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          Consultation on BBC Editorial Guidelines  
 
               Response by Professor Robert Beveridge FRSA 
 
 
1)   
 
Are the draft Guidelines clear and straightforward?  

The Editorial Guidelines are read by academics and students; by journalists 
and BBC staff and Policy wonks:  not by many others 

The BBC needs to do more to explain the trouble it takes to find and 
broadcast the best available version of the truth 
 
They need to be brought to life by providing examples and material for media 
education. 
 
There are already good projects and initiatives in operation but much more is 
needed. 
 
This also has the advantage of building support for the BBC in younger and 
future generations. 

2)  

Do they set out appropriate editorial standards for those making BBC   
programmes and content?  

2.1 

BBC News has – in its DNA- a commitment to impartiality, balance and 
accuracy. 

However, one only understands these in the context of real examples, stories, 
coverage. Moreover, it is ever more problematic to define what constitutes 
impartiality and balance in a fractured society which responds to unwelcome 
reporting with charges of ‘fake news’  

This is why the bedrock of BBC news must be accuracy per se. 

In my judgement, accuracy takes precedence over impartiality and 
balance as facts are the foundation of knowledge and truth.  There are 
no ‘alternative facts’  

Impartiality and balance have to be based on and reflect facts. 
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Balance does not mean giving credence to mis-information or  
propaganda or lies. 

The BBC needs to make this clearer in its guidelines and practice. 

2.2 

Here is one example which illustrates both the problem and the solution. 

During the summer of 2018, President Trump complained and claimed that 
Germany took 50 to 60 per cent of its energy needs from Russia. 

The BBC reported this claim but it was fact checked on the 1800 Radio 4 
news with – much later in the bulletin- the BBC commentator stating that the 
claim referred to Germany’s gas needs not energy needs and this was 20 
per cent of Germany’s energy needs. ie 60 per cent of 20 per cent! .  

A quite different story but you needed to listen to the whole story to realise 
that the US President was misinforming us whether deliberately nor not. 

The BBC continued to report and give prominence to the Trump claim in the 
context of his attacks on Germany and Chancellor Merkel.  

The next day, I heard on the BBC - an official from the Trump administration 
repeat the erroneous claim.  He was not immediately called out on this 
misinformation. 

Many viewers and listeners pay attention to only the headline rather than 
the detail. As a direct result this erroneous claim by President Trump 
becomes ingrained in peoples consciousness and sets the political agenda. 

The point however is, as Churchill did not put it, (although often ascribed to 
him) a lie is half way around the world before the truth has put its boots 
on.  

In the age of social media, this is even more true. Hitler and Goebbels would 
have loved Twitter in the same way as Trump evidently does. 

It is the duty and responsibility of the BBC to call out lies at their point 
of articulation and thus to uphold accuracy. In this context prominence 
is vital- not balance over a programme or series. 

Of course, President Trump lies so frequently that a lie from him might not be 
newsworthy per se. Yet if, as President, his utterances are newsworthy in 
themselves, public service broadcasting has to –at the point of the lie- make it 
clear that what is being reported is not an interpretation or an ‘alternative fact’ 
but a lie or mis-information pure and simple. 
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Only then can the citizen be fully informed and the values of the BBC and 
PSB be worthy of their  rhetoric. Burying the rejoinder deeper in the bulletin 
does not meet the need. 

For example the bulletin could or should have included 

“Today President Trump claimed that 60 per cent of Germany’s energy 
needs were met by the pipeline from Russia but in fact it is Germany’s 
needs for gas which are only 20 per cent of her energy needs”   

President Trump is misinforming us. 

I understand if, like the House of Commons, the BBC would wish to take 
refuge in the concept of the honourable member who does not lie but is 
mistaken or misinformed.  

But what is vital is that what the US president calls – ironically- fake news is 
properly dealt with by the BBC. 

2.3 

The BBC must not let itself become a vehicle for propaganda from any 
source, be it President Putin or President Trump. Both of these Presidents 
and their utterances need to be treated in the same way but I do not believe 
that the BBC currently does this. 

Reporting President Trump and his values and relationship to truth presents a 
severe challenge for broadcasters -: the more so when they are accused of 
being the enemy. This is exactly why accuracy is the best defence rather than 
resting a defence on interpretations of balance and impartiality. 

2.4 

Similarly, during the reporting of the campaign for Scottish independence, I 
thought I detected a clear tendency to lead with the pronouncements of the 
the ‘Better Together ‘ campaign and balance and impartiality was supposedly 
achieved by slotting in later the response from the Yes campaign. 

If and when there is another reference on independence for Scotland, I will 
ensure that this hypothesis is tested via empirical research. 

The point I wish to make is that – as in the Trump case- greater care needs to 
be taken with the initial framing of headlines, of an agenda, of a story so that 
an ersatz balance and impartiality do not become –as they have done- the 
norm. 

A similar argument has been made in relation to the coverage of climate 
change. In politics as well as science there are such things as facts and 
accuracy and the BBC needs to recognise this and be more confident in 
saying so 
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2.5 

My suggestion therefore is that the BBC Editorial Guidelines  be amended to  

BBC (3.1) 
 
We should normally acknowledge serious factual errors and correct them 
quickly, clearly and appropriately. 

However, inaccuracies and/ or misinformation in news will be corrected as 
soon as possible with due and equivalent prominence  

In essence, this is a similar issue to problems with the press when they get it 
wrong but the correction is buried on page 23 or whatever. 

The intention here is to give full support and authority to BBC news reporting 
to counter fake news and propaganda at the point of delivery  

This is needed in itself as a public good but also if the BBC”s guideline in 
4.3.6 is to be upheld . ‘Opinion should be clearly distinguished from fact.’ 

3)  

Do they properly address the BBC Charter duty to form partnerships    with 
external organisations to produce content?  

3.1 

The partnership with local newspapers needs to be unequivocal in stating and 
applying BBC editorial values to content produced by staff who are funded by 
the licence fee. The rhetoric or press regulators may sound good but when 
push comes to shove, no press regulator has ever been able to achieve 
compliance with the high standards of BBC journalism. 

There must be no confusion in the minds of the viewer or listener as to the 
values being applied to the processes of news gathering and distribution. 

How is the audience to know to what extent a BBC or BBC funded –(the 
distinction may not be fully clear) journalist is speaking or writing with what 
authority and value? 

How might this partnership with the local press affect audience perception of 
and trust in the BBC? 

Does the BBC really retain editorial control of output and is this confined to  
BBC TV, radio or online.  

Journalists who are appointed under this scheme need to be fully inducted 
into the values and standards of the BBC and given support in the difficult 
task of trying to serve two bosses who may bosses who may not always have 
identical aims or judgements. 
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In addition the Guidelines section gives rise to further questions. 

(BBC) 15.3.17 Individuals involved in the production or presentation of any news and current affairs 

output have additional restrictions and must not…. 

 

 express a view for or against any policy which is a matter of current party political debate  

 

 advocate any particular position on a matter of public policy, political or industrial controversy, or 

any other ‘controversial subject 

 

But what if, for example, the journalist- working to the BBC but also for a local 
newspaper was to write and by so doing be accused of giving support to the 
worthy campaign against – say- the plans by a hotel group to culturally and 
architecturally destroy the old Royal High School in Edinburgh. 
 
The newspaper might not seek balance or impartiality but controversy.. To 
whom is the journalist accountable- and also in regulatory terms ? The BBC? 
Ofcom? IPSO? Impress? 
 
The project needs to be kept under close review by the BBC Board 

4)   

Do they sufficiently reflect the changes in the media landscape since the last 
review in 2010?  

Twitter has now become dominant as a means of political communication. 
This reduces nuance, contextualisation and quality and enhances strategies 
which privilege controversy and deliberate diversion of the attention of the 
audience with each scandal displacing another with dizzying speed and 
effects. 

It and other social media have become a whirling washing machine of hate, 
racism, mysogny and lies. 

The BBC needs to engage in a campaign of media education so that all – but 
especially the young can understand and come to appreciate the values and 
standards of the BBC and the importance of trust. 

It is good that the BBC has the “G for Guidance” system for on demand 
content but again this system needs to be made more widely and better 
known and appreciated  
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5)   

How well do they reflect audience expectations of the BBC?  

5.1 

As can be seen in the current debates around the validity and truth of the 
Leave campaign’s claim on the side of a bus that 350M GBP each week 
would go to the NHS, the responsibility of the BBC and PSB is to help the 
citizen to be fully informed. 

The BBC is still held up as a beacon of truth but this has to be held and 
remade each time there is great controversy. 

It is a truism that the more one knows about a subject, the more the ability to 
decode and see through the extent to which a news story is a construction: 
the more the choice of words betrays a conscious or unconscious perspective 
or agenda. 

5.2 

In the context of Scotland, there is now a large number of citizens, of licence 
fee payers who are deeply sceptical of the performance and good faith of the 
BBC when it comes to reporting Scotland and the UK. 

The BBC needs to win them back by exceeding their (now) lower expectations 

It is important that the new generations of reporters and producers are 
sensitised to the changing UK in the same ways as their predecessors were 
educated by the BBC Trust ‘King’ report over a decade ago. 

Further input and staff development by and from Brian Taylor of BBC 
Scotland and a clear lead on this from the BBC Board would do much to 
improve the current performance of BBC network news.  

 
Professor Robert Beveridge 
October 2018  


