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BBC iPlayer Proposal:
a Public Interest Test 
Consultation



What do you think about 
the potential public value of 
our proposals for enhanced 
availability of BBC content, 
including the extent to which 
our proposals contribute to 
the BBC’s mission to serve 
all audiences through the 
provision of high quality and 
distinctive output and services 
which informs, educates and 
entertains?

Viewing habits of the BBC audience have 
changed dramatically over the years and the old 
content strategy no longer delivers the same 
value as when iPlayer was launched.  Changing 
the strategy to allow for longer availability of 
content will provide public value in several ways:

Competition for audience attention has never been 
more challenging or multi-dimensional and as the 
BBC looks to reinvent itself for a new generation, 
iPlayer can deliver an experience which places the 
variety of British customers at the heart of both its 
content commissioning and content distribution 
strategy. 

Without this change the iPlayer will be increasingly 
irrelevant, leading to a knock-on effect across 
the wider UK media and creative industries.  The 
decline of the iPlayer also results in the decline of 
British influence globally, as the decline of iPlayer is 
at the cost of a rise in American content from Netflix 
and Amazon Prime.  

By understanding customer behaviour and data, the 
iPlayer enables the BBC to enhance its own product 
and programme development, deliver content 
tailored to more specific audiences and deliver 
value across all platforms. This includes creating 
a user experience that will attract and retain a 
younger audience whilst protecting and supporting 
the traditional one. 

We disagree with the suggestion in the proposal 
that content should continue to be commissioned 
primarily for linear.  Cognizant recommends a 
data driven strategy for commissioning, where 
the audience for linear and digital are analysed 
and content is placed where it will be enjoyed by 
the intended audience.  This could lead to some 
programming being exclusive to iPlayer if the 
intended audience primarily or exclusively resides 
online.  VOD services also are pioneering new 
content types like ‘Choose Your Own Adventure’ 
that are simply not possible when taking a linear-
first strategy.  These constraints impact the BBC’s 
appeal to the next breed of creator that might not 
want to develop content under these constraints.

• Enhanced availability and therefore 

increased viewing metrics will support 

the case for UK producers when selling/

licensing content in the UK or elsewhere, 

supporting jobs and the creative 

industries more widely; 

• Enhanced availability will allow more 

people to enjoy distinctly British 

productions that inform, educate and 

entertain;

• Hosting content from the likes of the 

British Council, RSC or the Roundhouse 

can promote smaller specialised arts 

providers to a much wider audience. 

Question 1

2



What do you think about the 
benefit to consumers who will 
use the service, as well as wider 
potential social and cultural 
impacts?

The benefit to consumers is to massively 
increase the convenience of the service, as a new 
iPlayer will now align with their content viewing 
preferences.  

With expectations raised from the US services 
the reverse is equally true – consumers will 
associate anything else with a poor quality 
provision and will go elsewhere.

iPlayer creates the opportunity to reflect, 
represent and serve the diverse communities 
of the UK and in doing so helps influence and 
impact society in a positive way, as well as support 
the wider creative economy.  

For example, using the iPlayer as the trusted 
information source to help people with content 
around health issues such as mental illness or 
smoking, encouraging people to vote, or enabling 
‘citizen empowerment’ are all ways iPlayer can 
positively impact the UK on a social and cultural 
level.   

Maintaining content for longer will also have 
a particular advantage to niche audiences 
and those who may be under-served through 
mainstream media. This in turn improves the 
ability to meet the BBC Charter commitment to 
serve content on important and diverse topics, 

enhancing the service that the BBC can provide 
in a competitive digital arena.  
 
Having a thriving digital provision in the UK is 
important to wider skills too. Staff who might start 
working on iPlayer will then transfer into the wider 
economy. A growth service such as DAZN which 
aims to be the ‘Netflix of sport’ and employs over a 
thousand developers has benefited from employing 
people with digital skills gained through working on 
the iPlayer.

There will be a significant disadvantage 
to elderly viewers should these changes 
not happen. Digital services increasingly 
support improved audio-description and 
other accessibility methods and AI will 
accelerate this trend. To limit the provision 
of these on BBC content, which many 
older viewers will regard as their primary 
channel, would create a significant social 
disadvantage to those most likely to have 
these needs. 

Within this context also the ability for the BBC to 
provide an archive of content at their commercial 
discretion would also be highly beneficial. This 
could include making classic shows available for 
people to revisit and enjoy – driving traffic and also 
encouraging the sharing of experiences across 
generations. 

Question 2

3



What impact (positive or 
negative) do you think our 
proposals on enhanced 
availability might have on fair 
and effective competition? 

The way in which content is provided is changing 
fast and in a manner which extends beyond 
UK regulatory boundaries. The ability to serve 
audiences globally now is arguably easier than 
the ability to serve a broadcast output within a 
single country less than a decade ago. 

The BBC has long had a positive impact on 
competition within the UK market – raising 
standards and setting a challenge which Sky and 
the other PSBs have risen to match or exceed. 
It is noted in the report that All4 has more titles 
than the iPlayer currently and ITV have also 
increased and internationalised their content 
base through this decade to a point where over 
45% of revenue comes from production.

All4 is able to out-compete the BBC in part 
by commissioning content directly to digital 
channels – which in turn opens the opportunity 
for increased content provision and from more 
diverse providers.  

Enabling the BBC to retain rights for a longer 
period would ideally be allied with an ability to 
produce content directly to the iPlayer. This 
would help ensure that quality content could be 
produced for more niche audiences – be these 
regional, social or demographic – broadening the 
possible scope of BBC-commissioned output in a 

way which could not be justified in the restricted
linear-channel world. 

Whilst care will be needed to balance the needs of 
the producers there is also a potential to increase 
output and grow the creative economy. 

Question 3

4

If these changes were not permitted the 
risks to UK competition and output are 
grave, as much of the content from global 
providers is US-centred. Should the 
iPlayer be consigned to an international 
digital backwater we would expect the 
thriving creative TV-media economy in 
the UK to suffer widely as a result. 



Are there any steps you think 
we could take to minimise any 
potential negative effects on 
fair and effective competition 
or to promote potential positive 
impacts? 

The competition is already lopsided: 

In this unfair context the ability for the UK media 
companies to compete will rely on their ability to 
collaborate and innovate much faster than ever 
before. The prize is also significant – a successful 
iPlayer can act as a catalyst for more quality 
British content to be available to British viewers 
whilst increasing the number of providers for this. 

A key element within this could include enabling 
the BBC to utilise the existing archive of content, 
subject to wider commercial options. This would 
create a significant further benefit to British viewers 
and taxpayers which would be worth millions if 
monetised though subscription services whilst also 
providing a social entertainment archive, actively 
encouraging the digitisation and use of otherwise 
inaccessible materials. 

Additional factors to promote positive 
impacts from the iPlayer would include:

Question 4
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• Companies such as Amazon and Netflix 

already have resources beyond those 

of the UK PSBs combined – Netflix 

had a content budget estimated by 

the Economist at $12-13B for 2018 and 

Amazon isn’t far behind;

• By producing content which is made 

available over long periods and to a global 

audience they are able to extract much 

greater value from this – and viewers 

benefit from this convenience;

• Internet infrastructure also removes any 

national dependencies and allows for 

innovations in viewing quality or content 

to be instantly shared to viewers around 

the globe.

• The provision of content directly to 

iPlayer at differing durations and 

potentially different quality levels 

would further increase diversity and 

content breadth whilst maintaining 

overall standards;

• Collaboration extended with other 

creative bodies in the UK;

• Permitting wider experimentation 

and sharing across the PSBs, subject 

to their separate commercial 

interests. This could include limited 

sharing of common data (viewing 

behaviours and usability). There is a 

clear commercial precedent to this in 

the collaboration between ITV and 

the BBC to provide the Britbox SVOD 

service in USA – which has already 

achieved half a million subscribers 

within 2 years of launch.  



A recent blog from Tim O’Reilly referenced this period of change as “gradually, then 
suddenly”. The iPlayer consultation may be limited by a need to convince sceptical 
stakeholders who may still not appreciate the sheer pace and acceleration of technical 
change. As such it takes a cautious approach with recommendations that are blindingly 
obvious if the BBC is to remain viable in the media world. The paper shows that Netflix 
has grown by over 10% within just 4 years whilst iPlayer has plummeted from over 40% 
to under 20%. The shackles must come off before it is too late.  

As cloud technologies continue to improve and accelerate, the broadcast ecosystem 
is gradually losing coherence and being replaced by a global-sharing model in which 
UK could appear quaint and outdated. We are in the period of gradual change which 
might last a further few years. The BBC must adapt, collaborate with the other PSBs 
and create a global vision based on a creative and entertaining UK media sector while 
this remains possible. 

Conclusion
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