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THE BBC TRUST’S REVIEW OF BBC TELEVISION  

 

Submission from the Audience Council England  

 

1. Introduction 

 

The Audience Council England is an advisory body of the BBC Trust.  Our role is to provide the 

Trust with insights on the views, needs and interests of audiences in England.   In order to do this 

we are supported by a network of panels, one in each of the BBC’s broadcasting regions in 

England.   

 

This submission is based on discussions at each of our regional panels, and subsequent 

consideration by the Audience Council England. 

 

2. Key themes 

 

BBC Television plays a very important part in the lives of people around the UK, with around 84 

per cent of the population watching some BBC programmes each week.  We believe that at a high 

level each of the BBC’s main television services are performing well against some aspects of their 

service licence.  Many of the programmes are of high quality and enjoyed by audiences, and across 

the range of channels there is something for everybody.   We do, however, consider that there 

are areas for improvement on each of the four channels. 

 

BBC One is the BBC’s most popular channel, and it delivers a wide range of different types of 

programmes.  It is, in line with its service licence, the most mainstream of the BBC’s channels and 

has the greatest competition of any BBC television service.  Many of the programmes are very 

popular with the public, with millions of people watching each week.  We feel that in recent years 

there has been an increased emphasis on gaining high numbers of viewers, which seems to have 

made the channel slightly risk averse.  While we understand that the channel’s core remit is to be 

the UK’s most popular television channel, we don’t think this means the channel must always play 

safe.  We believe that at certain points in the schedule, alongside familiar and popular 

programmes, that BBC One must take creative risks and be willing to fail in order to keep the 

channel fresh.  This is particularly important in drama where there now seems to be a greater 

emphasis placed on soaps and ongoing dramas than on shorter series and single plays.  We would 

also like BBC One to look at ways to revitalise its Saturday evening schedule, so that it is 

genuinely offering something new and exciting, rather than programming which is similar to that 

available elsewhere. 

 

BBC Two was at one point considered a niche channel which appealed only to a small, discerning 

audience.  Since the launch of the BBC’s digital channels it has become a more mainstream channel 

which its service licence makes clear should appeal to a “broad adult audience”; indeed more than 

half of the UK population watch BBC Two each week.  There are many very high quality, 

intelligent factual, drama and comedy programmes on the channel, yet at the same time, in the 

move to become more mainstream, we feel it may have lost some of its more distinguishing 

characteristics.  In particular, the relationship between BBC Two and BBC Four is unclear, with 
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some programmes which may have previously been seen on BBC Two now being shown on BBC 

Four. 

 

BBC Three has evolved from a channel which was considered to be dominated by low quality 

programmes with provocative titles into one which provides a range of content for its target 

audiences, through entertaining and sometimes challenging programmes which never lose sight of 

their public service remit.  However, we feel that the channel could do far more to develop 

interactive content to sit alongside its television programmes. 

 

BBC Four is highly admired by its audience, who believe it provides intelligent and culturally 

enriching programmes, presented by experts, that are unlikely to be found elsewhere on UK 

television.  There is, however, some concern about the impact which BBC Four has had on BBC 

Two, and we hope that this service review will be an opportunity to clarify their role and remit. 

 

Although many people claim to only watch television on-demand, in fact around 85 per cent of all 

viewing to the BBC is live.  Channels therefore remain very important, and help provide a wide 

range of programmes across the BBC’s television services.  

 

3. Performance of BBC Television channels  

 

The BBC Trust has issued a service licence for each of the BBC’s television services.  The licences 

describe the most important characteristics of the channel, including how it contributes to the 

BBC’s public purposes.  In preparing our submission to the Trust’s service review we have 

considered how we believe the BBC’s television services perform against the stated 

characteristics. 

 

As part of the considerations we have discussed BBC One, BBC Two, BBC Three and BBC Four 

with our regional panels. 

 

(a) BBC One 

 

We believe that BBC One is the BBC’s most important television channel.  For many licence fee 

payers the channel defines the way they judge the BBC.  More than 40 per cent of the BBC’s 

public service budget is spent on BBC One, and it is watched by almost 80 per cent of people in 

the UK. 

 

The service licence for BBC One states that the core remit is to “be the most popular mixed genre 

television service across the UK, offering a wide range of high quality programmes.”  In the discussions 

with our panel members, they told us that while there is a broad range of different types of 

programmes, some of which they enjoy and consider high quality, they feel that too often it is 

failing to meet the high standards expected by many licence fee payers.  They told us that they 

think the channel plays safe and, particularly, during peak time hours, there is not enough variety 

in the schedule.  

 

We acknowledge the difficulties for a channel to be completely innovative when its remit is to 

serve large audiences, who will often want familiar content.  However, we also note the 

commitment to “encourage innovation delivered in a way which appeals to a broad audience” and 

feel that there are too few examples of genuine risk-taking during peak hours on BBC One.  Our 

panel members told us they want to discover something new and original sitting alongside familiar 

and popular programmes.  We don’t believe that BBC One should be the centre of innovation for 
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BBC television; audiences, however, want to see the channel continually evolve with fresh and 

new programme ideas to complement the long-running series. 

 

This is not to say that BBC One does not offer a range of good programmes, many of which are 

enjoyed by viewers, but our panel members said that often there seems to be little to differentiate 

BBC One’s programming from that offered by other broadcasters. This can lead to a perception 

that BBC One is becoming ever more driven by the need to gain large audiences and as a result 

may play safe, often seeming to copy ideas which work elsewhere, or even repeat its own formats, 

rather than originate content which challenges and produces moments of surprise.  

 

We think that BBC One must take risks, and be willing to fail in order to provide fresh content, 

while at the same time ensuring that different audiences are catered for through mainstream, 

wide-reaching programmes. 

 
Drama plays a key role on BBC One and the service licence is clear about its importance stating 

that “BBC One should be the BBC’s main platform for television drama and, especially in 

peaktime, drama should be one of the biggest creators of BBC’s One’s impact with its audience.” 

 

There is very little doubt of the impact drama has on audiences; it was the main area of focus 

during our panel discussions, with members giving very passionate views about BBC drama 

programmes.  They felt that there is an imbalance between an increasing number of soaps and 

continuing series such as EastEnders, Holby City, Casualty and Waterloo Road, which many members 

watch and enjoy, dominating the peaktime schedule, and fewer short-run drama series now being 

shown.  Members spoke highly of programmes such as Ripper Street, Sherlock, Last Tango in Halifax, 

The Syndicate, Luther and Call the Midwife considering them to be examples of the BBC delivering 

original drama to a mainstream audience.  They did however feel that overall there was a 

perception that BBC One drama had lost its edge which, in a highly competitive field, with 

programmes from the UK and overseas, was regrettable. 

 

It is of some concern to us that BBC One may be in danger of no longer being considered the 

home of television drama in the UK.  Other broadcasters, most notably ITV and Sky, are now 

offering drama which audiences believe equals that provided by BBC One.  Many of our panel 

members felt that many of the contemporary drama series on ITV, such as Scott and Bailey, Doc 

Martin, Mrs Biggs and Broadchurch, are now as good as much of that which is shown on BBC One.  

And of course in Downton Abbey ITV have successfully provided the UK’s most popular costume 

drama, the type of programme traditionally considered the domain of the BBC.  

 

We would also like to see more single plays either from established authors who may be unwilling 

to commit to a longer series, or as a way of giving newer writers an opportunity to develop. 

 

Saturday evening entertainment programming is another area on which our panel 

members had strong views.  There was very little consensus about what constitutes a good 

Saturday evening schedule, though there was a general agreement that the BBC should not copy 

what was available elsewhere.  While members felt that, in theory, The Voice is different from The 

X Factor, most notably during the first few weeks of blind auditions, in reality most of the series is 

simply a singing contest with the winners selected by the public, almost identical to other 

programmes.  Members also talked about successful programmes outliving their stay. Many 

enjoyed Strictly Come Dancing, and considered it the cornerstone of Saturday evening viewing, but a 

significant number said that after ten series the show now felt stale.  They commended the BBC 

for developing a show which had become a global phenomenon but its success had also led to 
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many similar programmes which had had an impact on what people thought about the original.   

They believed that the theatre casting shows such as How Do You Solve a Problem Like Maria and 

Any Dream Will Do had been interesting twists on talent shows, but were grateful that they had 

ended before feeling too stale. 

 

Panel members also noted the increasing use of celebrity-based programmes on a Saturday 

evening.  Whereas in the past many shows would have featured members of the public as 

contestants, nowadays the emphasis seems to be on celebrity guests, of which there are only a 

finite number, and therefore the same people keep appearing on many different shows. 

 

We know that this is a particularly difficult issue for the BBC.  Saturday evening on BBC One is 

traditionally seen as the place for family entertainment programmes to be watched by relatively 

large audiences.  Over the years there have only been a limited number of variations on the 

popular entertainment shows, yet if the BBC fails to deliver new programmes it will be accused of 

becoming stale, on the other hand if it completely reinvents its Saturday schedule and loses 

viewers it will fail to be the UK’s most popular channel. 

 

We hope that by centring Saturday evenings around the high-rating long-running programmes, 

there will be the opportunity to take some risks and test out new formats elsewhere.  Saturday 

evenings should not be immune to innovation, as the development of new formats is essential to 

the future of BBC One as Strictly Come Dancing proved.  We also feel that taking creative risks can 

include knowing when to end a popular programme, as much as developing new ones. 

 

Our panels were highly complementary about BBC One’s Natural History programmes, feeling 

that these were truly world class and that no other broadcaster could produce such consistently 

high quality content.  Members also praised programmes such as Countryfile and Who Do You Think 

You Are for making factual subjects accessible to mainstream audiences.  However they felt that 

most of the factual output of the channel was outside of peaktime and pushed towards the edges 

of the schedule. The exception to this was consumer journalism, which while appreciated by many 

members, was often felt to veer more towards entertainment than factual programming.  

 

We also note that BBC One’s service licence states that the channel should “bring music and 

arts programmes to mainstream audiences, including offering some in peaktime”.  We feel that 

this is an area in which the channel is doing far less well than it used to.  There is very little music 

and arts programming on BBC One, and almost none between 7pm-10pm, with the exception of 

Saturday evening talent shows.  We consider that BBC One should be doing far more to reflect 

the UK’s artistic life to mainstream audiences. 

 

The BBC One service licence also states that the channel “should feature the best talent on and 

off screen”.  While we believe that BBC One should strive to be the best and show the best, we 

also know that the market for top on screen talent is highly competitive.   We would therefore 

like to see BBC One playing its own part in nurturing and developing new talent, in particular that 

from elsewhere on the BBC.  This would be a key way of refreshing the channel, and avoiding the 

accusation that it is always the ‘same old faces’ which are seen on screen. 

 

The BBC’s coverage of the London 2012 Olympics was exemplary and set a high bar which is 

going to be difficult to match.  We note that the service licence states that the channel should 

“lead the coverage of major events from across the genres….including sporting, cultural and 

musical occasions”.   We believe that this is the correct aspiration; we are however aware of the 

cost of sports rights, so special care should be given to covering only the most appropriate 



  

5 

 

sporting events.  We also consider that as the national broadcaster BBC One should lead on 

major cultural events where large audiences come together but express caution about the 

reputational risks should audiences believe it has failed to deliver, as was the case with some of 

the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee coverage.   

 

The service licence states that BBC One should have “content that comes from and reflects the 

nations, regions and communities of the UK …. including during peaktime”.  Having discussed this 

with our panels across England we strongly feel that it is important that BBC One reflects the 

entire UK.  At present it does this with varying degrees of success, depending on which part of the 

UK you are from, with our panels mentioning programmes such as The One Show, Countryfile, Last 

Tango in Halifax and The Syndicate as good examples of reflecting the different regions and 

communities of England.  We feel that drama is a key way to reflect regional and local identity, and 

believe that more could be done to reflect all the UK.  However, we consider where a 

programme is made to be less important, unless this helps increase authentic portrayal and 

representation. 

 

 

(b) BBC Two 

 

BBC Two’s remit states that it should be “a mixed-genre channel appealing to a broad adult 

audience with programmes of depth and substance. It should carry the greatest amount and range 

of knowledge-building programming of any BBC television channel, complemented by distinctive 

comedy, drama and arts programming”. 

 

When discussing the channel our panel members said that they had very high expectations of BBC 

Two.  Much of this was based on their historic use of the channel before the launch of the BBC’s 

digital channels.  They traditionally saw it as the intelligent channel which provided content for 

more discerning viewers.   They considered it more educational and informative than BBC One 

and ultimately less mainstream. Therefore some were surprised that its remit was to appeal to a 

broad adult audience. 

 

Our panel members said that at its best the channel could still be original, challenging and 

informative and at times felt more risk taking and edgy than BBC One.  However, there was some 

concern that although much of the programming was high quality, there were some programmes, 

particularly in the early evening, which were not considered to be of an equal standard.  In 

particular, the large number of repeat programmes during the daytime added to the belief that the 

channel was less distinctive than it used to be. 

 

They also felt that since the advent of BBC Four, BBC Two has had a far less clear identity.  The 

channel had become more mainstream, and was sometimes felt to be less likely to take risks than 

it had in the past.  This, coupled with a number of programmes moving from BBC Two to BBC 

One, meant that its role within the BBC portfolio was perhaps becoming diluted.   

 

However many of the individual programmes and strands were praised.  We note that the service 

licence says that BBC Two “should have factual programmes that broaden horizons”.  We believe 

that factual programmes are a strong part of the schedule covering a wide range of subjects, using 

a mix of different approaches.  Our panel members told us that many of the programmes were 

clearly BBC Two in their subject matter and approach.  Among the programmes mentioned were: 

Meet the Romans, Keeping Britain Alive, The Toughest Place to be.., The Secret History of Our Streets, 

Inside Claridges, and Springwatch. 
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Even factual entertainment programmes were considered to take a thoughtful approach; so The 

Great British Bake Off and Great British Sewing Bee are more than just contests, as they provide a 

historical background to the competition.  Masterchef: The Professionals differentiated itself from its 

sister programme on BBC One because of the level of gastronomy. 

 

Drama plays a major role on BBC Two, in line with its service licence commitment, and while our 

panel members feel that there are fewer drama programmes on the channel than in the past and 

in particular would welcome more single plays, they enjoyed series such as Parade’s End, The Fall, 

Line of Duty and Dancing on the Edge.  The Shakespeare season The Hollow Crown was singled out as 

BBC Two at its best. 

 

We do however consider that the channel could do more to deliver its commitment to schedule 

arts coverage regularly in peaktime.  Arts programmes do not seem to form a noticeable part of 

the schedule and are more likely to be associated with BBC Four.  In particular, there seems to be 

very little music programming beyond Later….with Jools Holland. 

 

Indeed the relationship between BBC Two and BBC Four is one which needs to be clarified.   

Although the service licences state that “BBC Two should work closely with BBC Four in order to 

maximise the impact of some of its programming, in particular in factual and the arts”, seasons 

which run across both channels highlighted similarities rather than difference between the 

channels.  This blurring of identities is compounded by programmes which originate on BBC Four 

being rebroadcast on BBC Two.  We hope that this service review will be an opportunity to 

clarify the remits of the channels. 

 

 

(c) BBC Three 

 

BBC Three is aimed at viewers aged 16-34, with a remit to deliver “high quality public service 

broadcasting through a mixed-genre schedule of innovative UK content”. 

 

Our panel members told us that there has been a significant increase in the quality of BBC Three, 

and it has gone from a channel which was mocked because of its programme titles, to one which 

fully understands its target audiences and delivers a wide range of content made specifically for 

younger viewers.  It does not shy away from taking risks and is an ideal place to try out new 

formats and faces. 

 

The channel excels at making factual programmes relevant to its target audience.  It covers both 

UK and international stories in an uncompromising way that shows that making programmes for 

younger audiences does not have to mean oversimplifying issues.  Growing Up Poor, which looked 

at young people living on benefits, Our War, which followed soldiers in Afghanistan, and the Stacey 

Dooley Investigates strand were among the programmes praised by our panel members.  They also 

commented on some of the less hard-hitting factual programmes such as Sun, Sex and Suspicious 

Parents, Don’t Tell The Bride and Snog, Marry, Avoid which take a more lighthearted, humorous 

approach but never lose sight of their public service remit. 

 

The monthly Free Speech programme was considered to be a good way of encouraging young 

people to engage in topical issues.  Free Speech was also mentioned in relation to interactivity, 

though our members felt that the channel could do more in this respect.  Very few of the 
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programmes seem to have interactive content, either online or apps, and given the target audience 

we hope that more consideration is given to developing this area. 

 

Comedy is another key genre on BBC Three and we are pleased that the channel continues to 

take creative risks, in order to produce programmes aimed at younger audiences.  Recent comedy 

programmes such as Bad Education, Cuckoo and Pramface have provided opportunities for new 

writers and performers, and we welcome some of these programmes being rebroadcast on BBC 

One. 

 

Drama has always played a strong role on the channel from Torchwood and Being Human to In The 

Flesh.  Our panel members commented that there were noticeably fewer new drama programmes 

on the channel than there were in the past.  We know that as a result of Delivering Quality First 

there has been a decision to have fewer new drama series on the channel.  However, as with 

comedy, drama on BBC Three provides an opportunity to develop writers and performers and 

while we realise that such programmes are expensive, we hope that there will be no further 

reduction in the amount of original drama. 

 

(d) BBC Four 

 

BBC Four’s remit states that it should provide “an ambitious range of innovative, high quality 

programming that is intellectually and culturally enriching, taking an expert and in-depth approach 

to a wide range of subjects”.  

 

In their discussion about the channel our panel members considered it to provide intelligent and 

thought-provoking programmes across a range of genres, with a particular emphasis on factual and 

arts.  They felt the channel was the quintessential public service which could only be provided by 

the BBC. 

 

Documentaries were highly praised for covering a wide range of topics, in both single programmes 

and series.  Storyville, in particular, was mentioned as providing documentary content in a fresh 

way.  The factual presenters, many of whom are new to television, are clearly experts in their 

fields and are able to bring real depth to the subjects. 

 

Panel members welcomed the factual programmes about the arts, but felt that there could be 

more opportunity to show performances on the channel, as was the case on Sky Arts.  There 

were similar comments about music on BBC Four; while there was a lot of music based 

programmes, much of it was historical or archival and panel members said that they would 

welcome coverage of new music, alongside musical performances including full works. 

 

The Saturday evening foreign language drama block has helped give the channel a strong sense of 

identity, and ensured that BBC Four is clearly the home for international and foreign language 

feature films and programmes. 

 

Our main concern is about the relationship between BBC Two and BBC Four.  There is little 

doubt that BBC Four is a channel which delivers strongly against its service licence, is appreciated 

by its audiences and is providing programming which is not available elsewhere on the BBC.  

However, audiences have told us that they believe that it has had a significant impact on BBC Two.  

 

We note that the licence says that “the channel should not develop at the expense of music and 

arts programmes on BBC One and BBC Two”, however, as we have mentioned above, there is 
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very little music and arts programming on BBC One or BBC Two, and feel that this is a direct 

result of BBC Four’s focus on arts and culture.  Likewise, while the channel has originated some 

high-quality comedy programmes such as Twenty Twelve and Getting On, these could have easily 

been shown on BBC Two and would have been in the past.  When there are seasons which run 

across both BBC Two and BBC Four these seem to blur the channel identities rather than 

clarifying the role of each of the channels 

 

4 The Television Portfolio and methods of access 

 

Each of the BBC’s television channels has a remit outlined in a service licence, which provides 

high-level guidance for those running the channels and making programmes.  At the same time, 

our panel members tell us that viewers have their own expectations of what they are going to get 

from each of the BBC’s television channels. 

 

Since the launch of the BBC’s digital services, channels have evolved, with some becoming more 

specialist, others more mainstream, and in certain cases their individual identities have become 

less obvious.  Our panel members said that they were unsure about what to expect from each of 

the channels, and this was having an impact on how they used the channels.  We believe that more 

can be done by the BBC to explain the remit of each channel to audiences.  

 

The scheduling of programmes across the BBC’s channels is another issue our panel members 

have raised.  They gave many examples when BBC television channels seem to schedule in 

competition with each other, rather than in a complementary way, and certainly not to the benefit 

of the audience.   

 

Many of our panel members told us that they are gradually moving away from watching television 

live, rather using personal video recorders or an on-demand service, and some asked whether 

channels were still relevant, saying that they often didn’t know on which channel programmes 

were originally shown.  Although the number of people who are self-scheduling is increasing, 

around 85 per cent of television viewing is still live, and therefore channels remain important.  We 

also believe that channels are a way to ensure that the BBC provides a wide range of programmes, 

across all genres and for all audiences.  

 

However, one of the questions frequently asked by our panel members is whether, in light of the 

current savings plan, the BBC has enough programming to sustain four television channels.  On 

one hand, the comments about BBC Two and BBC Four suggest that perhaps an amalgamated 

service showing the best of those channels could provide a solution to the perceived overlap.  On 

the other hand, some programming would inevitably be lost and the content of those remaining 

may be diluted, which is unlikely to be welcomed by audiences.  

 

We hope that this service review can help to clarify the roles and remits of each of the channels, 

in order for the BBC to continue to provide such high-quality programmes for all audiences. 
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5. Conclusion 

 

BBC Television plays a key role in the life of people across the UK.  The public has high 

expectations of the BBC and can be very critical of programmes and services which fail to meet 

these.   

 

Overall, we feel that the BBC’s television services are performing well, with some programmes for 

all members of the audiences across the four channels.  Many of the programmes are high quality, 

and there is a good range of different types of programmes, some of which will gain large numbers 

of viewers, others with more niche appeal.  

 

We are, however, concerned that there seems, on BBC One in particular, to be too much of a 

focus on increasing audience numbers, sometimes at the expense of quality and distinctiveness.  

Popular does not have to mean safe, mass appeal does not have to mean derivative. 

 

The BBC is funded in a unique way that means that it should stand out from the crowd, leading 

rather than following.  At its very best it can provide world-class output but should always strive 

to produce high-quality programmes which inform, educate and entertain. 

 

    

 


