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1. Introduction 
 
In the autumn of 2007 the BBC Audience Council for Northern Ireland (ACNI) 
hosted a number of events involving the local creative industries. Amongst a range of 
issues raised was a suggestion that audiences here may be under-served by the 
provision of arts content on the BBC. 
 
As set out in the BBC Audience Council’s protocol, ACNI’s role is “to provide a 
broadly-based assessment of audience needs, interests and concerns, thereby bringing 
audience voices to the heart of the Trust’s work”. 
 
It also has a responsibility to “contribute to the Trust’s work in identifying audience 
priorities for BBC services and its assessment of the BBC’s delivery against its Public 
Purposes.”  
 
Council initiated a series of listening events across Northern Ireland in the first half of 
2008. These included sessions in Magee College in Londonderry, the Market Place 
Theatre in Armagh and at BBC Broadcasting House in Belfast. The events had a 
strong focus on practitioners and professionals in arts sector, along with viewers, 
listeners and users of BBC services. 
 
The events were publicised through a variety of arts-based networks, including the 
Arts Council for Northern Ireland, the BBCNI and ACNI website along with articles 
issued to local print press. 
 
The events had a single focus of listening to the audience with a view to deepening 
Council’s understanding of audience views, including those at regional and sector 
level, of BBC arts coverage at both local and network levels across all platforms.  It 
was undertaken in the context of the BBC’s Public Purposes with the aim that the 
insights gained would lead to the development of thinking on alternative approaches 
to feed back to the BBCNI Management team and also a series of strategic 
recommendations for the BBC Trust. 
 
Council has also considered research and data from a range of sources including the 
BBC Trust and Ofcom. 
 
The Council has progressed its thinking through the work of a sub-committee made 
up of members, Liam Kelly and Sharon O’Connor with full Council discussions taking 
place in February, May, June, September and November. 
 
  



 

 

 

2. Executive Summary 
 
The Council would acknowledge that the listening process to engage with audiences 
has some limitations when dealing with complexity of demand and needs. In this case 
it has been further complicated by the lack of a common audience view of the term 
‘Arts’ and what constitutes arts programming.  For some it is typified by a programme 
like the ‘The Proms’ for others it is a documentary on the life of a writer or a news 
story on a local festival launch. 
 
It is troubling that the BBC, as a significant provider of arts programming in the UK 
broadcast market, is not fully recognised for this provision by the local audience.  
 
Council would welcome further research to better understand issues around impact 
and connections with the local audience. Council would see, in relation to this point, 
that an increase in portrayal and relevance is vital to the success of such programming 
at a network level. 
 
Council has also noted that there is not one homogenous audience but a series of 
discrete groups. It is clear that this can be an all-consuming passion for some 
individuals, but their particular specialist interest in the arts may not be served by 
other output also labelled ‘arts’. 
 
It would also feel that a misquotation from Goethe might serve to illuminate some of 
complexities of this audience: “A great artist …must be shaken by the naked truths 
that will not be comforted. This divine discontent, this disequilibrium, this state of 
inner tension is the source of artistic energy.” 
 
It would suggest that further formal work should be undertaken to better understand 
the demands and needs of various strands within this audience and also to seek to 
achieve a balance with those members of the audience who may have a lighter 
interest in arts output. 
 
Council would see that this research should inform a strategic review of arts 
coverage on the BBC networks to include: a review of terms like ‘arts’ and ‘culture’ 
with a view to increasing audience access to content; consideration of the key 
learning’s from the Impartiality Review in order to increase the relevance network 
programming to all Northern Ireland audiences and the development of a UK-wide 
approach to identify and nurture new creative talent.  
 
 
3. The Audience View 
 
The process of seeking and listening to the views of the local audience is by necessity 
open-textured and loose in structure. Over the course of the three events and other 
related conversations, complex and layered views were explored with members of 
the audience. It was Council’s aim to make the process as organic and welcoming as 
possible to ensure that all views would be heard.  
 



 

 

 

A range of voices were heard and their points are set out below. For the purposes of 
this process these are presented thematically, rather than chronologically, according 
to the indicators set out in the Public Purpose: Stimulating creativity and cultural 
excellence.  
 
3.1 Provide output that is distinctive and creative on all its 
platforms/Provide a wide range of enjoyable and entertaining content 
 
Responses by participants would suggest that many saw these two quality indicators 
as corresponding and most noted some deficits in both areas. 
 
There were repeated references to the weakness of output on television. Radio, 
particularly Radio 3 and 4 appeared to be viewed as stronger in this area with local 
contributions to these networks gaining high levels of approval. 
 
Local networks, both radio and television, appeared to be highly valued by 
participants which seemed to increase their sense of frustration and disappointment 
at what they saw as a lack of adequate delivery in the area of arts content. 
 
Some specific complaints were of the resource allocation at a network and local level. 
It was felt that there was an emphasis on providing ‘low-end’ entertaining content at 
the expense of creative and high-quality programming, described by one person as a 
victory of ‘lifestyle over content’. In addition, there were specific complaints in 
relation to some local radio output around what was seen as an inconsistency in 
programme production and content in the continuous strand.  
 
It was felt that the BBC could be “patronising” in its view of the audience demand for 
arts coverage. 
 
General views seemed to be of a formulaic approach to coverage. There were calls 
for increased innovation and creativity in depiction of the arts. There was a sense of 
unease around a perception of a strategy to ‘embed’ the arts across a range of genres, 
which may have had an aim to widen and extend appeal to audiences but served to 
diminish its visibility. It was acknowledged that coverage of the arts could permeate 
through a range of output but there appeared to be a strong feeling that strong and 
distinctive coverage was absent. 
 
As one participant put it: “On television, the arts rarely make an appearance. From 
time to time a news story emerges with a funding or celebrity angle; occasionally 
there are series focusing on a specific theme, though they tend to be more events 
than regular coverage of an important aspect of life.” 
 
Interestingly, the online offering at both network and local level seemed to gain the 
highest commendations. In addition, future online developments were discussed with 
some enthusiasm as the audience considered the opportunities this presented in 
terms of accessing tailored content.   
 
3.2 Ensure enrichment for all audiences by covering a range of cultural 
activities 



 

 

 

 
A significant number of participants indicated varying degrees of unhappiness with the 
BBC provision to ensure enrichment for all audiences. 
 
There were descriptions of a limitation of range by geography as well as by activity. 
For attendees at the Belfast event there were complaints of metro-centric approach 
by commissioners and programme-makers at a network level, while those at events 
outside Belfast shared similar perceptions of local programme-makers. Clearly, there 
was a strong sense that those audiences located more closely to programme-making 
hubs were catered for to the exclusion of the wider audience. 
 
In terms of limitations by activity a continued refrain was that of an elitist approach, as 
one participant put it: 
“I’m an ordinary licence-fee payer from a normal working-class background. I like 
programmes where people discuss view and programmes at my age level. I’d like to 
see more diversity. It tends to be too high brow and over my head.” 
 
In some contrast, there was also support for the view that some arts programming 
was packaged and presented in such a way as to diminish and subvert its content: 
“This elitist approach is implying that when you are bringing the arts to people, you 
have to bring it down to a Ladybird level. The audience is not stupid and can see the 
worth of art and it can be appreciated by all.” 
  
Additionally: “The BBC fails by not talking and listening properly to artists and 
artistes.” 
 
3.3 Encourage active participation in cultural activities 
 
In broad terms, the events in Magee and Armagh reflected the strongest interest in 
the issues encouraging participation in cultural activities, although these areas were 
also raised to a lesser extent at the Belfast event. 
 
In the main these views centred on the work of arts venues and other promotional 
and representational outlets. 
 
It was made clear that their work within the arts sector, whether as a theatre, festival, 
gallery or centre was reliant on public support through attendance. For these 
speakers, ensuring awareness of current activities was a priority.  
 
Many similar issues were reflected in the area of community arts. It is worth noting 
that participants in this area were particularly clear in their articulation how they saw 
the essential value to society of community arts activity. 
 
The kind of coverage these groups appeared to value highly was that of news and 
current affairs programming. There was some support for a view across all of the 
events that such coverage had a tendency to be negative in tone with the news angle 
skewing towards stories with financial or political difficulties. It was felt that those 
stories more positive in tone tended to down play the artistic value and play up the 
individual achievement. 



 

 

 

 
In relation to this, a concern was expressed about a deeper issue of confidence 
around the arts and the BBC’s role to encourage participation by highlighting and 
defining artistic success. It was suggested by one speaker that coverage should include 
the general industry stories and not the particular, individual, stories: “The BBC needs 
to celebrate success and increase the visibility of the arts”. 
 
Another contributor adds: “It is the responsibility of the media in general – and the 
BBC specifically, in this case – to build awareness and audiences for the arts. It is not 
good enough to sit back and respond to an expressed interest or lack of it – or 
worse, use a perceived lack of interest among the public as an excuse for not doing 
very much.” 
 
Across all of the events there was some repetition of desire for arts audiences to 
receive the same high quality and expert coverage as those who have a particular 
interest in sport. 
 
While there was a common expression of the value of the Online services, those 
participants who attended events outside Belfast were the most positive and keen to 
express views to further enhance the provision of content, including a localised 
listings service.  
 
3.4 Foster creativity and nurture and support UK talent across a wide 
range of genres 
 
There was strong support for the view that the BBC does not do enough to foster 
creativity and nurture and support UK talent across a wide range of genres. 
 
In general terms many felt that the main support is to the high end of the market with 
examples cited of Proms in the Park, Ulster Orchestra and the Belfast Festival.  
 
The view that the BBC should not be a ‘connoisseur-ship’ but rather had a particular 
function to support and apply a critical judgement across different art-forms appeared 
to be broadly shared. 
  
There was significant support for the view that BBC should do more to nurture the 
talent of young artists. A few voices called for a focus on specialist areas like dance 
and fine art.  
 
It is worth noting that the BBC NI’s work in the nurturing musical talent was 
recognised with particular praise reserved for its work supporting the local 
Glasgowbury Festival.   
 
The wider network support for local talent was widely regarded as weak. As one 
participant put it: 
“The BBC is …metropolitan, London-centric. There is a question of parity of access. 
There are no (local) participants on Newsnight or Front Row – it is impossible to 
interest them in any events happening in Northern Ireland. London assumes this is a 
backwater. This is a high political question as well as a cultural question.” 



 

 

 

 
This comment was further amplified by other speakers, including this view: 
“I don’t feel the BBC is interested in listening – treating the local person as amazing 
when they achieve something, is treating here as the periphery.” 
 
For many, to achieve this section of the Public Purpose, the BBC would need to 
improve the quality and breadth of its coverage. Strong views were expressed around 
the need for ‘a greater intelligence’ and ‘critical thought’ to coverage in order to 
adequately foster creativity and nurture talent. 
 
There was also some discussion around a perceived pressure from the BBC to ‘tailor 
to fit existing vehicles’ and it was suggested that the online platform would be valued 
as a way ‘of streaming the vast amount of work being produced within the youth 
community’. 
 
It was also felt that the BBC adopted a tired approach to film and story telling in its 
depiction of various art-forms including music. Some expressed views that the BBC is 
out of touch with the modern context and does not nurture creative talent in 
production areas like graphics or camerawork.  
 
 
4. Audience Council Reflections 
 
 
 
A range of voices have contributed to the Council’s considerations on the BBC 
coverage of the arts. Through the events hosted in Magee College, Armagh and at 
Broadcasting House in Belfast the Audience Council tried to reach out to people 
from all backgrounds  and perspectives –  from those who described themselves as 
ordinary viewers and listeners or as artists, musicians, writers, through to those who 
were most committed and active in their support of the arts sector. The Council was 
privileged to hear their genuine, passionate and lively responses. 
 
Each had a vision of what the BBC could and should provide. It is fair to say that no-
one wished to see less coverage or a reduction in the quality of services, but there 
was a texture and complexity to the many views that makes the task of understanding 
and responding not an easy one. In addition, Council in its listening role has a 
responsibility to seek to balance different realities and perceptions and has brought a 
consideration of other available information, including relevant research into its 
discussions. 
 
Amid the many calls for increased arts provision Council notes that the volume of 
arts programming across broadcasters has remained steady since 2002/3 (at around 
1% of all output) – Ofcom PSB Report 2007. – and that BBC figures for 
programmes would show fairly steady audience sizes over recent years 
 
The BBC is the biggest producer of arts programming in UK. It is estimated that BBC 
Four offers more arts output than other public service broadcasters put together. It 
provided over 1000 hours in 2006/7 across more than 100 different arts programmes. 



 

 

 

BBC Two provided 324 hours, with 82 hours on BBC One and 75 hours on BBC 
Three (BBC Annual report 2006/7). These figures include television programmes 
on visual art, music, and cinema, performance of music and theatre but not popular 
music. 
 
The BBC has invested in popular new arts strands – Imagine on BBC One and The 
Culture Show on BBC Two. Amongst its most watched programmes is Last Night of 
the Proms, Rolf Harris on Lowry and Play It Again. 
 
And yet across the engagement process the only television network programmes 
which were referenced were The Culture Show and The Proms, both of which have 
some local content or resonance. 
 
Recent UK research indicates that broadcasting of the arts is a low priority, with 7% 
saying as important to them personally and 12% said it was of societal importance. 
(Ofcom PSB Annual Report July 2006)  
 
In contrast, when asked a different question in a different survey and two-thirds of 
people rate cultural activities of personal importance and report that the BBC 
performance broadly matches their expectations. (BBC Trust Purpose Remits 
research June 2007) 
 
This is consistent with other research which shows that 60% of people in NI agree 
that the BBC provides content with wide range of cultural creative activities, 58% say 
that the BBC introduces them to new UK talent, 55% think that its programmes are 
inventive and imaginative and that it has lots of fresh and new ideas. (BBC Trust – 
Perceptions of the BBC 2008) 
 
It is clear from the engagement with local audiences and from this research that there 
are difficulties around seeking to find a shared definition around the term ‘The Arts’ 
and what is arts content. 
 
Additionally, there is some complexity around understanding who is the arts 
audience. Listening to responses would suggest that there is not one homogenous 
audience but a series of discrete groups – each of which has a particular area of 
interest.  
 
In the broadest of terms, it is possible to consider that there are those who have a 
primary interest in the arts story and those whose primary interest is the story 
around the arts. However, Council considers that to serve audience needs 
appropriately further research would be welcome. 
 
Layered onto this is the audience requirement for programming that connects and has 
a relevance to them as individuals. It is notable that there were few references to 
network productions and those that were made highlighted perceptions of local 
neglect. 
 
Council has noted its ongoing concerns about portrayal and representation issues on 
network services. In a recent report into BBC network news and current affairs 



 

 

 

programming it found that the covered more Arts stories than other providers but 
that none of them reflected activity in Northern Ireland, Scotland or Wales (Nations 
Impartiality report 2008). 
 
Council has heard strong views expressed from the audience in Northern Ireland 
around feelings of being under-served and unconnected to the network provision. 
There was a strong demand for a high-quality product but with local relevance.  
 
It was clear from audience responses that they feel a great connection to the local 
provision but expressed some frustration at what they saw as a diffused focus and 
under-resourcing. 
 
It is understood that, in broad terms, the local strategy has been to increasingly 
concentrate the production of content about the arts on radio formats; this includes a 
weekday 30 minute programme (Arts Extra, BBC Radio Ulster) and occasional series 
such as The Book Programme. Arts content is embedded in programming for 
television, most frequently appearing as single documentaries. The most popular of 
these have been profiles of famous writers and musicians. 
 
There seemed to be a high awareness and appreciation of this programming by 
respondents but there was also a strong demand for additional provision of high-
quality locally relevant programmes that provide a critical appreciation of the arts. 
 
The Council notes the benefit of and importance for programming to explore the arts 
context and to seek to broaden the appeal to the audience. It can see that this is an 
opportunity for listeners, viewers and users to be introduced, through what was  
previously as ‘lifestyle’ programming,  to a greater exploration of arts experience ‘the 
content’. 
 
However, Council is also aware of views that this deeper arts experience - including 
in-depth analysis and critical appreciation of the arts strengthened by a relevance to 
the local audience – is perceived by the audiences who engaged in this process to be 
an area of low performance by the BBC.  
 
It would suggest that this needs to be considered urgently at a network level.   
 
Council is conscious of the rich cultural heritage of Northern Ireland with arts 
practitioners who are stars on a world stage. It has also a dedicated, highly aware and 
passionate audience who value BBC services and are motivated to seek out services 
and programmes of relevance. 
 
It would suggest that sign-posting of content is a continuing issue and would note that 
arts programming is not a first-level choice on iPlayer. It would also suggest that 
access to archive material would be greatly valued by the audience.     
5. Next steps 
 
In considering the views of the audience through this process it appears to Council 
that there are a number of suggestions and requests that are of particular relevance 
to the local BBC management and those of relevance for the BBC Trust.  



 

 

 

 
Council will share its reflections with the local management through the process of its 
usual monthly meetings and will inform the work of the Trust through submission of 
this paper to the Audience Councils Committee.  
 
5.1 Observations to BBC NI: 
 
There are a number of audience comments which have immediacy and a currency 
within the current provision. These include: 

• Demand for ‘best of’ arts programme on BBC Radio Ulster at the weekends. 
• Development of local listings provision on the bbc.co.uk/ni site, within the 

terms of the service licence. 
• Deepen analysis of the arts on radio 
• Expand coverage of arts in news and current affairs strands 
• Increase access to programme makers 
• Partnership opportunities with other areas of the BBC including Scotland and 

Wales and with related organisations eg Arts Council, Seamus Heaney Centre 
for Poetry 

• Develop content that reflects rich cultural heritage of Northern Ireland and 
showcases new talent 

 
5.2 Considerations to the BBC Trust 
 
While Council believes that the suggestions outlined at a local level would be 
welcomed by the audience, it also understands that other commissioning and editorial 
priorities issues may need to be addressed. 
 
It considers that there has been a coherence and consistency in the audience 
response that requires further thought and consideration.  In particular it would wish 
to see a development of a greater understanding of the needs of all audiences across 
the UK.  
 
It would suggest that a review of the BBC strategy of provision of arts content at local 
and network level, in line with the Public Purposes would be timely. It would propose 
that this review should include: 
 

• Evidence of audience demand in relation to arts content. 
• Awareness of the different audiences and their interests 
• Perceptions of the terms Arts and Culture  
• Consideration of output across all of the BBC platforms with a view to 

increasing their connectivity 
• Consideration of structures and their impact on the delivery of high-quality, 

dedicated arts-based output  
• Consideration of improvements to the ‘find ability’ of content for e.g. the 

provision of identified content on the ‘listen again’ and iPlayer services. 
• Identification and nurturing of new creative talent from across the UK 
• Considerations of structure and resourcing of arts production at a network 

and local level 
 


