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BBC Audience Council Northern Ireland 
Red Button Review  

Submission to the BBC Trust 
 
 
Evidence Base 
 
The Audience Council has gathered audience feedback on the Red Button service at 
a number of audience engagement events in 2009.  In November it hosted an event 
specifically to discuss the BBC’s Television and Red Button services with more than 
60 members of the public in Belfast. It has also received feedback on the Red Button 
service at discussions with international students in May, with a mixed age group in 
Ballymena in October and with Community Services Volunteer media trainees in 
November.  The Audience Council has drawn on feedback from other engagement 
events and other audience based evidence over three years to understand the wider 
context of audience needs and expectations.  
 
The Audience Council has carefully considered the Service Licence for the Red Button 
Service in light of the feedback it has received.  
 
 
Audience Feedback and Audience Council Reflections  
 
There appears to be a relatively low level of use of the red button service among the 
Northern Ireland audience.  
 
There is a lack of awareness and some confusion about the service. Some people 
were not sure if it was a pay service and others confused it with the Sky interactive 
service.  
 
“I don’t know how to access the service and I don’t know what it is for.” 
 
“I haven’t used it because I thought you had to pay for it.” 
(Community Services Volunteers Media Trainees, November 2009) 
 
There was a lack of clarity about the extent of the offer, and whether it provided a 
service or content that was not otherwise available.  
 
“I doubt people use it much with BBC News 24 existing.” 
(Northern Ireland consultation response) 
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The general consensus of this group of media trainees was that the service is not 
well understood or promoted and it is therefore of limited value to the wider 
audience.  The international student group, on the other hand, particularly 
appreciated opportunities for interactivity, citing the Red Button Olympics coverage 
as an example.  
 
At three of the meetings where the red button was discussed there were critical 
comments about navigation and usability.  
 
“I don’t like it. It takes a while to load up and appears in blocks … it is not 
user friendly and there is no on screen help. I’m not sure where to go to 
find something, or I run out of time and have to leave it.” 
 
“I use it for flight information and lottery results, but it is boring and 
slow.” 
(Ballymena Audience Discussion, October 2009) 
 
The Audience Council notes that user expectations of usability are high and that this 
will increasingly be the case as consumers become used to standards set by other 
information and broadcast services – from the XBox to web applications.  It believes 
that, to reach a significant proportion of the audience, the red button needs to 
deliver a consistently high standard of navigation general usability.   
 
Views on content were mixed – with some more regular members of the audience 
finding the service useful for news, weather and sports information. However, others 
noted that it can be slow to update (eg sports results) and go into a loop too quickly. 
Other members of the audience expected to find more content of interest :  
 
“I can’t find the content that interests me. There used to be cinema 
listings for all towns, but that’s no longer there.” 
 
“The Red Button doesn’t give much local information … I seldom use it.”  
(Ballymena Audience Discussion, October 2009) 
 
The Audience Council notes that the Red Button carries a limited amount of text 
based information specific to Northern Ireland, restricted mainly to news and sports 
headlines. The Ceefax service has provided more opportunity to carry important 
public service information for audiences, such as details of school closures during the 
bad weather in January 2010. 
 
The Red Button service is, however, clearly valued by some people when it offers 
multiple screens for major events such as Grand Prix. Moto GP and Glastonbury.  
Users see this aspect of the red button as more distinctive, because it significantly 
adds to viewing choices and may offer additional interactive features.  
 
“I like to be able to select what I want to see, whether it is a particular 
player in golf coverage or a particular band at Glastonbury.” 
(Community Services Volunteers Media Trainees, November 2009) 
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The Audience Council also notes the value that the Red Button service can add to 
local events such as the North West 200 and the Milk Cup.   A relatively small volume 
of output hours can still add significant audience value, maximise the BBC’s 
investment in sports rights and promote the Public Purposes in a distinctive way.  
 
Some people also use the service when it is promoted for a particular purpose eg 
extra clips for In The Thick Of It. However, there was wide consensus that the 
service requires more promotion.  
 
The Audience Council did not receive any feedback specific to a range of other 
content areas described in the Service Licence, such as CBeebies, other educational 
content and user generated forums. It asks if this is indicative of a low level of 
audience awareness and use.  
 
The Council observes that many of the content areas supported by the Red Button 
are very well provided for on other platforms, such as bbc.co.uk. As a result, it 
appears that the website can become the natural home for certain types of content, 
making the Red Button surplus to requirements for some sections of the audience.  
For instance, there is a much greater range of content supporting CBeebies on the 
channel’s website, and this is more frequently updated and not subject to the same 
capacity limitations as the Red Button service.  Similarly, although the Red Button 
news service is valued by some members of the audience, it is noted that there is a 
very high level of news provision on television and the internet from the BBC and 
other providers.  Digital television audiences can now avail of rolling news on a 
number of channels and, if they have broadband, they may access internet content 
enriched by audio and video and user generated content, as well as updates to 
mobile devices and on demand news through the BBC iPlayer.  
 
The Audience Council also notes the very wide variations in the service offer across 
the different digital platforms. The bandwidth restrictions on Freeview obviously limit 
the options for multiscreen viewing. The Freesat offer is particularly limited which can 
be especially disappointing for those new to the service, particularly those moving 
from Sky and Freeview.  The Audience Council believes that, if the Red Button 
service is going to reach a significant proportion of the audience with a valued and 
distinctive offering, it needs to provide a higher level and greater consistency of 
content across the various platforms. However, it notes that this is subject to BBC 
resource constraints, technology constraints and – in the case of Freeview – 
spectrum constraints outside the control of the BBC.  
 
The Audience Council has carefully considered the extent to which the Red Button 
service meets its Service Licence commitments and delivers audience benefits in 
proportion to investment and other audience priorities.   It suggests that the service 
offering is no longer sufficiently distinctive for many sections of the audience.   
Although multiscreen viewing is one of the more popular features of the service it is 
significantly restricted on Freeview, whilst the overall Freesat offering is particularly 
constrained. Furthermore, much of the content which the Red Button aims to provide 
is well – and perhaps better - supported on other BBC and commercial platforms and 
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services, most notably bbc.co.uk.  The value and distinctiveness of the Red Button 
service depends on what else is available in the marketplace, and the Audience 
Council notes that technologies and consumption patterns have changed significantly 
since the service was launched.   
 
The Council believes that this may be evidenced through a relatively low level of 
awareness and usage of the service. Those who do use the service seem to find it 
slow and difficult to navigate, with less content than they would like. The cost of 
improving the service to meet ever growing audience expectations could be 
considerable and there may also be technological and other constraints which do not 
apply to the same extent to other platforms.  
 
For these reasons the Audience Council asks the BBC Trust to consider if the 
additional value added by the Red Button service justifies the cost of nearly £15 
million in 2008/09, particularly in light of other audience priorities which are not 
sufficiently addressed elsewhere in the BBC portfolio. In making its assessment the 
Audience Council specifically asks the Trust to take account of the current and future 
needs and consumption patterns of different sections of the audience, noting in 
particular that not all digital television users have broadband access. It is possible 
that the value of the Red Button service may be higher for this section of the 
audience, and this may also be a group which is less well served within the BBC 
portfolio.   
 
It will be also important for the BBC Trust to consider the value which the Red 
Button might add in the BBC portfolio and the broadcasting marketplace in coming 
years. For instance, will interactive television in the future be broadband enabled, like 
Project Canvas, in which case resources might be better spent on enhancing the 
iPlayer and other web based applications.   
 
The Audience Council appreciates the role that the Trust plays in ensuring that BBC 
services continue to meet the aspirations of their service licence and provide value 
for money in a changing marketplace.  It looks forward to understanding the breadth 
of evidence which will inform the Trust’s review, in addition to the feedback and 
advice which it has provided here.  
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