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Audience Council Northern Ireland has considered the BBC’s Draft Editorial 
Guidelines on behalf of audiences in Northern Ireland. It draws on views expressed at a 
wide programme of audience engagement events across three years where members of the 
audience have an opportunity to raise concerns and issues about the BBC’s performance.  In 
2009 it hosted open meetings in Ballymena and Newry and also listened to the range of 
views from members of the audience from all over Northern Ireland visiting its stands at the 
Tall Ships Festival and Balmoral Agricultural Show. Editorial standards were also raised at a 
discussion about television in Belfast in November, an event with a mix of younger and older 
age groups in Ballymena in October and meetings with various stakeholder groups.   
 
The Audience Council has also taken into account a range of audience evidence, including 
feedback to the BBC about BBC Northern Ireland programmes. It has considered the 
Executive’s report on Taste, Standards and the BBC which is based on extensive audience 
research.   Council members, alongside their counterparts from the Audience Councils for 
England, Scotland and Wales, took part in a focus group style discussion on the Draft 
Editorial Guidelines in October 2009.  
 
General Comments  
Most members of the audience with whom the Audience Council has engaged are aware 
that the BBC works to defined editorial standards although few people are familiar with the 
detail of the editorial guidelines. A very high value is placed on the BBC’s commitment to 
impartiality and, consequently, there is an awareness that the organisation works to defined 
principles in the public interest. Similarly, there is a general awareness that the BBC has 
defined standards for matters of taste and offence and for particular issues such as the 
protection of children. The Watershed is well known and understood.  
 
There is a strong audience expectation that the BBC should work to a clear and transparent 
set of principles or guidelines and that these should be fair.  
Some people wish to have the opportunity to be involved in setting these standards:  
 
“We pay our licence to the BBC, so we should have some input to its standards.” 
(Open meeting, Newry, May 2009) 
 
Many others expect to be able to delegate the detail of this responsibility to professionals at 
the BBC, and are happy to learn of the BBC Trust’s representation on their behalf.  Even 
where they do not wish to be directly involved, audiences want the broad principles to be 
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fair and appropriate and to uphold the values that they expect of the BBC.  They also expect 
the guidelines to be a sufficient basis for handling complaints – offering robust guidance for 
different situations without being open to widely differing interpretations.  
 
The Audience Council noted that many people it spoke with did not know how to make a 
complaint to the BBC, although some would be content if they could find this information 
easily on the BBC’s website. Some people have made the point that the BBC should not 
overreact to complaints or lobbies where they are not perhaps representative of the 
breadth of views of the audience. It is also evident that audiences expect the BBC to uphold 
high standards as a matter of how it goes about its business, and not just in response to 
complaints.  
 
The primary consideration with regard to editorial standards for most members of the 
audience is that the Editorial Guidelines are rigorously applied. When asked for their views 
on editorial standards many people referred to breaches of the guidelines rather than the 
standards themselves. Recent high profile editorial breaches, such as the Ross/Brand affair 
significantly undermined many people’s trust in the organisation, although it is notable that 
the level of concern varied somewhat within different sections of the audience.  For some 
people, dissatisfaction increases when the BBC is not seen to be offering decisive and swift 
redress to breaches and communicating this clearly.  
 
The Audience Council has carefully considered the editorial guidelines in light of what it has 
heard from the audience in Northern Ireland.  It believes that the guidelines should take the 
form of broad principles so that that they can be interpreted in the context of the output, 
audience expectations and other pertinent circumstances.  The level of detail should provide 
sufficient guidance to programme makers and content owners and a clear basis for 
judgement, but should not attempt to define every circumstance.  The Guidelines should be 
a living document in the sense that there must be the opportunity to update the guidance 
for significant changes to principle and process but not to account for each and every 
situation.  
 
The Audience Council believes that it is vital that the guidelines facilitate creativity rather 
than stifle it, and underpin the excellence and distinctiveness which audiences cherish and 
regard as part of the high standards they expect of the BBC.  Evidence from audience 
research and engagement activities shows that, above all, audiences are interested in a wide 
range of fresh, distinctive, high quality programmes that they can enjoy. There is also 
understanding among many sections of the audience that individual views vary so significantly 
that it is not possible – or indeed desirable – to please everyone all of the time.  The 
Guidelines must therefore strike the balance between avoiding unnecessary offence and 
allowing for distinctive content that reflects the diversity of life and is prepared to take well 
judged risks for the right editorial reasons.  
 
The Council also believes that the BBC and the BBC Trust should do more to explain to the 
audience how the Guidelines are enforced, using relevant examples. It observes that the 
BBC’s rationale for certain decisions, such as the decision on the DEC Gaza Appeal, is not 
always well explained or understood by the audience. The Council believes that better 
communication would help to build audience trust in the BBC and enable a dialogue that 
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would keep the BBC in closer touch with a range of views and perspectives. It would also 
test the consistency and quality of interpretation on which the Guidelines ultimately depend.  
  
The Audience Council has considered the particular questions of the BBC Trust 
consultation below. It has also highlighted several other areas of the Guidelines where it 
wishes to offer advice to the Trust on behalf of the audience in Northern Ireland.  
 
1. Are the concepts of due accuracy and impartiality clearly described in the 

Guidelines?  
 
The Audience Council considers that the guidelines on due accuracy and due impartiality are 
clearly described.   It is entirely appropriate that the context of the content and likely 
audience expectation is taken into account.  
 
The Council’s close engagement with audiences leaves it in no doubt as to the critical value 
which the audience in Northern Ireland places on accurate and impartial reporting from the 
BBC.  Many detailed and discussions with the audience about news and current affairs take 
place on the basis of a clear understanding of the BBC’s public commitment to impartiality 
and accuracy.  
 
The Council observes that is important that there is clarity about the circumstances in 
which due impartiality is applied to BBC output. The LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transsexual) community in Northern Ireland expressed concern that people speaking out 
against homosexuality were invited to contribute to reports about their activities even 
where these did not relate to the moral and religious debate, such as coverage of a cultural 
event. The community felt very strongly that there was no justification for this on the basis 
of the BBC’s commitment to impartiality and balance.  
 
A number of people, at different engagement events, have expressed some unease about the 
BBC’s coverage of the Middle East across the breadth of its reporting. The view was 
expressed at a discussion with the Centre for Contemporary Christianity in Ireland that the 
BBC is overly cautious in response to religious lobbies and that coverage of events in the 
Middle East in January 2009 had thus been too sensitive to the Israeli point of view. Other 
members of the audience have expressed concern about the BBC’s impartiality with regard 
to the Iraq Dossier and the censure of Jeremy Bowen’s reporting on the Middle East. The 
Audience Council therefore believes that it is vital that the BBC continuously assesses due 
impartiality not just in individual reports but across the breadth of its coverage.  A measure 
of independent as well as internal evaluation is required.   
 
Some members of the audience have also expressed concern about the level of opinion, 
narrative and speculation in news reporting when what they want and expect is the facts.  
 
 
“I turn to Channel 4 because I don’t want opinion on news programmes. I just want the facts.” 
(Ballymena Audience event, October 2009) 
 
The Audience Council notes that the Guidelines already state that “Opinion should be 
clearly distinguished from fact” and advises that there might be either stronger phrasing in 
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the Guidelines and/or in their application through training, evaluation of output and 
consideration of complaints.  
 
 
2. Do you think that the Guidelines on strong language are appropriate?  
 
The Audience Council has listened to a wide variety of opinions on strong language.   
It notes that many sections of the audience do not raise strong language as a  primary 
concern : they are most interested in the overall quality and appeal of programmes and take 
the nature, tone and context of language into account.  They do not want undue censorship 
to stifle creativity or to be out of touch with the real world and recognise that from time to 
time some output may cause offence to some people.  
 
However, concern increases where there is no editorial purpose for strong language or 
where it is perceived to cause undue harm, for instance in the case of comments which 
might be considered blasphemous, racist, homophobic or sexist, or derogatory to people 
with disabilities or other vulnerable groups.  Audiences perceive some language to be 
stronger than others. There are also greater concerns about strong language in programmes 
more likely to be heard by young children, such as on the school run or in the holidays.   
 
The Audience Council also recognises that a significant number of people feel very offended 
by strong language and believe that it is used excessively and gratuitously to the detriment of 
quality:  
 
 “Some very good programmes are spoiled by strong language and the use of language.”  
(Newry Public Meeting, May 2009) 
 
“There are enough words in the English language to say what you want to say without swearing.” 
(Newry Public Meeting, May 2009) 
 
The Audience Council is also mindful of the view, expressed at several engagement events, 
that the BBC influences society as well as reflects it:  
 
“If you have bad language on TV, people tend to use bad language more and this feeds the 
problem.” 
(Ballymena Audience Discussion, October 2009) 
 
There was much wider consensus on the value of signposting in letting audiences know of 
potentially offensive content so that they could make their own choices.   
 
The Audience Council has listened to the wide range of views expressed about strong 
language. It appreciates the offence that can be caused, particularly when strong language is 
used gratuitously and unexpectedly. It is also particularly concerned when language may be 
offensive or even harmful to particular identities and beliefs.   
 
Overall it believes that the editorial guidelines on strong language are appropriate, taking 
into account the wide range of views and circumstances.  It is particularly important that 
output is appropriately signposted and that care is taken to ensure that strong language is 
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not used gratuitously. The assumption should always be that strong language is not suitable 
unless a proportionate editorial purpose can be identified.  The Audience Council also 
believes that the BBC should continue to conduct regular in depth research into taste and 
standards, taking account of the expectations of different sections of the audience within the 
schedules.   
 
3. Do you think that the guidelines on aggressive behaviour are appropriate?  
 
The Audience Council believes that the guidelines are appropriate. It is right to distinguish 
between different contexts and to take into account the nature and tone of comments.  
 
4. Overall clarity  
 
Overall, the Audience Council believes that the Editorial Guidelines are clear. It believes that 
it is appropriate to establish broad principles which can be applied across the range of 
circumstances. It understands that the level of precision and detail required to make the 
guidelines meaningful to those who will apply them will be of less interest to general 
members of the audience. The BBC’s responsibility is to apply the guidelines consistently and 
explain significant decisions in a clear and relevant way to the wider audience.  
 
5.  Other Issues  
 
The Audience Council has comments on a number of other areas within the Editorial 
Guidelines on behalf of the audience in Northern Ireland:   
 
5.1 Parental controls  
The Audience Council particularly wishes to ensure that parental control continue to be fit 
for purpose as new technologies emerge.  It observes that many parents and carers are not 
aware of the systems that are currently in place and therefore welcomes the BBC’s 
commitment to a major awareness campaign about online guidance.  
 
5.2 Children  
The Audience Council agrees that specific guidelines should be in place to protect children.  
It notes, for instance, the following comment about the portrayal of alcohol on television:  
 
“I would like to see alcohol given more of a back seat … the abuse of alcohol is something 
we are fighting within the community and it is counter-productive when it is shown on TV.”  
(Newry Public Meeting, May 2009) 
 
The Audience Council agrees that it is appropriate that this and other practices (eg use of 
drugs and solvents) are not condoned, encouraged or glamorised in content likely to be 
widely consumed by children and young people.  
 
5.3 Watershed  
The Audience Council believes that there is a broad level of awareness and support for the 
watershed.  Audiences also point out that particular care must be taken in school holidays 
and just after the watershed when more children may be viewing, and on the school run for 
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radio.  The Audience Council agrees with the findings of the BBC Executive’s Research that 
there is not public support for a watershed on radio, providing due care is taken. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Audience Council Northern Ireland 
January 2010 
 


