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NUJ response to the BBC guidelines 2018 consultation  

November 2018 

The BBC is reviewing its guidelines following the recent changes to its charter, its new 

relationship with Ofcom and the dissolution of the BBC Trust. The law has changed considerably 

since the guidelines were last reviewed (2010) and advances in technology have had a 

considerable effect on the way journalists work.  

The NUJ represents journalists, PRs and communicators and is interested in the guidelines as 

they affect these groups.  The union is therefore less concerned with some sections of the 

guidelines such as product placement, finance, competitions, religious content, re-use and 

permanent availability. 

The NUJ believes the BBC guidelines have always been a laudable guide to good editorial 

practice. That is not to say they are perfect. It needs to be born in mind that the guidelines are: 

 a professional editorial code of practice for staff; 

 a broadcast code to assist the board and managers to meet the requirements of 

legislation;  

 and an employment code of practice with potential disciplinary consequences.  

These differing purposes can, inevitably, lead to conflicts that are not easy to resolve. 

The guidelines are very long and detailed, mainly because they are extended well beyond a 

professional editorial code of practice, such as IPSO’s, to match the Communications Act and to 

cover employment matters. This means that a wide number of concerns are covered, but that 

those obliged to adhere to the guidelines have more than 220 pages to examine in order to get 

a good overview. They must search those pages to find professional references often against 

significant time pressures.  

1. Are the draft guidelines clear and straightforward?  

The guidelines are well-structured and seem clear and straightforward. Much has been done 

over the past few years to minimise this problem by making access to the guidelines easier and 

more direct using web browser technology. One of the aims of the guidelines review is to 
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ensure the guidelines are “clear and straightforward”, and that is certainly an important aim 

but because of the size of the guidelines, access and referencing is very important. Staff need to 

be able to find what they are looking for quickly and easily. The online web browser access is 

not part of the review but is still an extremely important element that needs to be considered. 

There is not much point in having excellent advice if no-one is able to access it quickly and 

probably from several points of access. New advice on social media, for instance, needs to be 

accessible for those looking for advice on social media, online, sources, privacy and so on. 

2. Do they set out appropriate editorial standards for those making BBC programmes 

and content?  

In general, yes, but there are some areas where the NUJ has concerns:  

Mandatory referrals and confidential sources: The NUJ has some concerns around the area of 

mandatory referrals (3.2). Whilst it is reasonable for decisions regarding the broadcast of 

material based on a single source or to grant anonymity to a significant contributor to be based 

in editorial policy, the NUJ has some concerns about clause 3.3.17 which makes it clear the 

relevant editor has the right to be told the identity of an anonymous source. The NUJ’s policy is 

that a member is entitled to maintain the confidentiality of a source even from their relevant 

editor because it is the journalist who has made the promise of confidentiality and that is a 

promise that cannot be guaranteed if the information is shared. The NUJ supports its members’ 

right to have a direct relationship with sources and to be able to uphold their moral obligations 

to them. However, the NUJ does accept that under those circumstances the BBC has the right 

to refuse to broadcast the story should there be no other sources. The NUJ does not accept that 

the BBC has a right to the identity, although it can have an expectation of the identity to be 

shared and certainly a right to refuse broadcast. 

It is entirely appropriate to lay down guidelines on the handling of whistleblowers and other 

confidential sources regarding their safety and the potential risks run by them and by the 

journalists in revealing information. If the BBC insists that editors have a right to be told, then 

all editorial staff need to be clearly informed that they cannot promise confidentiality to 

sources as they will have to inform their editor of the source’s identity.   (See also 6.3.26 and 

6.3.27). 

Finding contributors (6.3.13): We suggest that it is good practice with regards to contributors 

that programme makers should attempt to get a wider range of guests rather than consistently 

relying on the same faces simply because that is easy to do. An additional clause to this effect 

should be added and we were disappointed this did not seem to have been considered. 
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Legal rights to anonymity (6.3.31, 8.3.12, 8.3.24): The NUJ would like to see the inclusion of a 

reminder of the widely agreed advice on jigsaw identification of those entitled to a legal right of 

anonymity in incest cases: 

i) The child must not be identified. 

ii) The adult may be identified. 

iii) The word "incest" must not be used where a child victim might be identified. 

iv) Care must be taken that nothing in the report implies the relationship between the accused 

and the child. 

3.  Do they properly address the BBC Charter duty to form partnerships with external 

organisations to produce content?    

The NUJ has no view on a duty to form partnerships, but the guidelines seem reasonable on 

how this should be done. 

4. Do they sufficiently reflect the changes in the media landscape since the last review in 

2010?  

There has been a considerable amount of change in the media landscape since the last review. 

Social media is now serious source for journalists and as a publishing platform. The law changed 

in several ways, those most affecting the BBC were the change in the BBC Charter, new 

defamation laws, investigatory powers Acts and several other important pieces of legislation. 

The Leveson Inquiry, whilst not directly affecting the BBC, certainly changed the way the public 

and government viewed the media. 

 It seems to the NUJ that the changes made in the draft guidelines adequately reflect the 

changes made to date and look forward to potential developments. 

5. How well do they reflect audience expectations of the BBC? 

The NUJ is not able to consider public expectations; however, the new guidelines do reflect 

some of the expectations of NUJ members (not just those in the BBC) as members of the public 

in a positive way. 

 


