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THE BBC TRUST’S REVIEW OF BBC NEWS  
 

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 twelve 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.      Summary  
 
The BBC is the largest news gatherer in the world, with a breadth of news content and analysis 
across its portfolio of news services and programmes, and with a global reach estimated at 256 
million people each week.  
 
Through the discussions with our panel members, we found that for many people the BBC 
continues to be a prime source of reliable and accurate news, across a variety of platforms and 
services, with television news being the most important method of access. 
 
Our panel members were largely supportive of the BBC and its news offering, however, this 
meant that they had high expectations, and were critical if these were not reached.  That said, 
most criticism was positioned as a way of making what was good better. 
 
The BBC is expected to provide high-quality news and the BBC’s journalists are, for the most part, 
considered to be trusted experts in their fields. There was also an audience loyalty to BBC News 
and we considered that the BBC’s news offer was successful because of the range, breadth and 
balance of news sources and coverage, which included in-depth analysis and comment as well as 
the options for brief news bulletins or summaries.  As a result, within the overall mix of news and 
current affairs output across television, radio and online there was something for everyone.  We 
also noted a wide variety of stories on BBC News, though perhaps sometimes too small a range of 
stories on a daily basis in the main news output.  
 
We believe that while the BBC’s news services rightly have a world-wide reputation for reliable, 
trustworthy journalism, and continue to perform well, the amount of choice in terms of accessing 
news means that audiences are becoming more discerning and more critical. We discussed how 
this increased choice has impacted on the development of editorial content and how the BBC 
might capitalise on this in order to solidify its role as a leading global news provider.  
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We noted how the BBC’s news offering differed across different platforms and programmes, and 
whether audiences consider the qualities, strength and weakness of BBC News to be universal.  
We felt that the more detailed content delivered by the BBC’s news on radio, in particular Radio 
4, provided listeners with a range and depth of analysis and discussion that was perhaps missing on 
television.  Panel members often mentioned that on television there was a lack of in-depth 
coverage or analysis, with Newsnight cited as the sole exception.   We also felt that more could be 
done to strengthen the News online provision, which often seems too similar to that on radio or 
television, rather than offering a complementary service. 
 
While panel members felt that a wide range of stories were covered by the BBC, there was some 
criticism that too many of the UK news stories were about the Westminster village, rather than 
about the wider impact of parliamentary decisions on the public.  There was also the perception 
that the BBC’s international coverage was too often focused on the USA. 
 
We found that while audiences don’t expect the BBC to resort to conjecture in order to be the 
first to report breaking news they do expect it to be accurate while also being current and up-to-
date.  This need for immediacy was ever more important as social media developed. 
 
Our panel members also discussed the impact of new technology and the increased ways in which 
to access news content, and considered the impact of this on audience expectations of the BBC, 
and some of the creative and editorial opportunities which would be provided. 
 
We recognise that there are financial implications, constraints and responsibilities for the BBC but 
we consider that the provision of trusted, reliable, impartial and accessible news and current 
affairs content is, and should remain, at the core of the BBC’s service to licence fee payers.  
 
 
3. Key themes 
 
In preparing our submission to the Trust’s service review of the BBC’s news and current affairs 
output, we have held discussions with our panel members in order to understand what was 
important to audiences, what could be improved and why it mattered.   
 
a. Consumption of news in England 
 
Around 80 per cent of adults in England watch, listen or use some BBC news content every week.  
While audiences can and do select from multiple choices and options for consuming news, 72 per 
cent of the UK population say that television is their main source of news, with the BBC being the 
main provider.   Audiences in England give the BBC a higher approval rating when compared to 
other news providers.  Indeed the approval gap between the BBC and other news broadcasters is 
larger in England than in the three devolved nations. 
 
b. Quality and distinctiveness  
 
For the majority of our panel members the BBC was their source of news for the day, whether on 
television, radio or online.  They had expectations that the BBC would provide high-quality news 
programmes, and that the journalism would be accurate, reliable and trustworthy while also 
conforming to high editorial standards.  For many of our panel members these expectations were 
met in most of the BBC’s news and current affairs programming.   
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We found that there was an audience loyalty to BBC News because of the range of choice 
available across television, radio and online, each with varied editorial styles, tone and context.  
Our panel members said that BBC journalists offered expert news analysis and reporting and that, 
in the main, the BBC presented the news in a reliable and engaging way.  
 
Our members also said they expected more from the BBC as a news broadcaster than they did of 
other providers, which meant that when it failed to reach the high expectations, audiences were 
likely to be very critical and could eventually lead to the feeling of a lack of trust. 
 
Indeed some of our panel members felt that BBC News was considered distinctive because of its 
historic identity and cultural position, rather than its current performance.  While others felt that 
it was difficult to be distinctive given the amount of news available across all media, and thought 
the BBC should continue to look for ways to make it stand out from other providers. 
 
There was much discussion about the role of the BBC in covering breaking news stories, with 
panel members telling us that they did not expect the BBC to be the first to report a news story 
as it happens, however they did expect it to be the most accurate.  There was some concern that 
increased use of social media, such as Twitter, meant that the public was seeking validation of 
news stories almost immediately, and therefore the BBC needed to consider how to be quicker 
while still remaining accurate and trusted. 
 
When we discussed news provision from other broadcasters and how this compared with the 
BBC, Channel 4 News was often admired, with its longer format and the opportunity this provided 
to probe a story in greater depth, with only Newsnight considered to offer something comparable 
on BBC television.  We hope that the BBC will look for ways of providing greater insight during its 
peak-time news programmes, though we acknowledge that the relatively small number of viewers 
for Channel 4 News may indicate that such in-depth analysis may be of limited interest to many 
viewers.  A small number of members noted the development of specialist news channels, such as 
Al-Jazeera and Russia Today, which were beginning to be seen as experts in their own areas of 
international journalism.    
 
c. Range and depth  
 
The range and depth of the BBC’s news portfolio provides a vast scale of choice, style, originality 
and editorial content on a daily basis across BBC programmes and services.  We heard that 
audiences increasingly expect a wide variety of approaches to news and current affairs from the 
BBC and that they expect the BBC to innovate in its presentation.   Members mentioned a variety 
of programmes on television and radio to indicate the range of the BBC’s news offering.  This 
included BBC Breakfast, Panorama, Question Time, Newsnight, 60 Second bulletins on television to 
Newsbeat, From Our Own Correspondent, Today, The World at One, and PM on radio.   
 
Members told us that they felt that BBC News offered a range of choice, expert correspondents, a 
breadth of access from a wide variety of national and international news sources and a good mix 
of authoritative, accurate news for a broad audience on a daily basis.  
 
While members noted that the BBC had increased its range of expert commentators there was, 
however, some criticism about how they were used on news programmes, and in particular their 
role in discussions.  Members felt that often studio discussions featured two contributors voicing 
the most polarised of opinions, rather than reflecting a range of views. Members believed that the 
most informative items were those with a more inquisitorial approach drawing on the knowledge 
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of specialists, topic experts and academics to add better understanding and relevance.  It was 
noted that Radio 5 Live, for example, often brought together people with a range of views in 
order to broaden the discussion.  Members also stressed the importance of experts being 
appropriately introduced, with the context and purpose of their contribution made clear. 
 
While panel members understood the need for BBC News to cover the most important stories of 
the day, they felt that at times the BBC’s coverage could be too focused on a single item, with 
other stories, which on another day may be the headline, relegated to a brief mention. An example 
noted by many members was the lengthy and almost blanket coverage of the wait for the recent 
Royal birth. It was acknowledged that it was difficult for the BBC to ascertain the appropriate level 
of coverage on such occasions, but it was felt that the overall BBC news agenda had been 
compromised by the rolling news approach that had been taken. 
 
We welcome the balance of national and international stories, though would welcome greater use 
of the correspondents from the World Service within the BBC’s UK news programmes, in order 
to provide greater expertise and breadth of content.     
 
Members also told us that often the coverage was similar across radio, television and online.  
There was a view that there could be greater use of BBC News online to provide context, analysis 
and follow-up to news stories which had been covered on television or radio.  At present the 
online offer, beyond one or two major stories, tended to consist of video and text from the 
television report, rather than using the website as a more dynamic resource.  Members told us 
that they tended to use online or print newspapers if they wanted a greater depth of analysis. 
 
Our panel members told us they considered that there were too few opportunities for original 
investigative journalism on BBC television, although Newsnight and Panorama were praised. It was 
felt that the BBC tended to focus on daily news, rather than seeking out and investigating original 
stories, and providing in-depth reporting.  It was also felt that more could be done to provide 
follow-up once stories were no longer in the headlines.   
 
Our members told us that radio delivered a range of high-quality current affairs programmes and 
investigative journalism particularly on Radio 4 including Crossing Continents, Any Questions, From 
Our Own Correspondent and MoneyBox; and wondered whether any of these formats could transfer 
to television. 
 
The scheduling of some news and current affairs programmes on television was questioned with 
some members taking the view that Question Time and Newsnight were broadcast too late, and at 
the same time on different channels, and therefore missed the opportunity for attracting the 
widest live audience.   
 
d. Presenters 
 
The BBC’s correspondents and reporters were praised, though some of our panel members felt 
that more opportunities could be provided to showcase the range of reporters, rather than 
focusing on those who have the highest profile.  At present there is a belief that the importance of 
a story can sometimes be judged by which correspondent is sent to cover it. 
 
Our panel members raised the confrontational interviewing style used by some presenters, 
particularly on some of the more high-profile radio and television news programmes. It was 
acknowledged that there was a need for tough questioning from presenters, in order to challenge 
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guests and contributors.  However, it was felt that sometimes guests were not given enough time 
to answer the question before being interrupted by the presenter, and an interesting interview 
could descend into hostility.  There was also concern that, in isolation, such interviews could make 
the BBC seem as though it was not being particularly impartial.  
 
e. Serving all audiences 
  
Audiences increasingly expect a range of presentation styles from different news programmes and 
platforms, in order to provide something for all audiences and it’s clear that the BBC offers this 
range in its news and current affairs output - from Jeremy Vine on Radio 2 to Newsbeat on Radio 
1; from Eddie Mair on Radio 4 to 60 Seconds on BBC Three; from the News app to the Today 
programme. 
 
Some of our members questioned whether the BBC could do more to serve younger audiences 
with a more ambitious range of programmes within the wider news portfolio. While BBC Three’s 
60 second bulletins were valued by some for their relevance to the target audience, others 
considered that there could also be more detailed news coverage on the channel, such as a 
television equivalent to Radio 1’s Newsbeat.  
 
As mentioned above, there was also a feeling that while the BBC had found ways of making news 
accessible, with the short bulletin on BBC One at 8pm being the most obvious example of this, 
there was, perhaps, less offered on television for someone who wanted more in-depth coverage 
and analysis, particularly during peak-time. 
 
f. On-air diversity 
 
Our panel members said that they believed there was now a wider variety of presenters and 
contributors than in the past.  There was a perception from some that there had been an 
improvement in the number of women on-air in recent times but there was also a call for a 
greater mix of age and gender across the news output.  Members also discussed whether BBC 
News fully presented a multicultural UK not only through its presenters and contributors, but also 
through coverage of stories both about and of interest to minority ethnic audiences.   
 
Many panel members, particularly those in the north and midlands, felt that the move of BBC 
Breakfast and Radio 5Live to Salford had led to a very different feel to much of the reporting, and 
a perception that BBC News was no longer as London-centric as it had been in the past. 
 
We would expect the BBC to continue to increase the diversity of presenters, reporters and 
contributors to reflect the population appropriately, particularly in relation to age, disability, 
ethnicity and gender.  
 
g. Changing methods of news consumption 
 
Members told us that the way in which they got their news depended on their circumstances and 
the level of news they required, with changing lifestyles and ease of access being key drivers. 
 
Radio news, both national and local, was welcomed by those who spend time travelling; while the 
BBC News channel was considered a good way to catch up on the latest headlines and breaking 
news.  Many people praised BBC Online news for the ease of access and the range of content, 
though some felt that it could provide more depth and analysis. The BBC News app was 
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increasingly used by members, some of whom suggested greater use of links to the BBC News 
website.   
 
Twitter, including the BBC’s Breaking News account, was being used, particularly by younger 
people, for instant news updates.  Members considered that this had been the most significant 
change in the way in which people got their news since the launch of rolling news channels.  There 
is some concern about whether the desire for quicker access to news might result in a reduction 
in quality.  We consider that the BBC must look for ways to ensure that its news offer takes into 
account the ways in which access to news is changing, while always ensuring that accuracy and 
trust remain the key elements.   
 
In particular, we considered how the BBC might maximize the use of social media, given the role it 
plays in stimulating interest and participation in the discussion of news stories. We noted how 
Question Time, for example, prompts wider discussion on Twitter, and think it important that the 
BBC ensures that it capitalises on the potential for social media to provide follow-up and further 
discussion arising from its news and current affairs programmes.    
 
Conclusion 
 
We believe the BBC delivers high-quality news and current affairs across a wide range of subjects, 
using a variety of different programmes and platforms to ensure that it provides something for all 
licence fee payers.  Audiences have very high expectations of BBC News, based on its historic 
reputation as the UK’s main news provider, and are far more critical than they would be of any 
other broadcaster if these expectations are not met. 
 
In this context it is important that at a time of increasing choice and technological innovation the 
BBC continues to build on the reputation it has earned, while continuing to find new ways to 
deliver relevant news coverage and analysis to an ever-changing audience.  Different people have 
different needs from BBC News - from those who want the briefest of headlines to those who 
want in-depth investigative journalism.  We hope that the BBC will use all of its news outlets to 
provide a wide range of programmes and services to suit all needs, finding ways of making news 
accessible without compromising its journalistic ambition.    It must also continue to deliver 
impartial and accurate news, using the broadest range of correspondents and contributors in 
order to ensure that all opinions are heard.   
 
 


