienced problems with, for 
example, understanding the Help Scheme offer or switchover itself. There was a 
more substantive group, the “strugglers” who did not use the Help Scheme, and 
found it difficult to switch. Many were already digital and had not appreciated that to 
get help such as with retuning they needed to be customers with Help Scheme-
provided equipment.  
 
The findings concluded that for some people switchover was not a straightforward 
experience, and that the complexity of the switchover process varied significantly 
from person to person.  People had a wide range of switchover needs, such as 
understanding how switchover would affect them, help with aerials, help to integrate 
recording equipment, and help with retuning.  
 
Some eligible people were not necessarily aware of their needs before switchover, 
and could opt out early in the journey before they knew what lay ahead. We 
modified the Wave 2 direct mail to include a diagnostic postcard which helped 
people to establish whether or not they were really ready for switchover.  It 
prompted them to think about all the TV sets in their home for example and served 
to ‘bump’ them out of their complacency about switchover.  We also changed the 
messaging within the contact strategy; these changes are discussed in more detail 
later. 
 
The question of the appropriateness of take-up was also directly addressed by the 
research. The feeling at the time was Help Scheme take-up was consistent with a 
level of demand which might be expected given the high level of pre-existing digital 
penetration, the willingness of people to help themselves, and take-up rates 
observed in similar schemes. The research endorsed this by concluding that Help 
Scheme take-up was not at an inappropriate level. 
 

                                                
32 In later research the term “Dissatisfied” was changed to “Served but Struggled” to reflect better the diversity present within this 
segment. 
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Phase 4: Help Scheme fine tuning: single or dual 
switch, customer segmentation, and  
the BAME communities, 2010-2011 

 
Building on this consultation some further research33 was carried out about the 
possible impact of a single switch, an important issue of wider interest among 
switchover stakeholders.  
 
The model adopted from the outset had been that there would be a dual switchover: 
the first (called DSO1) when BBC2 only would switch, the second, with all other 
channels switching two weeks (in the later stages of the Help Scheme) later, at 
DSO2. DSO1, originally set up for technical reasons, thus served to act as an early 
warning for customers of an impending loss of all channels unless action was taken. 
The question was whether this was still necessary, as for most customers, 
untroubled by switchover, it seemed confusing to switch, and to have to retune, 
twice in the space of a few weeks. 
 
The conclusion was that there was a significant minority of customers who did not 
engage with switchover at all until DS01. This behaviour might be due to a ‘wait and 
see’ approach, or a more fundamental lack of awareness and understanding of 
switchover. The research34 identified some barriers to take up: it found that people 
might lack sufficient understanding to judge their switchover needs adequately and 
what it meant to be digital. The age and complexity of their existing equipment could 
add to the confusion. All this often acted to lead to a fear of technology which could 
be debilitating. 

Many of these eligible people could be characterised as “strugglers” who after 
DSO1 became “served”. Given that a lot of these customers had a propensity to 
‘screen-out’ mainstream communications; it was felt that it might be difficult to 
develop mitigating activities that fully minimised the disruption that a single 
switchover might bring.  The research findings were accepted and, in the context of 
not leaving people behind, or increasing the risk of blank screens for perhaps a few 
days or more, the dual switchover model was maintained. 

                                                
33 Dual Switch Research, The Futures Company, February 2010. 
34 Ibid 



 
21 

Further research on the Help Scheme quadrants 
 
Research35 undertaken in South Wales and West took some of the thinking on these 
four quadrants  - “served”, “survivors”, dissatisfied”, and “strugglers” - a step further. 
Encouragingly, it found that a very high proportion of people who used the Help 
Scheme would use it again with the benefit of hindsight. Even more interestingly, a 
significant proportion of those people who did not take up the Help Scheme would 
have done so knowing what they did now, building on the earlier point about people 
opting out early before they really knew what to expect. 
 
This was an important finding. Some two-thirds of the key group, the “strugglers”, 
who didn’t use the Help Scheme and found it difficult to switch, would now do so. To 
encourage take-up, the research emphasised the importance of the key Help 
Scheme messages being delivered through people’s support networks and 
outreach, to complement the mainstream marketing and communications channels 
which the research felt were doing a good job. 
 
This is not to say, in the light of these qualitative findings, that take-up should 
necessarily have been much higher; it is more that people who did not take up the 
Help Scheme needed to be in a better position to make an informed choice. It was 
an important principle of the Help Scheme, and made clear in the BBC’s Trust 
measures, that where possible, and with help from family and friends, people should 
help themselves if they could. The Help Scheme was a safety net, and needed 
always to demonstrate value for money for the licence fee payer, as well as to be 
there to help those who need it. 
 

BAME communities research  
 
The BAME communities - the largest in the UK being Indian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi, 
Afro-Caribbean, Chinese, and Black African - represent over 8%36 of the total UK 
population. Each of these communities is not a homogeneous group, but made up of 
a variety of different sub-communities split by nationality, religion, language, and 
geography.  
 
Granada was the first region (switching in 2009) with a significant number of people 
from BAME communities, and this fact, together with the concern that their 
awareness of switchover was some way below the eligible population generally, 
meant a particular interest was taken in BAME research carried out as part of the 
consultation37 on appropriate take-up. 
 
The research found that language was a significant barrier, for example in the 
Chinese community, and that older and disabled people were particularly at risk of 
social exclusion.  
                                                
35 Post-switchover research from South Wales & West, Futures Company, November 2010 
36 The UK Census 2001 recorded Britain’s BAME population as 4.6 million people or 7.9% of the total population. The BAME 
communities have subsequently been increasing as a proportion of the overall UK population. 
37 SH Consultation 09, The Futures Company, November  2009 
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The older generation, for example in the Afro Caribbean community, often had a 
strong sense of cultural identity, something in decline amongst the younger 
generation. The elderly could feel more vulnerable as there is less of a readily 
available support network other than through the community centres. There was 
also an expectation of difficulty with “establishment”, which can act as a barrier to 
successful communications.  
 
These communities would benefit naturally from the wider consultation initiatives 
referred to earlier, such as simplification of the Help Scheme message, and 
increased use of visual communication. Specific proposals were also made to invest 
proportionately more in own language media.  
 

 
 
The local community centres were emphasised as being very important both to 
access people and to help engender a level of trust through Help Scheme 
endorsement from people they respect in the communities. Further research38 was 
carried out on BAME communities later in the Scheme which found that compared 
with the British-white majority there was a significant gap in what they understand 
about switchover, and even more of a gap with understanding the Help Scheme. 
The research showed that where there is awareness, people from ethnic minorities 
were happy with what was proposed and delivered, and that therefore 
comprehension and clarity were not the key issues. The difficulty lay in reaching 
eligible people better in these communities. 
                                                
38 Getting cut through with minority ethnic groups, The Futures Company, April 2011 
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The research concluded that collaboration with community organisations was vital 
for endorsement and information flow, re-enforcing the earlier research findings. The 
report argued that a partnership approach with these communities was very 
important in order to engage fully, to help shape appropriate strategy, and assist in 
reaching other parts of the broader community. It was felt that more investment in 
community level messages was necessary to increase awareness, to convey the 
urgency of acting and taking up help if it was needed, including assistance with 
second TV sets. 
 
The use of word of mouth in these communities for getting over the right messages 
was also seen to be very important. Appropriate imagery, suitably targeted, could be 
a powerful means of communicating relevance; this in combination with DigitAl could 
help integrate the messaging with the mainstream campaign. Finally, there was a 
need actively to encourage an increased appreciation of how switchover might 
impact upon eligible people within families. 
 

Implementing the findings of our research 
 
The upshot of all this research was the development of three phases to the 
switchover campaign39: 
 

• Launch phase - general awareness of switchover date and impact. Six to 
five months before switchover. 

• “Unsettle” phase - more complicated and less reassuring messages – 
“Have you converted all sets?” “What about the video recorder?” Three 
months before switchover. 

• Action phase – Final preparation, act now. One month before switchover. 
 
These three phases coincided closely with the Help Scheme’s three waves of 
mailing to eligible people. The “unsettle” phase went against the grain of our urge to 
reassure people that switchover was going to be fine. But “unsettling” people who 
thought they knew what to do for themselves allowed us the opportunity to offer the 
benefits of the Help Scheme, particularly to friends and family who might not have 
thought through how much support their loved ones might need. 
 
To support this we developed a messaging matrix which laid out exactly what 
messages would be delivered by which channel and at what times.  This allowed us 
to map the customer journey on to our messaging so that we could be clear at what 
point customers would receive particular Help Scheme messages and by which 
method. Our mailings, television advertisements and other materials were all 
therefore revised in the light of these findings. 
 

 

                                                
39 See Engaging with the customer paper for more detail. 
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Conclusion 
 
The Help Scheme was a significant undertaking - a complex and wide ranging 
nationwide programme supporting eligible people - many very hard to reach through 
conventional means of communications; and running to a timetable fixed by the 
technical and logistical requirements of switchover.  
 
In operating the Scheme, the BBC was able to build up an understanding of its 
customers from the excellent starting point of the substantial body of expert thinking 
and trial evidence carried out before it got underway. By consulting eligible people 
directly and those that worked with them and knew them, we were able to fine tune 
this knowledge of our customers, and design programmes to reach them directly or 
indirectly through social networks.  
 
Finally through operating the Scheme day in day out for several years, and 
analysing the monthly customer satisfaction surveys and targeted telephone 
surveys, we were able to gain further practical insights into our customers. 
 
Such insights underpinning these programmes did not emerge overnight, but over a 
period of time as our understanding of our customers has deepened, and they 
proved to be highly effective - judging by the Scheme’s success in meeting the over-
reaching objective that no-one be left behind. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


