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The BBC Trust's Service Review of BBC Music Radio  

 

Submission from the Audience Council England 

 

1. Introduction 

 

1.1 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 twelve 

broadcasting regions in England.   

 

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

consideration by the Audience Council England. 

 

 

2. Summary 

 

2.1 The BBC’s music radio services - Radio1, Radio1Xtra, Radio 2, Radio 3, Radio 6 Music and 

Asian Network - together offer a diverse range of high quality, creative, varied and distinctive 

content that is widely appreciated and valued by audiences. We consider that the six music 

radio stations are performing well against many aspects of their service licences, delivering an 

impressive breadth of entertaining, engaging and informative programming and providing some 

outstanding new, UK and live music which appeals to a variety of different audience interests.  

 

2.2 The BBC’s music strategy sets out “to be the most authoritative voice in music globally, 

entertaining audiences and guiding their personal music journeys”. This ambition mirrors the 

expectation of our panel members who tell us that their appreciation and enjoyment of the 

music radio portfolio comes from hearing both the familiar and well-known on their radio 

stations of choice while also discovering fresh and innovative music and cultural content.  

 

2.3 With around 89.8% of UK adults listening to some radio each week, we believe that BBC 

music radio clearly has a significant and welcome presence in many people’s daily lives and also 

impacts on our shared cultural experience and heritage. However, while the BBC’s music radio 

portfolio has a breadth of well-loved, distinctive and treasured radio stations we consider that 

there are areas where the BBC might take more creative risks to refresh and invigorate aspects 

of its music radio station’s output.  

 

2.4 In a highly competitive market, particularly but not exclusively for younger listeners, rapid 

technological change and evolving digital options such as Spotify and YouTube are increasingly 

enabling the audience to select their preferred listening and viewing from a variety of devices 

and digital media sources. For example, among all adults 22 per cent now listen to the radio 

through their mobile phone, rising to 36 per cent for those aged 15-24.  
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2.5 In this context we wonder what more the BBC can offer to help its audiences to filter and 

explore the vast choice of music and speech content that is available across different platforms. 

And what more can the BBC do to extend the core appeal of the BBC music radio portfolio, 

particularly for younger audiences who are increasingly finding BBC music and radio content via 

the internet and apps?  

 

 

3. Key Themes 

The Music Radio Portfolio 

 

3.1 Overall performance 

 

3.1.1 Through the discussions with our panels we found that the BBC music radio stations are 

generally enjoyed and considered to be performing very well collectively. They provide an 

impressive range of appealing and innovative content covering new, UK and live music. Our 

panel members told us that radio has a connection with its audiences in a very particular way, 

with some must-listen shows that resonate with listeners.  

 

3.1.2 There was a general view that the broad appeal of the music radio stations to the wider 

audience was a given. However, this was countered by wanting to understand how the BBC can 

further help to inform and guide audiences. As an expert curator, in a competitive and diverse 

market, what more can the BBC do to develop the exploration and appreciation of its music 

radio services, while safeguarding existing content.   

 

3.1.3 We heard that the presence of specialist and well-informed presenters, particularly on 

6Music, Asian Network, Radio 2 in the evening and Radio 3 marked out the BBC from many 

commercial stations. The knowledge and range of such specialists was highly appreciated and 

respected by listeners.   

 

3.1.4 In preparing our submission to the Trust we have considered how well the stations serve 

all audience groups and how different sections of the audience are served across the music 

radio portfolio. We understand that the tone and remit of each station helps to inform the 

identity of each station, and define the differences between them.  

 

3.1.5 In our discussions we heard that panel members consider that music preferences are 

often defined by personal taste as much as by any common age range or demographic.  We 

note the reasons for including age ranges within some service licences but from an audience 

point of view there were questions about how helpful they were.  

 

3.1.6 Our panel members also observed that while it was understood that age targets help to 

define the focus and identity of a service, those aged between 29-35 years old fell outside the 

target age ranges for Radio 1 and Radio 2; and the variation in music interests and lifestyle can 

differ markedly between those aged 15 -29 within Radio 1’s target audience.  

 

3.1.7 In this context the Trust may want to consider how helpful specific age ranges are in the 

context of the BBC’s music radio service licences and how they impact on the music radio 

portfolio as a whole.   
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3.1.8 We heard from our panel members that the absence of commercial advertisements on 

the BBC’s music radio stations was valued and appreciated, and in general listeners found 

content across the stations to meet most musical tastes.   

 

 

3.2 Quality and Distinctiveness 

 

3.2.1 The BBC Trust has issued a service licence for each of the BBC’s music radio stations. 

Each licence describes the most important characteristics of the station, including how it 

contributes to the BBC’s public purposes. We have considered how we believe the BBC’s 

music radio stations perform against the stated characteristics. 

 

3.2.2 As part of our considerations we have discussed the quality and distinctiveness of each 

station with our regional panels. 

 

 

3.3 BBC Radio 1 

 

3.3.1. BBC Radio 1 is the BBC’s station for younger adults. It has a remit to entertain and 

engage a broad range of young listeners with a distinctive mix of contemporary music and 

speech. Its target audience is 15-29 year olds and it should also provide some programming for 

younger teenagers.  

 

3.3.2 In the discussions with our panel members they told us that they consider that Radio 1 

meets its service licence, delivering a lively variety of new, live and UK music aimed at a youth 

audience, for example Live Lounge and Feet Up Friday.  

 

3.3.3 We know that the Trust asked the station to renew its focus on serving a young target 

audience, to reach those aged between15-29, but among our panel members there was a view 

that the tone and colloquial style of the station tended more towards the younger end of this 

group. While we understand the reasons for this we are aware of the difficulty of meeting the 

tastes and interests of those at either end of this age range.  

 

3.3.4. The shift in tone towards a younger audience was variously described by our panel 

members as lively, young, fun, manic, contemporary and not too formal. The station regularly 

encouraged and profiled new music eg BBC Introducing and live events eg Radio1 Big Weekend. 

However, for lighter users or listeners in the context of this review, getting the balance 

between over-simplification and informed discussion and appealing to the station’s wider target 

age group was at times a challenge.   

 

3.3.5 That said for some who listened regularly, the range of music output and commentary 

including Radio 1‘s YouTube channel and BBC Introducing were considered to be of very good 

quality overall, with high production values reflecting the “listen, watch, share” ethos of the 

station.  

  

3.3.6 Other panel members considered that the playlist was too limited and repetitive - and we 

would like to hear plans for widening the range of music in the playlist across the day to 

provide a greater variety of music to reflect the interests of the Radio 1 audience.  
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3.3.7 There was praise for Radio 1’s documentaries and campaigns including the range of health 

issues covered on The Surgery which contained meaningful, relevant advice for its target youth 

audience.  The amount of news on Radio 1 was considered appropriate with Newsbeat being a 

valued news programme.    

 

 

3.4 BBC Radio 1Xtra 

 

3.4.1 Radio 1Xtra’s remit is to play the best in contemporary black music with a strong 

emphasis on live music and supporting new UK artists. It should provide a relevant news 

service and regular discussion programmes. There should be specially commissioned 

documentaries relevant to the target 15-24 year old audience, particularly, but not exclusively 

from black and ethnic minorities.  

 

3.4.2 Our panel members found that the station stood out with content that was refreshing and 

challenging. It introduced listeners to new, contemporary urban music. While some panel 

members were surprised by the colloquial commentary on occasion, there was generally praise 

for the station’s informed presenters who were commended for their knowledgeable 

commentary and insight. We found that while the station offered an entertaining and distinctive 

range of rap and garage music, with an urban focus, among our panel members there was a 

perception that much of the UK talent and natural listeners were mainly from the larger, urban 

cities such as Manchester, Birmingham and London.  

 

3.4.3 We found that Radio 1Xtra has a strong UK and live music sound, with good, effective 

collaboration and simulcasts between the station and Radio 1. We found that there was a 

relevant online and social media presence, appropriate links to festivals and news bulletins 

which were relevant to the target audience. Our panel members wondered whether there 

should be more cross-over of content onto other BBC music radio stations to open up the 

genre to a wider audience who would not naturally choose to listen to Radio 1Xtra?  

 

3.4.4 We heard that some members felt that among the commercial stations, for example Rinse 

FM, there was perhaps a more appealing mix of music for the target audience - and as 

referenced earlier there were some questions about numeric targets as those in their 30s 

onwards listened in because they too enjoyed the music.   

 

 

3.5 BBC Radio 2 

 

3.5.1 Radio 2 is the most listened to of the BBC’s radio stations reaching more than 15 million 

people each week, accounting for 17.7 per cent of all listening hours in the latest RAJAR results 

for Quarter 2 2014.   

 

3.5.2 The remit of Radio 2 is to be a distinctive mixed music and speech service, targeted at a 

broad audience, appealing to all age groups over 35. It should offer entertaining, popular music 

programmes and speech-based content including news, current affairs, documentaries, religion, 

arts, comedy, readings and social action output.  
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3.5.3 In the discussion with our panel members they gave us much positive feedback, given the 

remit of the station to serve a broad audience. For many members this was a highly popular 

station, meeting its remit and appreciated by listeners for its mixed music and speech, and for 

its variety of output.  

 

3.5.4 Radio 2 offers a clear and well understood identity, with easy and familiar listening. The 

station has a broad range of music genres, programmes and content for a wide range of 

audience tastes; from Chris Evans’s Breakfast Show, with linked live events such as 500 Words and 

CarFest, to Jeremy Vine, Friday Night is Music Night and Simon Mayo Drivetime.  

 

3.5.5 However, our panel members told us, that at the same time, there was an equal need for 

the station to evolve and to help develop new, distinctive on-air talent. For some panel 

members this was particularly the case for the daytime, weekday schedule which they 

considered was largely unchanged over time in terms of programme format. We recognise that 

familiarity is an essential component of a mass audience station, and that this has wide appeal 

for the broad audience. We also recognise that change for the BBC can create more problems 

than it solves in the short-term; but we hope that consideration of appropriate, future change 

to refresh the format of popular programmes, while maintaining their ongoing appeal, will be 

taken.    

 

3.5.6 Radio 2 is targeted at the over 35s and serves a broad audience and a wide age range.  By 

2021 the percentage of the population aged 50 plus will rise to more than 25 million, and 

comprise 40 per cent of the population. While we do not think that targeted programmes for 

different age groups is the way forward, we acknowledge that there is a real challenge in 

meeting the expectations of such a broad audience demographic and this challenge will grow. 

We understand that serving and informing an increasingly ageing population across all output 

on one station is demanding. However, we hope that the future creative strategy of the station 

will consider the needs of its diverse audience, including the older, ageing adult population who 

are not necessarily catered for by other mixed music and speech radio stations. 

 

3.5.7 Members praised the wealth and range of distinctive specialist programmes and specialist 

presenters in the evenings. These favourites included such presenters as Jamie Cullum, Bob 

Harris, Mark Radcliffe and Paul Jones who delivered consistent, knowledgeable programme 

content that was informative, innovative, authoritative and much admired by their regular 

listeners. We consider that the range of expert and specialist presenters boosts the audience 

experience and complements the BBC’s public purposes. 

 

3.5.8 While members spoke equally well of presenters of mainstream programmes such as Jo 

Whiley and the content, originality and range of her evening programme, we also heard that 

there was a perceived absence of female presenters in more high-profile roles, and that they 

were less well represented across the range of station output.  

 

3.5.9 Looking ahead, we would like to see Radio 2 developing and fostering a more diverse field 

of generalist, expert and specialist presenters - to ensure that the station nurtures 

opportunities for all on-air talent, to reflect the authentic diversity of the UK listenership it 

serves, and to ensure that it replenishes its wider audience in future years. 
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3.6 BBC Radio 3 

 

3.6.1 Radio 3 has a remit to offer a mix of music and cultural programming in order to engage 

and entertain its audience, to inform and educate the audience about music and culture. Jazz, 

world music, drama, the arts and ideas and religious programming should feature in its output.  

 

3.6.2 When discussing the station many of our panel members said that this was a station that 

was intelligent, thoughtful, calming, informative and entertaining and it was appreciated and 

valued by its listeners.  

 

3.6.3 We heard from some of our panel members that the range of programmes enriched the 

cultural life of the UK, with a distinctive mix of music, speech, drama, arts and culture, 

documentaries and live events, for example Free Thinking, Private Passions and Composer of the 

Week. Some members were unaware that documentaries were included in the service licence 

and were surprised by this and welcomed wider promotion of such content. The live 

broadcasts of opera were valued for enabling a larger audience to have direct access to such 

live events. Members enjoyed hearing jazz on the station, e.g. Jazz on 3, although some 

observed that as a genre perhaps it deserved a more distinctive and marked space of its own.  

 

3.6.4 Our panel members considered that Radio 3 introduced them to new composers and 

new work, and they enjoyed the variety and choice available, while also learning more from the 

commentary and discussion. The calibre of the expert commentary and distinctive, informed 

analysis was valued by many. However some panel members considered that the station could 

be more accessible in tone to widen its appeal and listener base.  That said, it was the 

unexpected discovery of less well-known information, cultural references and musical range and 

heritage, including world music, combined with the informed rigour and knowledge of the 

station which attracted and interested other panel members. 

 

3.6.5 The Proms were enjoyed by many of our members as a cultural and music experience 

unique to the BBC. They felt that The Proms provided a well-curated range of content which 

demonstrated a commitment to live classical and contemporary music that served the BBC’s 

public purposes. Our members valued the moves to encourage the listening, interest and 

participation of younger listeners, e.g the Dr Who Prom and the CBeebies Prom.  

 

3.6.6 Some of our panel members said that they preferred Classic FM, as it was perceived as 

being warmer and more accessible in presentational tone and content. We heard from some 

members that they did not want Radio 3 to mirror or compete with Classic FM, as they felt 

strongly that there was room for both stations with their different styles and tone.  

 

3.6.7 We heard that some of our panel members had noted and enjoyed the changes to the 

Radio 3 weekday morning programme schedule following the last service review. However, 

there were mixed views, with some feeling that there was a dilution and over-simplification of 

content, including the interruptions for news bulletins, while others said that Radio 3 had 

changed for the better as a result.  

 

3.6.8 We would ask the Trust, as part of the review, to consider how the station might 

continue to craft its offer to replenish the core audience appeal over time, without losing the 

distinctive tone and highly valued characteristics which audiences do not find elsewhere.   
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3.7 BBC 6Music 

 

3.7.1 BBC 6 Music has a remit to entertain lovers of popular music with a service that 

celebrates the alternative spirit in popular music from the 1960s to the present day. Its 

programmes juxtapose current releases outside the mainstream with earlier recordings, 

including music from the BBC Sound Archive. It should provide context for the music it plays 

and support live music and new artists.  

 

3.7.2 In their discussion about 6Music the majority of our panel members considered it to be a 

highly distinctive and inventive station that was much appreciated by most listeners. They told 

us that it offered a plethora of popular music and knowledgeable, compelling presenters across 

a wide range of genres and interests from 6Mix, Radcliffe and Maconie, and The New Music Playlist 

to 6Music Live Hour.  

 

3.7.3. The provision of a strong, well-collated mix of contemporary and archived music was 

highly appreciated by our members, which they felt worked well together. Listeners learned 

from the range of content, finding out more about the music, its context and the performers. 

They felt that no commercial station offered a similar service.  

 

3.7.4 For some members 6Music was the standout station in the BBC music radio portfolio; 

with refreshing, varied and original specialist programmes, including documentaries and a 

diverse music and speech output. The station was a promoter of new music, artists and bands 

who would not be heard elsewhere, while also including content helping to expand listeners’ 

musical horizons and awareness. The station has a strong sense of identity and members felt 

that 6Music filled the gap between Radio 1 and Radio 2.   

 

3.7.5 Listening to the station has increased significantly since it was threatened with closure and 

members wanted to see the station promoted more consistently, as a core station within the 

music radio portfolio.  

 

 

3.8 BBC Asian Network 

 

3.8.1 The remit of BBC Asian Network is to provide speech and music output appealing to 

British Asians, with a strong focus on news and current affairs. It should be primarily in English, 

but some programming should be provided in a range of South Asian languages. The primary 

target audience is British Asians under 35 but the station should also appeal to anyone with an 

interest in British Asian issues, music and culture.  

 

3.8.2 We consider that the current combination of music, news, arts and Asian related culture 

and content on the BBC Asian Network is well received and expertly delivered from 

knowledgeable and personable presenters. The latest RAJAR figures tell us that more 25-34 

year olds are listening to the Asian Network than previously, and reach for this age group hit a 

record 196,000 in Quarter 2, 2014.   

 

3.8.3 While the remit of the station is primarily to target British Asian listeners under the age 

of 35, some listeners would welcome the inclusion of content which also appeals to the wider 

Asian community including older listeners, particularly during the daytime.  
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3.8.4 We heard that the variety and calibre of presentation and distinctive content was valued, 

from comedy to news, with a good mix of talk and music ranging from the London Mela to the 

Official Asian Top 40. However, some felt that while the station was an important platform for 

new music there could be a wider range of Asian music on the station, including classical Indian 

music.  

 

3.8.5 The religious programmes and content in a range of South Asian languages add to the 

distinctiveness and value of the service, ensuring that specific audience interests are routinely 

served. There was a view that, where relevant, additional South Asian languages might be 

assessed for inclusion in the range of programme content to reflect changes in listenership.    

 

3.8.6 Within the BBC music radio portfolio the BBC Asian Network serves a distinctive 

audience some of whom may not otherwise access BBC content. We found that the speech 

content was valued by listeners, including the phone-ins, debates, news and current affairs 

content, which also serve to inform other BBC network content. 

 

 

4. Serving all Audiences 

 

4.1 Many of our panel members told us consistently that, overall, there was something for 

everyone across the BBC’s music radio stations. They felt that there was a remarkable variety 

of choice and content meaning that it was possible to listen to almost any genre of music, 

throughout the day, somewhere on the BBC’s music radio stations.  

 

4.2. Conversely we also heard that some panel members considered that there were missed 

opportunities to reflect the varied tastes, wide interests and diversity of the audience in 

England.  Some genres of music were perceived as less well or under-represented across the 

broader BBC music radio portfolio; including folk music, world music, Latin American music 

and music from the European charts.  

 

4.3 We understand that each service licence gives appropriate guidance to those running the 

stations and crafting the programmes and each service licence has a clearly defined purpose.  

We believe that the identity and tone of each music radio station is important and recognized 

by the audience. The characteristics of each station ensure that the BBC provides a broad, 

thoughtfully constructed and meaningful range of music and cultural content for everyone.  

However, the Trust may wish to review the contemporary relevance and context of the age-

range guidance within each service licence, and how these continue to provide a helpful 

structure for the BBC music radio portfolio as a whole.   

 

4.4 We found that the music radio stations’ online presence was largely felt to be informative 

and creative – with plenty of opportunity for listeners and contributors from all parts of 

England and the UK to participate and find out more; from listener texts and emails, to content 

and updates from festivals and live events. Some panel members felt that it could be further 

improved to be easier to search and find content.  

 

4.5 We found that there was increasing use of cross-promotion of content and music across 

the stations e.g. BBC Introducing, such cross-promotion was welcomed and encouraged by our 

panel members. It helps audiences to find their way through the multitude of choices and 
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options available, and to experience new sounds and speech content that they might not 

otherwise find without some pointers. Some panel members suggested more active cross- 

promotion of content from Radio1Xtra and Asian Network, particularly where this 

complemented the schedule and opened up content to the benefit of the wider listening 

audience.   

 

4.6 By and large the music radio portfolio of stations works well. While there were panel 

members who took the view that the format of some familiar programmes remained 

unchanged, we understand that change to such programme formats can at the same time be 

unwelcome to other listeners. Where appropriate we realise that the BBC should refresh 

programme formats and content from time-to-time to develop and sustain reach and we 

encourage the BBC to do so.   

 

 

5. The Future 

 

5.1 Clearly much has evolved and developed in the plethora of ways that audiences can choose 

to listen to and browse music radio content.  Such choice now includes both live and on-

demand options with listening and access to the BBC’s music radio stations available via mobile 

phones and apps, by smart TV, Playlister and tablets, by YouTube, Spotify and others, in cars 

and on the radio, at home or in the workplace.  

 

5.2 We heard that our panel members appreciate and welcome how the range of BBC music 

radio stations and the evolution of digital and other technology have amplified choice. They 

described how this has opened up new discoveries of music on the BBC, either for the first 

time or recalling long-forgotten songs, genres or performers from different stages and times of 

their lives.  

 

5.3 Many of our panel members listen to the various stations which make up the BBC music 

radio portfolio in a variety of ways, although listening in the car was still cited as a popular 

method. However, many panel members now source their own music via Playlister, which was 

highly valued, or create their own music lists for example by using Spotify. Our panel members 

acknowledged that the emergence of self-scheduling technology is increasingly important, 

particularly but not exclusively for the younger audience, and we welcome the ambition and 

creativity of the BBC to ensure that technological evolution continues to offer something for 

everyone. 

 

5.4 It is this change towards greater personalization and more sophisticated curation of content 

which we believe will have the main impact on the BBC and its distinctive relationship with the 

audience. Many of our members were enthusiastic about the opportunities which are 

developing for more tailored, self-selected music coverage and content.  

 

5.5 We feel that the BBC has a role to help the audience to understand and navigate the range 

of music and content within its music radio portfolio.  In this context we welcome the recently 

announced BBC Music strategy with its focus on emerging talent, digital and landmark 

programming to link up music on radio, iPlayer, television and online, and with new ways to 

enjoy music on the BBC.  
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5.6 While this review is not specifically addressing considerations such as DAB and Broadband 

access, the provision of which are not universal throughout England and may remain so in the 

future, this does remain an issue for some of our panel members in the context of the review 

and in the context of the BBC serving all audiences and planning for the future.  We understand 

that access to DAB and broadband is not solely in the control of the BBC, but the variations in 

choice continue to impact on audience perception and satisfaction in some parts of England.  

 

6. Conclusion 

 

6.1 We found that the majority of our panel members considered that the BBC’s music radio 

portfolio is generally performing very well. There is effective representation of new, live and 

UK music; support for a range of music genres; high production values; a broad audience appeal 

and a breadth of content which offers something for everyone across the six music radio 

stations.  

 

6.2 Overall, there is a range of choice and content which strikes a good balance between 

mainstream and specialist, providing the audience with accessible, ambitious and challenging 

content which delivers both the familiar and the unexpected.  

 

6.3 We welcome the creative opportunities and new ways of listening to music and enjoying 

music-related content presented by new technology. However, although there are evolving 

patterns of audience usage and listening we feel that, as a public service broadcaster, the BBC 

must ensure that the range and impact of its music radio content remains accessible to all, 

relevant to younger audiences and as valued by the different audiences it serves as it has always 

been.   

 

 

 

 


