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Members of the Audience Council England’s 12 panels were asked to each identify 

three words they thought reflected BBC Online.  The cover shows a graphic 

representation of these words.  
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THE BBC TRUST’S REVIEW OF THE BBC ONLINE SERVICE  

 

Submission from the Audience Council England  

 

1. Introduction 

 

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

provide the Trust with insights on the views, needs and interests of audiences in 

England.   In order to do this it is 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 the regional panels, and subsequent 

consideration by the Audience Council England. 

 

2. Audience Council England Key Findings 

 

The Audience Council England recognises that the BBC Online service offers a high-

quality, distinctive, accessible and informative range of content which delivers wide 

public value in line with the BBC’s public purposes.    

 

The Council notes that audiences have many different expectations and requirements.  

Therefore, while much of BBC Online is highly valued and positively received in terms 

of the range and quality of the content, particularly its national news content, there are 

some areas where we believe there is much room for improvement.  

 

We are of the firm view that the local and regional news pages are of a significantly 

poorer standard compared with the national news pages. The local news pages often 

seem to be lagging behind local radio and television news bulletins, with infrequent 

updates resulting in out-of-date coverage, and a lack of in-depth information.  In 

addition, we feel that there is limited coverage of local sports, and poor signposting of 

local and regional stories from elsewhere on the site. The Audience Council England 

believe that this may lead to a perception from the audience that there is insufficient 

investment by the BBC in these local and regional services.    

 

Our panel members told us that there is a lack of consistent standard in the local and 

regional sites for England.  We consider that local content from across all BBC Online 

should be better aggregated in order to deliver the service licence commitment to 

reflect “the particular characteristics of each nation or locality”. 

 

Members note the depth, range and high standard of the Sports pages which are highly 

regarded and enjoyed.  However, we consider that football continues to dominate, 

perhaps at the expense of a wider range of other sports.  It is felt that more could be 
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done to promote so-called minority sports and women’s sports following the London 

2012 Olympics and Paralympics.  

 

The Council notes a positive response to the Homepage, though there were mixed 

views about the layout and the ease of navigation from it, perhaps reflecting personal 

choice and the varied levels of usage.  Panel members told us that they believe that the 

Homepage could potentially be improved if users were offered more obvious guidance 

and greater opportunity for personalisation, to either get to the online content they 

wanted to use or explore the site further.  This personalisation should be available on 

all screens. 

 

There is a view that the search engine could and should be improved with many 

people considering that content was sometimes very difficult to find.  Members felt 

that other external search engines provided better access and offered a more reliable, 

intuitive service.   

 

BBC Online is considered to be distinctive, informative and accessible across the range 

of platforms, with the BBC regarded as a trusted innovator and leader in terms of its 

distribution strategy.  We are, however, aware that access to the range of platforms 

can be dependent on the speed and reliability of individual broadband connections and 

mobile operators.   

 

The Audience Council England acknowledges that tough choices have to be made 

during a time of budgetary restraint.  However, we believe that it is important that no 

part of the online offer is disproportionately affected.  In particular we ask that the 

BBC ensures that a clearer proposition is developed to maintain both the tone and the 

offering of high quality local and regional journalism.  

 

 

3. ONLINE PRODUCTS  

 

As part of the consideration of the BBC Online service the Audience Council England 

and its regional panels discussed some of the BBC’s ten online products. 

 

(a) Homepage and search 

 

Given the remit of BBC Online to promote the BBC’s public purposes by providing 

innovative and distinctive online content and distinctive propositions that reflect and extend 

the range of the BBC’s broadcast services there were mixed views about the style and 

tone of the Homepage perhaps reflecting the differences in expectation and usage 

between regular and lighter users of the site. 

 

Many users said that the Homepage was fresh, clear, precise and uncluttered and a 

good ‘front door’ to the site, giving a feeling for the breadth of the content with the 

navigation options placed well at the top of the page and to the right hand side.  

However, other users said that they tended to by-pass the Homepage to go straight to 

the area of the site they used, while some said that the Homepage contained too much 
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content and detail which was variously described as confusing, overwhelming, dated, 

bland and tabloid.  

 

There were some panel members who preferred the previous version of the 

Homepage as it allowed for more personalisation.  Many panel members were 

unaware of the options for personalising the current Homepage and the Audience 

Council England feels that greater prominence should be given to guide users to this 

option.     This should also help to provide greater links between the Homepage and 

regional and local content, as at present users seemed unsure about how to reach the 

regional pages.    

 

There were some suggestions that the Homepage could be designed to be more 

streamlined and intuitive, with fewer categories and more genre-oriented,  with the 

most popular stories given more prominence, as they were on other non-BBC sites, 

and with vertical rather than horizontal navigation which favoured tablets rather than 

PCs. 

 

The video content on the Homepage was both appreciated and valued and there were 

some calls for more video on the Homepage, in order to draw users into content 

elsewhere on the site.   

 

Some users suggested that the BBC branding could be increased, it was seen as an 

indicator of quality, and could perhaps be given more prominence on the Homepage. 

 

Some users noted that their experience of the Homepage was dependent on the 

device used, and that the current layout worked better on mobile phone or tablet than 

on computer.  

  

The search facility was considered to be a particularly poor element of the website, 

which required improvement, and members believed that a faster, more accurate 

search facility should be developed.  

 

(b) National and International News 

 

The range, authority, credibility, depth of coverage, design and accuracy of the content 

on the News pages was praised and appreciated, with most panel members saying that 

they would go to BBC News pages as a first choice for news. They felt that the 

journalism could be trusted and that the high editorial standard maintained the BBC’s 

values and reputation. The BBC’s role was viewed as a measure of truth in a world of 

instant, unverified Twitter updates.  The online offering was also seen as 

complementing television and radio news. 

 

Members considered that the high standard of the reporting and layout of the pages 

afforded opportunities for covering stories both in summary and in greater detail.  

They also noted the importance of the range of stories, context and editorial depth 

along with the integrity and impartiality of the content.  
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Panel members welcomed the tone of the site compared with some commercial news 

sites where they believed that there was an over-reliance on celebrity content. 

However, there was a perception amongst some that the national news coverage was 

too London-centric or too focused on the South of England.  

 

Some members felt that the key role of BBC News online was to provide news 

stories, with newspaper websites offering more in-depth opinion and comment, and 

therefore valued links to external sites.  However, some members considered that the 

BBC could provide more comment, editorial and background material.   

 

Coverage of international and world news was considered important, and for those 

travelling the BBC News site was said to be a link to home offering unbiased, accurate 

and trusted content. There was a view from some panel members that links to 

international newspapers would enhance the service.  

 

Specific elements of the news online offering, such as Democracy Live were valued for 

their specialised coverage and content. Live blogs were valued for credible up-to-date 

reporting. The breaking news ticker tape was praised, as were the live pages which 

provided a stream of updates during unfolding events such as the Budget.  

 

Some members praised the BBC News app and enjoyed the facility for providing 

access to news on the move but there was some criticism that it was not particularly 

easy to use and was too video clip heavy, which could cause problems in areas of poor 

mobile coverage. 

 

There were also some panel members who felt that the news could be updated more 

quickly on occasion  However the Audience Council England remains of the view that 

the BBC’s main aim should be to offer accurate, impartial journalism and this should 

not be jeopardised in a rush to publish stories.   There was, amongst some panel 

members, a perceived lack of follow-up to stories once they had slipped from the main 

news agenda, with members suggesting a ‘whatever happened to/since...’ facility.   

 

It was noted that some international broadcasters, such as Euro News and Al Jazeera, 

had developed their online offering, and were becoming the first point of reference for 

some users.  It was therefore important that the BBC recognised it may no longer be 

the main way i online users received their international news.  The BBC must continue 

to maintain a high standard of international online journalism, to draw on the expertise 

of its network of global correspondents, and to learn from some of the newer 

broadcasters, to ensure that it remains a major international online news provider. 

 

There was also some criticism of poor grammar and spelling on occasion, and a clear 

demand for editorial rigour in that regard. 

 

(c) Local and Regional News 

 

There was criticism from the Audience Council England and members of the regional 

panels about the local and regional news pages which were felt to be of poorer quality 

than the national and international news pages.  
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While some members said that there was a good balance between local, national and 

international news it was noted that the local news sites were often out of date and 

did not cover stories in sufficient editorial depth. Members felt that there were not 

enough local and regional stories, and these pages needed to be updated on a far more 

regular basis.  This was particularly disappointing given the high quality and range of 

news coverage both on local radio and regional television.      

 

Although members welcomed links to local newspapers, these also emphasised the 

paucity of the BBC’s offering.  This, coupled with the high standard of the rest of the 

BBC’s online news offering, meant that members felt that the local and regional pages 

could be considered to be significantly lowering the overall quality of BBC News 

Online.  

 

Members also considered that the regional and local news sites could be better 

integrated and linked to from the main news site as it was, on occasion, difficult to find 

local news stories from the news homepage.  They would also welcome links from 

local pages to other parts of the BBC, in order to add depth and context to stories.  

Panel members considered that where this was happening, it was of benefit to the 

user.  Where links were provided to archive material relevant to current stories it was 

suggested that a 'timeline' might provide easy access to this. 

 

Members noted that options for customising the site were not always obvious, and this 

added to the problem of finding local news stories.  There was a suggestion that the 

site be enabled to recognise geographical location in the UK to automatically suggest 

customised content, though members acknowledged that this would not suit all users.  

 

 

(d) Sport 

 

The sports pages were considered to add depth and range to the BBC’s sports offering 

with easy navigation, good quality journalism and often a humour that was not present 

on TV or radio.   The live updates and expert informed coverage of the main sports 

such as football, cricket and rugby, Formula One and golf were also well regarded. 

However there was disappointment that the coverage of minority sports continued to 

be limited and could be improved to match that of mainstream sport and to enhance 

the overall BBC sports offering. 

 

It was felt by many panel members that the main focus was on a small range of sports 

and there was a missed opportunity to extend the range of sports coverage, including 

coverage of minority and local sport.  In particular there was a view that there was an 

over-reliance on football, with the majority of stories on the BBC and sports 

homepages often seeming to be football related.   While it was acknowledge that 

football played a key role in UK sporting life, there was a view that the online offering, 

rather than focussing on sports covered elsewhere on the BBC, could be used to 

extend the range of sports coverage. 
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The Audience Council believes that the BBC should capitalise on the legacy of the 

London 2012 Olympics and include consistent, distinctive coverage of minority sports, 

women’s sport and Paralympic sport to both reflect and enhance the nation’s interest 

and participation in sport. 

  

Some panel members expected more video content, including highlights from 

programmes such as Match of the Day. 

 

The updates to scores and results were largely felt to be timely. There was also praise 

for the facility to listen to live commentary of lower league football matches via BBC 

local radio.   

 

Whilst members requested additional content they noted that there was already a lot 

of information on the site, and this made it sometimes difficult to navigate.  There 

were, therefore, suggestions for an option to personalise their favourite sports pages 

or have an easier to find watch/listen function on the sports homepage.  

 

 

(e) Weather   

 

Members appreciated the design, layout, interactivity and accuracy and found the site 

easy to use, with the regular updating of forecasts and the hourly and the five day 

forecasts a highly valued service. The coast and sea sections of the shipping forecast 

and the tide timetables were also valued as were the international forecasts which 

were considered informative and useful although some members found the links to 

world weather difficult to use.  

 

Some members believed that other weather sites were easier to navigate and offered 

comparisons of different regions.  Members also noted that the local video forecast 

was not updated at weekends.   They welcomed the ability to personalise the site, 

though some felt that this still did not provide information at a particularly local level. 

 

The lack of a dedicated BBC Weather App for smart phones was noted and as a result 

some users turned to alternative sources for this service, and some members felt that 

the BBC should develop this. On the other hand some questioned whether it was 

necessary for the BBC to provide a bespoke weather site, and suggested that a link to 

the Met Office site would be more cost effective. 

 

(f) TV, Radio and the iplayer 

 

The watch/listen again service was valued by members as was the iPlayer which was 

universally praised by panel members, although many requested longer listen/watch 

periods and questioned why some programmes were not available on catch up, 

without explanation.  The recent addition to be able to start live programmes from the 

beginning was considered a great innovation, as was the ability to download 

programmes onto some mobile devices, and it was felt that this should be made 

available on more platforms.  There were calls for more programmes from the BBC 

archive to be available. 
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4 Distribution/Four Screen Strategy 

 

Many members were already viewing and listening to BBC content across the four 

screens and welcomed further enhancements to these services, placing a high value on 

being able to access content on a variety of devices at any time. It was considered 

important that the service was accessible on all devices. 

 

There was praise for BBC apps but some members expressed concern that not all 

apps were available across all devices. They believed that because of the BBC’s funding 

it was important for equal access across all devices.   

 

There were some views that that the BBC’s mobile sites were not as successful as 

those for desktop and laptop computers, with some members believing that more 

bespoke products needed to be developed, rather than simply replicating content 

across all four screens.  Members noted that where this happened, such as the News 

app and News mobile site, it was successful. However members felt that it was 

important not to pare down or oversimplify a product in order to make it work on all 

screens.    

 

The Red Button service was praised, especially for events such as Wimbledon and 

Glastonbury and for accessing sports scores. 

 

5. Other observations 

 

BBC Online was considered to offer excellent value for money in terms of the 

percentage of the licence fee spent on it. For the majority of members the breadth of 

the online offering set it apart from other sites, in offering distinctive high quality 

content.  However, some people felt that perhaps the content was too wide ranging, 

and a more focussed approach would benefit licence fee payers, with questions being 

asked about whether the BBC should be providing content available on other 

commercial website, or whether it should simply be using online to provide basic  

support for the television and radio services. 

 

Members believed that there was a wealth of educational and informal learning content 

on the site.  Much of this was difficult to find and could be more widely publicised.   

There were also suggestions that the links between news stories, and background 

material could be strengthened.  These sections were considered important in the 

overall offering on the website and better signposting on the site would help to raise 

public awareness of the comprehensive and broad nature of the content.  

 

The lack of advertisements was seen as a major benefit along with the fact that there 

were no pop-ups.  

 

The overall design and layout of the service provided mixed views with some members 

believing that the distinct look for each section aided navigation, while others found it 
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too disparate believing that the site as a whole lacked a cohesive identity in terms of 

fonts, colour and layout.  

 

There was also some concern about the effect that the licence fee settlement would 

have on the BBC’s ability to innovate and develop products in a rapidly changing wold.  

Members believed that the BBC was a global leader in online and must continue to be 

in the future. 

 

There was also some comment about the difficulty of levying a licence fee when 

technological advance enabled people across the world to access some BBC Online 

content without charge.   

 

 

6. Conclusions 

 

The Audience Council England considers the BBC’s Online service to be high quality, 

distinctive and offering good value for money.  The service offers something for all 

licence fee payers and is considered to be innovative and engaging.  It is felt to largely 

meet the conditions of its service licence, and to deliver the relevant BBC public 

purposes.  We also welcome the BBC’s ‘four screen’ strategy, in order to deliver 

content across a range of devices and platforms. 

 

The news products and political coverage are considered to deliver the BBC’s public 

purposes of ‘Sustaining Citizenship and Civil Society’ and ‘Bringing the world to the 

UK’, by using first class national and international reporting and investigative 

journalism, across a very wide range of stories.   

 

The sports products go some way to delivering the ‘stimulating creativity and cultural 

excellence’ public purpose, though the Audience Council England believes that there 

are opportunities for the BBC to build on the success of 2012 Olympics and 

Paralympics by expanding the range of sports broadcast, and consider that BBC Online 

could be a key way to do this. 

 

The informal learning content for adults and formal educational offering for 

schoolchildren help deliver the public purpose of ‘promoting education and learning’, 

though we think that more could be done to raise awareness of these products.  

 

However, the Audience Council England has identified areas where improvement is 

needed, many of these in order to deliver the public purpose of ‘Reflecting the UK’s 

nations, regions and communities’.  We believe that far more can be done to report 

and present local and regional news stories from across England.  At present we 

consider that the online offering falls somewhat short of the standard of local and 

regional news on television and radio, in terms of the amount of reporting, the 

frequency of updating and range of coverage.  We also believe that there are 

opportunities to give any enhanced reporting a more prominent place on the BBC 

Homepage and News homepage.   We would also welcome the introduction of a 

more aggregated approach to local and regional content from across all of the BBC’s 

online products, in order to better reflect the characteristics of particular localities. 


