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A. Executive Summary 
 
The BBC Audience Council Northern Ireland has engaged directly with diverse 
audiences in Northern Ireland, including listeners of Radio 3, Radio 4 and Radio 7. It 
also draws on its wider understanding of the needs of different audiences and the 
broadcasting landscape in Northern Ireland.  
 
Its key findings for the Trust are:  
 
§ Appreciation for the three network radio stations is strong among its 

listeners, and each make significant contributions to the BBC’s Public 
Purposes.  

 
BBC Radio 3  
§ To provide value for licence fee payers BBC Radio 3 needs to reach out to a 

wider audience among those with an interest in music and culture, including 
younger people and people with a less in depth knowledge of music. There 
should be more access points for new listeners and an enhanced promotions 
strategy.  

§ Radio 3 listeners believe the station provides a high-quality and distinctive 
service. There is particular appreciation for the range of music including live 
performances, less well-known pieces and pieces played in their entirety.  
Listeners also appreciate well-informed presenters and the lack of 
advertisements.   

§ Jazz and world music are appreciated by some listeners but there is a general 
lack of awareness that the station offers more than classical music.  

§ Speech content on BBC Radio 3 is less valued than music content and the 
Audience Council asks that the Trust to review this aspect of the station’s 
offering.   

§ The BBC’s support for the Ulster Orchestra is highly valued by listeners as 
well as making a contribution to the creative industries and to wider society.  
Opportunities to attend live recordings of concerts are highly appreciated but 
tend to ‘superserve’ a small group of people—the Audience Council would 
like to see participation widened and consideration of options to recover 
costs from those who benefit most.   

§ There is concern that Radio 3 may move to DAB in the future and that will 
have a detrimental impact on the quality of sound.  
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BBC Radio 4  
§ Radio 4 is highly appreciated by its audiences for its range of interesting 

programmes, depth of knowledge, high standards and the distinctiveness of its 
offering. There is little appetite among the audience for radical change to the 
station which should continue to focus on sustaining and developing the 
quality and distinctiveness of its offering. 

§ News and current affairs output makes a significant contribution to the Public 
Purposes and is highly valued. A number of people believe that some 
interviews are unduly confrontational and that this does not best serve the 
interests of listeners. There has been significant progress in reporting devolved 
policies, and there is scope to build on this work, particularly in providing a 
more modern and broader portrayal of life in Northern Ireland.  

§ Comedy and drama are central to Radio 4’s offering and are appreciated by 
audiences who also see scope for further development.  

§ There is a need to reach out to new audiences, particularly younger age 
groups (30s, 40s+).  

§ Reach for Radio 4 in Northern Ireland, where Radio Ulster/Foyle is very 
popular, is relatively low. There is some scope for more cross promotion 
from Radio Ulster/Foyle to provide local audiences with more choice.  

 
BBC Radio 7  
§ There is a significant need to promote BBC Radio 7 more widely as awareness 

among its target audience is low, although it is valued by its listeners.  The 
issue of patchy DAB access is also frustrating for some potential audiences.  

§ There is audience support for the proposal of relaunching Radio 7 as Radio 4 
Extra, although the service should be promoted from other BBC services as 
well.  

§ There should be a review of children’s radio to understand the potential to 
provide a distinctive service, perhaps not limited to Radio 7. 

 
Of these, the Audience Council’s main priorities are: 
 
§ continued focus on quality and distinctive output across the three 

networks 
§ growing audience reach for Radio 3 
§ enhanced promotion of Radio 7 
§ reflecting and connecting with audiences in Northern Ireland on the 

networks, particularly through enhanced portrayal 
 

 
B.   Evidence Base 
 
This submission to the BBC Trust Service Reviews of BBC Radio 3, Radio 4 and Radio 
7 draws on the Audience Council’s direct engagement with diverse audience groups 
as well as its understanding of the broadcasting landscape and the needs and interests 
of different audiences in Northern Ireland.   
 
Between May and September 2010 the Audience Council hosted four discussion 
events to understand audience views in relation to BBC Radio 3, 4 and 7 (as well as 
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BBC Radio Ulster/Foyle, which the Trust is also reviewing this year.)  The events 
were held in Belfast, Londonderry and Craigavon.  
 
This advice to the BBC Trust also draws on the audience feedback which the Council 
has received across the range of its audience engagement activities since 2007. In this 
time it has engaged with a wide diversity of audience groups, with different needs, 
interests and experiences of BBC services.   
 
 
C. Audience Feedback and Audience Council Advice to the Trust   
 
Overall, audiences are very appreciative of the three services, associating them with 
high-quality and distinctive output.  Detailed feedback and Audience Council 
reflections and advice is provided for each of the three services below.  
 
 
1.   BBC Radio 3 
 
1.1 BBC Radio 3 - Reaching Audiences  
 
The Audience Council has engaged with very regular Radio 3 listeners who are 
especially passionate about the service, as well as occasional listeners who enjoy 
tuning in more occasionally, often for particular programmes and concerts. The 
Council has also listened to the views of the majority of local audiences who do not 
listen to Radio 3 at all.  
 
The key message emerging from discussion with audiences about Radio 3 is that the 
service should provide more audience benefits and value for money for the licence 
fee payer by reaching a wider and more diverse audience. It is striking that this view is 
shared by many people who are regular and well-served listeners to the service as 
well as those who listen only occasionally or not at all. There is an understanding that 
the service proposition will appeal only to a minority of people with a particular 
interest in classical (as well as jazz and world) music and culture. However, there is a 
dominant view that Radio 3 could reach more people who share these interests, 
including those who may have less in depth knowledge about music.  
 
“Radio 3 is absolutely brilliant for its listeners— there just aren’t very many of them!” 
 
“Radio 3 comes across as very high-brow classical music. It is not reaching out to ordinary 
people like me. I would tend to go to Classic FM for classical music.” 
 
The Audience Council agrees with this view, noting the low levels of listening across 
the UK and the even lower levels in Northern Ireland. The latter may be partly 
explained by the high level of listening to BBC Radio Ulster/Foyle in Northern Ireland.  
It is important that all sections of the audience get value from the portfolio of BBC 
services, and interests in individual services will naturally vary between different 
communities and audience groups.  
 
Nonetheless, based on listening figures and audience feedback the Council shares the 
view that Radio 3 does not fully meet its service remit to “appeal to listeners of any 
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age seeking to expand their cultural horizons through engagement with the world of 
music and the arts.”  Younger audiences and those with a less formal knowledge base 
of classical music are examples of groups which appear to be less well-served.   
 
This is not simply a matter of promotion as the Audience Council observes that 
awareness of the station is relatively high in Northern Ireland compared with some 
other parts of the UK. Audience feedback indicates that the critical issue is about 
developing the service to meet the needs of different audience groups, whilst not 
neglecting the core remit and heartland audience.   
 
Feedback indicated that Radio 3 listeners appreciate that the service is distinct from 
Classic FM and other commercial stations offering classical music, such as Lyric FM.   
However, they believe that radio can make its distinctive remit more accessible, and 
perhaps provide a bridge to those listeners who might appreciate some of its offering 
if the right access points are provided.  
 
Audiences provided a range of suggestions to extend the reach of the station. There 
was significant support for more access points, particularly through programmes 
which help new listeners to listen to a wider range of music and stimulate and 
support their interest. There should be particular attention to how these can be 
scheduled in clearly signposted and consistently scheduled  ‘zones’ so that new and 
more established audiences can easily find the content that best suits their own 
needs.  
 
It was also clear from audience feedback that many people associate Radio 3 with 
classical music alone and are unaware of jazz and world music offerings, which could 
reach different audiences.  
 
“I know many people who are members of local jazz clubs and when I ask them if they listen 
to jazz on Radio 3 they answer ‘sure, Radio 3’s classical’.” 
 
“I realised they do World Music which is superb… it was an awakening.” 
 
“There are so many different cultures in NI now … people who have moved here do not 
know what is available.” 
 
Other suggestions included more accessible programme notes, introductions to 
concerts and performances and guides to different genres and types of music.  
 
“The programme notes for a concert are a wonderful innovation— but you need a music 
degree to benefit!” 
 
“In 1994 there was a series of modern musicals and the songs were explained… this was 
wonderful, very helpful. Some thing similar for opera would be helpful for the audience.” 
 
“Talks before Ulster Orchestra concerts are useful … maybe this could be done on Radio 3 
… describe the music before a concert begins.” 
 
It was suggested by a number of people that Radio 3 could work more closely with 
partners, such as schools, to bring in different audience groups.  
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“The BBC could bring culture and arts to young people through the schools.” 
The Audience Council therefore asks the Trust to challenge the BBC Executive to grow and 
broaden the reach of Radio 3. It believes that a strategy to achieve this would need to 
consider the particular needs of different audience groups, to develop more access points and 
to support this in an enhanced promotions strategy across the UK.  
 
 
1.2  BBC Radio 3  -  Quality, Distinctiveness and Promoting the Public 

Purposes   
 
Audience engagement demonstrated a deep appreciation among listeners for the 
quality of the service provided by Radio 3.  The consensus was that the station fulfils 
its remit to inform and entertain through high-quality and distinctive programmes.  A 
number of people expressed the view that the station is ‘world-class’ and that it 
provides a service which is ‘unique in the world’.   
 
Radio 3’s audience considered that the station is clearly distinct from Classic FM and 
other commercial classical music stations such as Lyric FM. They value the lack of 
advertisements on Radio 3 as well as its commitment to playing a wide range of 
music, including lesser known and more challenging pieces. Listeners also appreciate 
Radio 3’s commitment to live performances and to playing pieces in their entirety. 
 
It is clear that the core audience for Radio 3, although small, recognises that it is very 
well-served by a distinctive and high-quality service. The Audience Council was also 
interested in feedback from more occasional listeners to the service, a number of 
whom would tune in for particular programmes and performances of interest 
(including the biennial Ulster Orchestra visit to the Proms). Appreciation from many 
occasional listeners was also high, with recognition of the quality of the service when 
they chose to listen.   
 
“I am only an occasional Radio 3 listener but I am glad it is there. It is a service.”  
 
For others, including people who preferred Classic FM, the station was not 
sufficiently accessible – see 1.1.  
 
 
1.3  BBC Radio 3 -  Speech Content  
 
The Radio 3 listeners with whom the Audience Council engaged with did not place a 
high value on the station’s speech content. Some listeners were not aware of the 
range of speech programmes, particularly occasional listeners who tended to tune in 
for specific music programmes and concerts. These listeners were of view that 
speech content needed to be better promoted (including cross-promotion from 
other speech stations) before they could assess the value of this output. However, it 
was notable that the dominant view among those listeners who were more aware of 
the speech content was that it did not add significant value to the station. Many 
shared the view that they sought out Radio 3 for its music, and their expectations of 
speech content were met by other services, particularly Radio 4.  
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“I like the classical music on Radio 3— but I listen to drama on Radio 4.” 
“It’s all about the music, not speech.” 
 
“I go to Radio 3 for the music not the speech content.” 
 
A much smaller number of people expressed an appreciation for the speech content 
on BBC Radio 3, with some recognition that the programmes were distinct from that 
available on other services, for instance with more challenging content.  
 
Based on this feedback the Audience Council asks the BBC Trust to assess the value of 
speech content on BBC Radio 3, bearing in mind the extent to which it currently reaches its 
audience, any potential to improve this reach and how distinct the programmes are from 
content on other services. It suggests that the Trust considers whether the network radio 
audience as a whole would benefit more if Radio 3 focused on its core music proposition, 
leaving speech content to other networks. If there is a case to do this the Audience Council 
would ask the Trust to ensure that the range of speech content across the network services, 
including the more challenging output associated with Radio 3, was maintained and 
developed.  
 
 
1.4 BBC Radio 3  - Jazz and World Music  
 
Audience engagement indicated that there is significant appreciation of jazz on Radio 
3 from those who listen to it. This may be particularly valued here in Northern 
Ireland because the digital station Jazz FM is not available on the commercial DAB 
multiplex operating in this part of the UK.  
 
“Radio 3 has the best jazz on radio.” 
 
Not everyone was interested in world music, but there was an appreciation that it 
had an audience.   
 
The Audience Council’s main observation about the jazz and world music offerings is that 
there is a need to raise awareness of the offerings through wider promotion, particularly 
through links with other stations e.g., BBC Radio Ulster/ Foyle’s specialist music output.. 
 
 
1.5 BBC Radio 3 - Orchestras 
 
There was a very strong appreciation for the relationship with the Ulster Orchestra 
among the core Radio 3 audience, which included a number of regular attendees at 
Radio 3 broadcasts of Ulster Orchestra concerts.   
 
“I don’t mind our licence fee paying for the Ulster Orchestra— it’s our orchestra!” 
 
“All guest performers this season have been tremendous and an inspiration to young people.” 
 
“The Ulster Orchestra is an important part of NI culture.” 
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“I love the Ulster Orchestra concerts for Radio 3. I went on Tuesdays and Thursdays 
throughout August and I was happy to be a part of these events and see other people around 
me enjoying the concerts, too … it was a great feeling.” 
 
In the course of the Council’s engagement, it heard from audience members who 
appreciated the Ulster Orchestra’s participation in the Proms every two years. 
 
The Audience Council believes that the BBC’s support for the Ulster Orchestra (and other 
BBC orchestras, singers) is consistent with its Public Purpose to Stimulate Creativity and 
Cultural Excellence. Radio 3’s partnership with the Ulster Orchestra helps to support the 
orchestra’s important place in the cultural life of Northern Ireland, with all the benefits to 
audiences, to musicians and to wider society.  
 
The Audience Council is also supportive of the Radio 3 Ulster Orchestra Invitation Concerts 
which provide opportunities for the Ulster Orchestra performances to reach a wider UK and 
international audience. It appreciates the benefits that they bring to the audience who attend 
the concerts as well as the value that having a live audience adds to the recording.   
 
“The atmosphere at a live concert cannot be replicated on radio— the invitation concerts are 
very valuable.” 
 
However, the Audience Council believes that there should be more work to broaden 
participation in these concerts to different sections of the audience, observing that a relatively 
small and narrow group of regular attendees benefits disproportionately. Audiences 
suggested a number of opportunities to reach out to students, visitors to Northern 
Ireland and schools:  
 
“If it is free or cheap we (students) are interested! There are lots of students in NI … with 
the pressures of study, students are always looking for things to do … they want to get 
involved but they need to know about the concerts … use the Students’ Union and local 
community groups to reach young people.  If you get the message out to them, once they go 
through the door they will realise what is out there.” 
 
The Council also notes that the Radio 3 Invitation Concerts are free to audiences and 
suggests that the Trust considers whether the Executive should consider options to receive 
some payment from concert goers on a cost recovery basis (i.e., recovering the cost of 
opening the concert to an audience rather than the full cost of the recording), bearing in mind 
that a small group of regular attendees is disproportionately well served for their licence fee. 
Ideally the Audience Council would like the concerts to be opened up to the audience on a 
cost recovery ticketing basis with concessions designed to encourage interest from different 
audience groups, including those outside the heartland audience and those less able to pay.   
 
 
1.6  BBC Radio 3  -  Digital Radio 
 
A number of people have expressed concern about a move off FM and onto DAB 
digital radio in the future which they believe would have a detrimental impact on 
sound quality.  
The Audience Council asks the Trust to take this into account in its consideration of universal 
access to BBC services going forward.  
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2. BBC Radio 4 
 
2.1 BBC Radio 4  - Quality and Distinctiveness 
 
Feedback directly from audiences indicates a high-level of appreciation for Radio 4 
among its loyal listener base. There is a strong consensus that Radio 4 produces 
programmes which are distinctive and of high quality and which fulfil the BBC remit 
to inform, educate and entertain.  
 
Typical comments about the service included “wonderful”, “distinctive” and “I couldn’t do 
without it.” 
 
Audiences gave some insights into what, in particular, they appreciate about the 
station: 
 
§ The range of programmes 

The breadth and variety of interesting programmes is a key strength. Many 
listeners enjoy a wide range of different genres such as news and current 
affairs, documentaries, drama, factual programmes and comedy. Those whose 
interests are more focused on a particular genre are also generally happy with 
the range of output, recognising the need to appeal to different audience 
tastes.  

 
“There is a tremendous range of interesting programmes.” 
 
“There is a good selection of programmes— you can find something to interest you 
every day”  
 
“You can cherrypick from Radio 4 very nicely.” 
 

§ Programme depth and knowledge 
Audiences appreciate the expertise and solid knowledge base of programmes, 
the range of informed presenters and contributors, and the opportunity to 
explore topics in depth.  

 
“I enjoy the specialist programmes. I can be certain of quality on Radio 4— I know I 
will always be listening to someone in the know in that particular area.” 

 
“programmes are thought-provoking” 

 
§ The ability to interest listeners in new topics 

Whilst many listeners seek out ‘must-listen-to’ favourites, they also value the 
fact that ‘there is usually something of interest on’. The station appears to be 
a guarantee of quality and interest to its loyal listener base who trust it to 
introduce them to new topics.  
“Radio 4 is one of the few places you hear a trail for a programme and think I’d like 
to hear that.” 
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§ Connection with the audience  
The Audience Council observed a very strong connection between the station 
and its listener base who appear to trust the station to meet their needs. For 
many Radio 4 epitomises the close personal connection between radio and its 
listeners:  

 
“It feels like it is just for you … as if you are sitting round the table with the 
contributors.” 

 
§ Reliable standards  

Audiences associate Radio 4 with high standards. For some listeners these high 
standards are demonstrated in balanced and impartial reporting, in high 
production values and/or breadth and depth of knowledge. For others, often 
older members of the audience, the standard of spoken English is particularly 
important, especially as they felt that standards had fallen elsewhere on the 
media.  

 
§ Distinctive offering  

Listeners expressed the view that Radio 4 provides a unique service in the UK 
(and internationally)—they believe there is simply no other service available to 
them which produces this range and quality of speech output. A number of 
people believe that BBC television has ‘dumbed down’ or accepted lower 
standards to reach a wider audience, and therefore they believe that Radio 4 is 
all the more distinctive and worth preserving.  

 
“It is a unique speech station.”  

 
The Audience Council believes that there is a high level of appreciation for Radio 4 among its 
listeners and therefore little appetite for radical change to the service.  The main message 
from audiences is that the station should continue to focus on the quality and range of its 
programmes and maintain its high standards.  
 
The Audience Council has, however, noted a number of areas where listeners believe 
that the service can be improved, including: 
 
§ Continued development of comedy and drama  
§ Better reflection of communities around the UK and, in particular, a wider and 

more authentic portrayal of life in Northern Ireland  
§ Bringing in new audiences, particularly younger people  
§ Better ways to promote interesting programmes within the service, as well 

through other BBC services. 
 
These are discussed in more detail in the sections below.  
 
 
2.2  BBC Radio 4  -  News and Current Affairs  
 
For many listeners Radio 4 is central to their consumption of news and current affairs 
at UK-wide and international level and a high value is placed on the quality, depth and 
impartiality of this reporting.  
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Significant value is also attached to current affairs programmes such as From Our Own 
Correspondent which give audiences insights into communities and issues in the wider 
world.   
 
Over time the Audience Council has heard a view from a number of different 
sections of the audience that there are some instances (and not just on Radio 4) 
when interviewing techniques are unduly confrontational, and that this does not serve 
the aim of the interview in furthering understanding of the issue being discussed. The 
Audience Council believes that the BBC’s commitment to impartiality and to 
informing the audience may in a small minority of occasions be better served if due 
rigour and scrutiny is applied in a more courteous manner.   
 
A number of audience members at different events expressed the view that there is 
too much speculation and commentary on news and current affairs programmes 
which should focus more on reporting the facts. The Council’s understanding is that 
this is a view that is applied across other BBC news services as well.  
 
The Audience Council welcomes improvements in Radio 4’s news and current affairs 
reporting of devolved policies around the UK—part of a wider initiative across all 
BBC network news and current affairs. It recognises significant progress in explaining 
how particular policies apply in Northern Ireland as well as elsewhere in the UK. The 
Council has also observed a wider range of stories from Northern Ireland reported 
on the network. It welcomes progress in reflecting different aspects of life in 
Northern Ireland in output, including factual programmes. However, based on 
audience feedback and its own monitoring, it believes that there is still further work 
to be done on Radio 4 and other networks to achieve a broad and authentic 
portrayal of the breadth of life in a modern Northern Ireland.  
 
The Audience Council believes that Radio 4 news and current affairs output makes a strong 
contribution to the BBC’s Public Purposes, particularly of Sustaining Citizenship and Civil 
Society and Bringing the UK to the World and the World to the UK. It commends progress in 
reporting devolved policies and reflecting a broader and more accurate portrayal of Northern 
Ireland, and asks that the station continues to build on this progress. It brings audience 
concerns about standards in interviewing to the attention of the Trust.  
 
 
2.3    BBC Radio 4  - Drama  
 
Drama has a central role in Radio 4’s distinctive offering and audiences were generally 
highly appreciative of the range and quality of drama productions:  
 
“Drama is one of the jewels in Radio 4’s (and the BBC’s) crown.” 
 
“The radio plays in the evening transport you to another place.” 
Some members of the audience think that there is room for more challenging and 
longer form drama output, and there is support for continued focus to develop this 
genre.   
 
“Plays are getting shorter and shorter— do they think we don’t have the attention span?  
There is a serious risk of dumbing down across all output.” 
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There is recognition of drama’s role in reflecting life around the UK through local 
commissions, and support to develop this with drama of the highest quality.   
 
The Audience Council believes that high- quality drama is one the cornerstones of Radio 4’s 
schedule and is broadly appreciated by its audience. It would like the BBC Trust to ensure 
that there is continued focus to maximise benefits to the audience and to promote the Public 
Purposes, particularly in extending the range of formats, developing new talent and reflecting 
life in different parts of the UK. It would encourage the use of digital delivery methods 
including podcasting to boost the accessibility of drama to new audiences (and in particular to 
younger audiences who may be unable to listen live during traditional drama broadcast slots).     
  
 
2.4 BBC Radio 4  -  Comedy  
 
There was general agreement among audiences that comedy has an important place in 
Radio 4’s schedules. Appreciation appeared to be highest for classic comedies: 
 
“There’s nothing so good as the classics.” 
 
 “I fall about laughing at Just a Minute.”   
 
There was a more mixed reaction to some of the newer comedies which not 
everyone enjoyed, although there was recognition of a range of tastes among the 
wider audience.  It was generally agreed that the station should continue to 
complement the classics with newer work, and that it needed the space to innovate 
in order to develop new talent and formats for the future.  
 
 “It’s good to develop— the classics were once slated,  too!” 
 
The Audience Council believes that there should be a continued focus on developing and 
refreshing comedy on Radio 4, to complement the classics with a wide variety of new content. 
It agrees that Radio 4 should have room to experiment and to develop new on air, production 
and writing talent from across the UK.  
 
 
2.5 BBC Radio 4  - Social Action Content 
 
Feedback suggests that audiences recognise Radio 4’s contribution to social action 
and appreciate an approach which takes account of wider audience interests.  
 
“They do try to help people be aware of the issues facing society without being too preachy.  
It’s a difficult tightrope to walk and I think they do it very well.” 
 
 
2.6  BBC Radio 4 – Reaching Audiences  
 
Audience feedback recognises some difficulties in attracting younger audiences (i.e., 
30s, 40s +) who will be the future heartland audience of Radio 4.  The Audience 
Council agrees that there is a need to do more to attract these audiences and to 
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dispel the image that Radio 4 is for senior audiences only. As one audience member 
reported:  
 
“Some younger people think Radio 4 is just for older audiences. I encouraged a young 
colleague to listen to something which I thought would be of great interest to him and he 
replied ‘Radio 4— what age do you think I am?!” 
 
The Audience Council observes that Radio 4’s reach is lower in Northern Ireland 
relative to other parts of the UK. It recognises that the reach of BBC Radio Ulster/ 
Foyle is particularly strong and there is overlap in target audiences. Ultimately the 
priority is that all audiences receive value from the BBC’s portfolio of services, and 
individuals’ preferred services will naturally vary with interests and tastes. That said, 
the Audience Council suggests that some Radio Ulster listeners, many of whom do 
not listen to any other BBC service, may benefit from knowing more about Radio 4 
programmes which could interest them. It believes that there is some scope for 
enhanced promotion of Radio 4 on Radio Ulster/Foyle, with an emphasis on careful 
targeting and innovation rather than a large quantity of trails. It welcomes joint 
projects between regional and network radio, such as 100 Objects that Changed the 
World, which offers opportunities to bridge the divide between stations for audiences 
who may benefit from more than one radio service. 
 
Feedback indicated that audiences have a strong interest in how programmes are 
promoted so that they can find them. Listings are very important to audiences, 
including the printed variety for those who are not using the internet. Some members 
of the audience were interested in a slimmer ‘radio only’ version of the Radio Times. 
The Audience Council observes that there are limits to audience capacity for 
programme trails which can take away from the content of the programmes. In 
general there was a preference for a wider variety of programme trails, repeated less 
frequently. Audiences also thought that there is more scope for links and references 
within programmes, where relevant.  
 
The Audience Council would like to see wider promotion of Radio 4 for younger audiences in 
particular. It believes that there is scope for some more cross promotion of the network 
service from Radio Ulster Foyle.  
 
 
3. BBC Radio 7  
 
3.1     BBC Radio 7  -  Reaching Audiences  
 
Feedback to the Audience Council demonstrated a widespread lack of awareness of 
the station and its content among the audience in Northern Ireland. Many members 
of the audience, including enthusiastic consumers of other BBC speech radio stations, 
had either not heard of the station at all, or had not heard enough about its content 
to draw them in.  
 
“I didn’t know Radio 7 existed. Could there not be greater promotion on Radio Ulster/Foyle?” 
 
“I didn’t know there is a Radio 7. What is it?” 
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It was notable, too, that a number of regular Radio 7 listeners felt that they had 
stumbled on the station almost by accident or gone to particular lengths to seek it 
out. It was described by some in terms of a ‘secret gem’.  
 
“I only heard about it because the people in the caravan next door to us talked about it when 
we were on holiday in Wales.” 
 
“I saw it in the Radio Times listings and searched it out. Is it ever advertised? ” 
 
The Audience Council was struck by the interest which a number of people showed 
in Radio 7 once they were aware of the offering. It suggests that there is a larger 
potential audience for the station, particularly among listeners to other BBC radio 
services.  
  
The Audience Council therefore advises that there should be enhanced promotion of BBC 
Radio 7 in Northern Ireland to reach this potential audience, thereby providing local audiences 
with greater choice and value.  It believes that the relationship with BBC Radio 4 should be 
strengthened to draw more of the target audience to the digital station. Based on the 
feedback it has received, the Council agrees that it is worth exploring the BBC Executive’s 
proposal to relaunch the digital station as BBC Radio 4 Extra1. 
 
However, a promotions strategy for BBC Radio 7— or indeed Radio 4 Extra— should not 
stop with listeners to BBC Radio 4. The Council’s direct discussions with audiences showed 
that licence fee payers also expect the station to be promoted to other sections of the 
audience, including listeners of BBC Radio 2, Radio 3 and Radio Ulster/Foyle. The Audience 
Council suggests that BBC Radio Ulster/Foyle provides particular opportunities to reach a 
large audience, a significant proportion of whom do not listen to other BBC radio services but 
may benefit from this distinctive service.  
 
The Audience Council also recognises the frustration of those who would like to 
listen to BBC Radio 7 but who do not have good DAB digital radio coverage. There 
was some awareness of other ways to listen e.g., Freeview and online but these were 
seen as less flexible for some: 
 
“I want to listen throughout the house as I go about other things— not on the sofa in front of 
the TV.” 
 
Others lacked internet access or preferred not to listen in this way, because of a lack 
of confidence or because the PC is not conveniently located for everyday listening.  
Furthermore, a significant proportion of people that the Audience Council engaged 
with listen to BBC radio mostly in their car, where they cannot access BBC 7.  
 
The Audience Council has a strong and continuing interest in how access to digital radio will 
be developed going forward, noting the concern that some sections of the audience miss out 
on licence fee funded services. It asks the Trust to take these views into account in its 
considerations of how BBC audiences will be able to access the range of services in the future.   
 
                                                
1 Putting Quality First: The BBC and Public Space. Proposals to the BBC Trust, March 2010, BBC. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/review_report_research/strategic_review/strategy_revi
ew.pdf 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/review_report_research/strategic_review/strategy_revi
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3.2 Radio 7  -  Programmes  
 
Although only a small proportion of the audience listens to BBC Radio 7, those that 
do show considerable appreciation for the content that is broadcast and can be 
strong advocates in recommending it to others.  
 
“It is one of the most valuable resources on radio.” 
 
Archive content along with drama serials and classic comedies appear to be the main 
draw. The Audience Council believes that there is significant value to audiences in 
making the best of the radio archive available to them, and feedback shows that this is 
certainly appreciated by listeners.  
 
“To hear the spoken word is just beautiful... it draws you in… the stories just transport you.” 
 
“There is a wealth of material on BBC Radio 7 from 6am for 2 hours or so, plus 4pm.” 
 
“I enjoy listening to Radio 7. Old comedy is great" 
 
 
3.3  Radio 7  -  Children’s Radio  
 
The Audience Council has a particular interest in BBC Radio 7 as ‘the home of 
children’s radio’.  It has engaged with audiences, including some parents and teachers, 
to understand their view of the BBC’s role in relation to Children’s Radio—is this 
something that the public service broadcaster should provide or should children’s 
services be provided through other media ?  
 
The Council believes that there is a particular challenge in delivering radio services to 
children, who now consume content through online, games consoles and some 
television. As one parent put it: 
 
“My child expects something more visual, especially if they are listening through the PC or the 
television.” 
 
Some older members of the audience spoke of the central place of children’s radio in 
their childhood but observed that this nostalgia was not shared by new generations.  
Others expressed the view that the time may have passed when children could be 
reached through radio, and if this was the case it did not make sense to invest 
resources and schedules in this way.  
However, audiences also considered that children’s radio had the potential to play a 
much-needed role in stimulating young imaginations and helping children to learn key 
language and listening skills—and that these needs are not sufficiently met by other 
media and services. The dominant view was that, if children could learn to listen to 
speech radio, then the BBC had a responsibility in this area. However, the BBC would 
have to consider carefully its strategy for stimulating as well as meeting demand, 
perhaps building on links to other BBC children’s services, using well-known 
personalities and working through schools.  
 
“If children can learn to listen through Children’s radio then that has to be a good thing.” 
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“So many children are arriving at the nursery with delayed speech and listening skills. I feel 
that Radio 7 would go a long way in helping to develop these essential skills.” 
 
“The BBC has a duty to provide children’s radio.” 
 
The Audience Council asks the BBC Trust to request that the BBC Executive reviews its 
strategy for children’s radio (including radio programmes accessed online), considering 
opportunities to stimulate demand as well as to provide a distinctive offering for these age 
groups. It believes that there are important public service reasons why the BBC should not 
bow out of this market by decision or decline without a concerted strategic effort to 
understand the opportunities to provide a distinctive service that generates public value.  Such 
a review should not be limited to considerations of BBC Radio 7 output alone.  
 
 
4. Reflecting Nations, Regions and Communities  
 
The Audience Council notes that audience research demonstrates that the Public 
Purpose of Reflecting Nations, Regions and Communities is particularly important to 
audiences in Northern Ireland and is also a key area where they feel the BBC could 
do better.2  The audience interest lies primarily in a broader portrayal of Northern 
Ireland and connection with its audiences, although there is also a view that the BBC 
has a responsibility to nurture talent across the UK and to support the creative 
industries.  
 
“There is a need to bring on new talent— writers, performers, everybody involved. This 
should be delivered right across the UK. It’s a distinct duty of the public service broadcaster—
no one else would do it.”  
 
 “Some local programmes could be broadcast nationally … and here in Northern Ireland we 
also want to hear more from the different parts of the UK.” 
 
The Audience Council met some members of the audience who deliberately listen to 
Radio 4 in order to escape from Northern Ireland news and local politics which can 
at times dominate local current affairs output. 
 
The Council also noted a particular concern that the view of Northern Ireland in the 
UK media, including network BBC radio, focuses unduly on the legacy of the 
Troubles.   
“There is a role to let people in the rest of the UK have a wider view of Northern Ireland, 
and to show that there is more to us than the Troubles. It is important to show the normality 
of life to people who still believe that we live under this cloud.” 
 
The view was expressed that, while different parts of the UK are reflected in 
programmes with a particular remit to broadcast from around the UK this was not 
evidenced in the rest of radio output: 
 
“Coast and Country does this—but Sandy Toksvig would never broadcast from Londonderry.” 
                                                
2 Purpose Remit Tracking Study 2009 – 2010 (Northern Ireland) 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/review_report_research/ara2009_10/purpose_remits_
n_ireland.pdf 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/review_report_research/ara2009_10/purpose_remits_
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There is interest in the various ways to reflect Northern Ireland on the networks, 
from commissioning locally made programmes to using a wide diversity of presenters 
and contributors. Some members of the audience remembered that Women’s Hour 
had once broadcast a proportion of its programmes from different parts of the UK, 
including Northern Ireland, using local presenters and guests. There was support for 
reprising this approach, not least for Women’s Hour which some members of the 
audience have found very focused on middle England.  
 
However, audiences were also very clear that presenters and contributors should be 
recruited on the basis of merit, whilst observing that, of course, ‘not all talent is 
based in London’.   
 
For Radio 3, discussions with audiences revealed that there is an interest in more 
regional music on Radio 3, not just from Northern Ireland but also from other parts 
of the UK.   
 
The Audience Council asks the Trust to consider gaps in performance against the Public 
Purpose of Reflecting Nations, Regions and Communities and how they might be addressed in 
the services under review, noting ongoing work on network supply and portrayal.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Audience Council Northern Ireland  
October 2010 

 


