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1. Executive Summary  
 
The Audience Council Northern Ireland makes the following submission to the BBC Trust’s 
Review of BBC ONE, BBC TWO and BBC FOUR.  
 
In preparing its submission, the Council has drawn on a wide evidence base of direct 
audience engagement along with audience research and feedback and other relevant 
information. Its views are informed by the Council’s understanding of the broadcasting 
landscape in Northern Ireland and the particular needs and interests of diverse local 
audiences. 
 
The key themes which have emerged are :  
 
§ Audiences in Northern Ireland value BBC Television services but believe that there is 

room for improvement. They want more programmes of high quality and more fresh 
and new ideas within the schedules.   

 
§ There is a demand for greater innovation, a fresher approach and more risk-taking 

among many different sections of the audience. This emerged as a major theme for 
discussion at most audience engagement events. It appears to be particularly relevant 
to comedy, entertainment and drama where audiences asked for new formats and 
fresh approaches.   

 
§ Conversely, audiences are critical of output which is formulaic or repetitive. There 

are concerns about an overreliance on popular formats and same theme 
programmes, such as the many programmes focusing on cookery and property.  

 
§ Audiences do, however, recognise and appreciate distinctive new ideas and 

outstanding quality when it is delivered.  
 
§ Audiences in Northern Ireland want to see themselves reflected more often in 

network output. More programmes need to be made in Northern Ireland for 
broadcast on BBC ONE and TWO in particular, and they need to do more to 
reference ways of life here. Audiences want to see an authentic, modern and 
accurate portrayal that reflects the diversity of society here and moves away from 
the ‘Troubles narrative’.  

 
§ Audiences value BBC ONE and associate it with some high quality programmes.  

However, many people feel there should be more programmes that meet their high 
expectations of quality and distinctiveness.  

 
§ The wide remit of BBC ONE was generally understood by audiences who tended to 

agree that there should be something for everyone within its offering. However, 
some people observed that this broad remit could also make programmes seem 
more bland.  

 
§ The Audience Council believes that strengthened focus is required if BBC ONE is to 

remain relevant and engaging to all sections of the audiences in an increasingly 
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competitive and fragmented marketplace.  The channel particularly needs to connect 
with audiences from different communities across the UK and to meet the needs of 
sections of the audience who are less well served in the BBC portfolio as a whole.  

 
§ Audience express appreciation for BBC TWO with a range of programmes meeting 

their needs through clearly defined genres, such as current affairs, factual and 
comedy. There is evidence that the channel is associated with quality and stimulating, 
intelligent content across different genres.  

 
§ Many people believe that BBC TWO’s remit has changed as a result of the 

development of BBC THREE and BBC FOUR. For instance, it is perceived that more 
comedy has moved to BBC THREE and that BBC FOUR has become the home of 
arts and culture.   Audiences were concerned to ensure that the wider BBC TWO 
audience did not lose out on quality content, that the genres themselves did not 
become too narrowly defined within a particular channel identity, and that BBC 
TWO did not lose its role to provide innovative new programmes.  

 
§ Some people also felt that there was not enough distinction between BBC ONE and 

BBC TWO. This appears to be particularly the case in Daytime where there is 
further opportunity to extend choice and meet the needs of different audiences. 

 
§ Many diverse sections of the audience in Northern Ireland place a high value on 

programmes which reflect local culture, identity and interests.  For many people local 
programmes are an integral and essential part of the BBC’s offer. They expect a 
range and diversity of programmes, to see their own lives reflected and to be 
challenged and engaged by programmes about other local people, communities and 
ways of life which may be less familiar.  

 
§ Audience appreciation of local programmes is also evidenced in viewing figures : the 

overall impact of local television programmes is to improve the reach and share of 
BBC ONE and TWO in Northern Ireland. This is of particular value because the 
network channels are less viewed by audiences in Northern Ireland than in the rest 
of the UK.  

 
§ The BBC is seen as having a strong role to play in supporting local communities and 

bringing them together. Local output has a key part to play in this.  
 
§ The Audience Council believes that a rich and varied local schedule is essential if this 

range of audience expectations is to be met.  
 
§ Local programmes are generally well regarded and some are outstanding, but the 

overall quality is thought to be variable and some programmes fall well below 
expected standards.  Audiences still want BBC Northern Ireland to have the space to 
innovate and take risks, but agree that the overall bar should remain high, that risks 
should be taken for the right reasons and lessons learnt.  

 
§ The scheduling of local opts is very important for many people, notwithstanding the 

choice that digital options provide. BBC Northern Ireland needs to continue to work 
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to refine its schedule, offering the best possible mix of network and local 
programmes, bearing in mind the diversity of interests including a minority who 
would always tend to prefer network output.  

 
§ There are perceived gaps in local output in drama, comedy, the arts and – in 

common with network television – fresh and new ideas. Some people believe that 
more needs to be done to reflect communities right across Northern Ireland in all 
their diversity. Feedback suggests that the quantity of local opts on BBC Northern 
Ireland is about right.  

 
§ Audiences have commented widely on the variability of the quality of local 

programmes, ranging from the truly outstanding to programmes which fall 
considerably below expectations. BBC audiences are sophisticated consumers who 
expect a high level of quality in programmes regardless of whether they are 
broadcast locally or across the UK.  

 
§ Local news is extremely important to viewers in Northern Ireland. BBC Newsline 

achieves high audience appreciation scores and reach is high across the day. Political 
output received considerable praise. However, there is also a view among different 
audiences that news coverage of public policy issues would benefit from a wider 
range of independent and informed voices to provide context and challenge to the 
views of publicly elected representatives. There is a particular call for more depth 
and range in coverage of business and arts and culture.  

 
§ Many people are critical of the quality of Daytime output. Common views are that it 

lacks challenge and is repetitive and formulaic. There is a strong feeling that it does 
not take account of the range of audience needs at that time, which has evolved with 
changing work patterns and life choices.  It is important that Daytime output meets 
the range of needs, including those of groups who may be less well served across the 
BBC portfolio.  Daytime’s relatively low budgets and smaller audiences should 
provide space for innovation, risk taking and new ideas.  

 
§ A number of people suggested that the best and most suitable of BBC THREE and 

especially BBC FOUR programmes should be broadcast again in Daytime. This would 
provide wider access to quality programmes and deliver good value for money. 
Others suggested that the best of peak time viewing could be repeated in Daytime.  

 
§ Entertainment is an important part of the mix for BBC ONE. Programmes such as 

Strictly Come Dancing are popular with many people but it was suggested that 
successful formats tend to be overused with returning series and reversions on a 
theme, and that series runs can be too long.  

 
§ More focus is required to refresh comedy on BBC ONE, building on the success of 

some new formats.  There is a higher appreciation of comedy on BBC TWO 
although audiences also want to ensure that this is maintained and developed.  

 
§ There is significant appreciation for period dramas : many people consider this an 

area where the BBC consistently excels and distinguishes itself from other 
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broadcasters. However, there is a widely held view that BBC television drama should 
provide much more range and variety, to include modern drama. Even the range of 
period drama is considered far too narrow.  

 
§ The role of continuing drama in reaching wide audiences with enjoyable content is 

recognised. The Audience Council particularly notes the high regard that audiences 
have for programmes like EastEnders which tackle significant social issues in relevant 
and helpful ways, reflecting the BBC’s public service values.  

 
§ Audiences in Northern Ireland place a very high value on impartial news at local, 

national and international level. Many people express a high level of trust in BBC 
News.  However, feedback indicates that some people’s perceptions of the BBC’s 
impartiality have been damaged in recent months.  

 
§ Audiences place particular value on depth, range and authority in news coverage and 

feedback suggests that there is room for improvement.  
 
§ Some people believe that news and current affairs coverage can be too adversarial : 

they want public representatives to be held to account but believe that interviewing 
skills should be sufficient to press the hard questions whilst maintaining appropriate 
levels of courtesy.  

 
§ It is important that new approaches to news and current affairs output are 

developed in order to reach new and less well represented audiences and to remain 
relevant to a wide cross section of people.  

 
§ There is a marked improvement in coverage of devolved issues on network news 

and current affairs as a direct result of the Trust’s Nations Impartiality Review and 
subsequent management actions.  

 
§ BBC FOUR is very highly regarded by those who watch it, still in a notable minority. 

It merits wider promotion. The relationship with BBC TWO is positively regarded 
and could be developed but the support appears to be for relevant links between 
programmes rather than any merging of channel identities.  

 
§ The Audience Council notes the rapid rate of change in broadcasting technology and 

consumption patterns. It asks the Trust to take particular account of proposed 
future developments, such as Project Canvas, in its review of BBC Television to 
understand the potential impact on platforms, scheduling and audience behaviour.  It 
is important that BBC ONE, BBC TWO and BBC FOUR develop in line with how 
people consume content and that opportunities to make enhancements are taken.  

 
§ Some people, particularly the over 50s, remain very frustrated by background sound 

which diminishes their enjoyment of some programmes.  There are also some 
problems with subtitling.  
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2. Evidence Base  
 
The Audience Council has actively engaged with audiences at a wide range of events across 
2009 to understand their views on BBC services. Discussion at a number of events was 
specifically focused on BBC ONE, BBC TWO and BBC FOUR. In November over 60 
members of the public took part in an evening of small group and plenary discussions to 
provide in depth feedback on BBC Television from a wide range of perspectives. There were 
also discussions specific to BBC Television with Community Services Volunteers (CSV) 
media trainees and with a mixed group of students and older people in Ballymena, Co 
Antrim.  
 
The Audience Council attends a number of external events and venues throughout the year 
to reach a wide cross section of people. For this submission it has drawn particularly on 
feedback from visitors to the Northern Ireland Agricultural Show and the Tall Ships Festival, 
where the Council had the opportunity to hear from a large number of families and 
individuals from different parts of Northern Ireland.  It has also engaged with Christmas 
shoppers at a large Belfast mall and with a studio audience for a recording of a BBC 
Northern Ireland family entertainment show.   
 
Open meetings were hosted in Newry and Ballymena and the audience-led agenda naturally 
included discussion of television services.  
 
The Audience Council has engaged with many diverse sections of the community : its views 
on issues of portrayal in particular have been informed by insightful discussions with 
representatives of people with disabilities, ethnic minorities and migrant groups, 
international students and the LGBT community.  
 
The Council has also drawn on its engagement with audiences and stakeholders over the 
past three years to better understand what viewers in Northern Ireland expect of BBC 
Television services and their priorities.   
 
It has carefully assessed a range of audience evidence including viewing figures and other 
audience research as well as audience feedback received directly and through BBC 
Information.  It has considered briefings from senior members of the BBC Executive at 
network and local level.  
 
The Audience Council has carefully assessed all of this audience-based evidence to 
understand the expectations, views and needs of audiences in Northern Ireland with respect 
to BBC ONE, BBC TWO and BBC FOUR.   
 
 
 
3. BBC ONE  
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Overall, audience feedback on BBC ONE suggests that audiences value the channel and 
associate it with some high quality output. However, many feel that there is  room for 
improvement, particularly in the area of fresh and new ideas.  
 
Almost everyone with whom the Audience Council engaged was able to name programmes 
on BBC ONE which they enjoyed and regarded as high quality, and their comments reflected 
a broad range of genres and formats.   
 
“Occupation was amazing.” 
  
“Life was fantastic.” 
 
“I enjoy the football….somehow the commentary on the BBC is just better.” 
(CSV Media Trainees, November 2009) 
 
“Land of the Jaguar was one of the best programmes I have ever seen.” 
 
“BBC ONE features quality documentaries.  
(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
 
The wide remit of the channel was generally understood by audiences who tended to agree 
that there should be a mainstream channel which offered something for everyone.  
 
“BBC ONE is still the channel I would go to … it’s vital if you don’t have on demand 
services.” 
(CSV Media Trainees, November 2009) 
 
However, some people felt that variety was sometimes achieved at the expense of quality, 
and that consequently there were fewer programmes of interest to them.  
 
“There is variety on BBC ONE but less quality.” 
(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
 
Other younger members of the audience felt that the channel’s broad remit meant that 
programmes were more bland. One young person described its programmes as “porridgy”.  
Sitcoms were “boring and staid … When you go for a broader audience all the edge is 
taken away.” Another saw the channel as “inoffensive for the masses”  but clearly of less 
personal interest as a result. 
(CSV Media Trainees, November 2009) 
 
“Most programmes are too general in their ambitions … they should be more specific 
as either comedy or politics or music instead of trying to touch on all these genres and 
pass as general entertainment. It only dilutes the effect.” 
(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
 
If there was a general consensus among people with so many different tastes and interests it 
was that BBC ONE does provide some programmes of high quality and interest but there 
should be more of these.   
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“When the BBC makes good programmes they are really really good. But there are 
just too few of them. That’s why I buy DVDs instead.” 
(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
 
“Criminal Justice and Occupation are examples of good BBC ONE programmes. But 
they felt like exceptions to the general rule.”  
(CSV Media Trainees, November 2009) 
 
The view was expressed that the BBC cannot afford to be complacent and should work to 
produce even more quality programmes that would appeal to a modern and discerning 
audience.  One of the  small discussion groups at the TV Services Review event in Belfast 
summed up the view of many of the attendees : “ BBC ONE - Good. Could do better.”   
 
Some people thought that there was “too much cheap infill stuff” on BBC ONE, pointing 
to game shows and other formats which they considered well worn. There were also some 
concerns that the channel was ‘dumbing down’ with less challenging output.  
 
“There’s an assumption that people don’t want quality programming, but it isn’t 
true.” 
(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
 
Some older members of the audience felt that there were fewer high quality programmes 
than there used to be, and looked back on dramas such as The Thornbirds and Upstairs, 
Downstairs with affection.   
 
The Audience Council, reflecting on the feedback it has received, believes that BBC ONE 
should continue to be the channel with a remit to provide something for everyone. This will 
require strengthened focus if the channel is to remain relevant and engaging to all sections of 
the audience in an increasingly competitive and fragmented marketplace. The Council 
particularly notes the need for BBC Television – and BBC ONE, in particular, as the most 
viewed channel – to connect with audiences from right across the UK.  The keys to 
achieving this include high quality and distinctive output, coupled with authentic portrayal 
which reflects different ways of life.  
 
The Audience Council also notes the importance of BBC ONE providing something in the 
mix for sections of the audience who are less well served in the BBC portfolio as a whole.  
It believes that BBC ONE should particularly invest in developing new formats which appeal 
to these groups. It is also important that the channel delivers strategies to grow and 
maintain this audience and to provide it with ways into a wider range of output through 
programme development, scheduling and promotion.  
 
 
 
4.   BBC TWO  
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Overall, the Audience Council noted a relatively high appreciation for BBC TWO with a 
range of programmes meeting audience needs in clearly defined genres.  Viewers often 
expressed their enthusiasm in terms of a particular type of programme : 
 
“I love Autumnwatch – I think it should be on every day.” 
 
“Newsnight, Newsnight Review and Hearts and Minds (BBC NI) provide access to in 
depth analysis and allow people who are busy during the day to pick up on news 
issues that have unfolded during the day.” 
(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
 
There appear to be common associations with quality as well as in depth and challenging 
content.   
 
“Quality is a tag that you can give to BBC TWO.” 
 
“An opportunity to educate.” 
 
“BBC TWO offers intelligent content.” 
 
“It is more engaging than BBC ONE. BBC ONE is slightly sitting back. BBC TWO is 
preferable because it is more current and interesting.” 
(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
 
“The programmes are brilliant .. sharper and mentally stimulating.” 
 
“I love the satirical panel shows.” 
(CSV Media Trainees, November 2009) 
 
Some people felt that there was not enough distinction between BBC ONE and BBC TWO 
(“perhaps BBC TWO has a few more laughs”) whilst others felt there was a good 
balance.  
 
“A nicely balanced alternative to BBC ONE.” 
(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
 
A number of people suggested that BBC TWO’s remit had changed as more comedy and 
arts programming had moved to BBC THREE and BBC FOUR respectively. It was suggested 
that this was an area which merited particular attention to ensure that the wider BBC TWO 
audience did not lose out, that the genres themselves did not become too narrowly defined 
and that the channel did not lose its role to provide innovative new programmes.  
 
“BBC TWO should take the opportunity to innovate more. It used to be the place for 
this but that seems to be done more by BBC THREE and FOUR.” 
 
“BBC TWO used to be the testing ground for comedy and drama. This is now on BBC 
THREE – but that means it is skewed to the young and the lowest common 
denominator.” 
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(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
 
Another member of the audience – perhaps in a minority – perceived benefits in this change 
: 
 
“(Since the launch of BBC FOUR ) BBC TWO is no longer the snobby channel and is 
now best known for news and current affairs programmes and for more educational 
game shows and reality programmes like Masterchef and Eggheads.” 
(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
Whilst not everyone agreed on the impact, it is notable that there was wide consensus that 
the remit of BBC TWO has changed as a result of the services being provided by BBC 
THREE and FOUR. The Audience Council asks that the Trust give this particular 
consideration in its review so that the benefits of the TV portfolio can be optimised for the 
BBC television audience in all its diversity.  
 
It was also suggested that BBC TWO could benefit from more music, noting that there was 
little music programming apart from Later with Jools Holland. 
 
 
5.   Daytime Television  
 
The Audience Council has heard a range of views on BBC Daytime, many of which were 
critical of the quality and appeal of the offering.  
 
Common criticisms are that Daytime programming is of poor quality, lacks challenge and is 
repetitive and formulaic, not least with its focus on makeover programmes and re-runs of 
old dramas and films.  Some members of the audience said they would turn to radio or 
other platforms rather than watch Daytime.  
 
“I would rather watch a DVD than watch Daytime.” 
(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
 
One person noted the tendency of Daytime factual programmes to recap so that there was 
much less new content in any programme.  
 
“Constant recapping through a half hour programme is very irritating. All the 
improvement programmes are the same. There is about fifteen minutes of actual 
content or story in the programme. I like them but I think they could be improved.” 
(Ballymena Discussion Event, October 2009) 
 
Audiences also believe that there are too many repeats in Daytime.  
 
There was a strong feeling across different audience engagement events that Daytime does 
not take account of the range of audience needs at that time. It is noted that changing work 
patterns and life choices mean that a greater variety of people are available to view in 
Daytime, but output seems to be directed at a narrower demographic.  
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The Audience Council believes that it is important that the Daytime offering takes account 
of the range of interests and needs of audiences who are available to view. It welcomes the 
increase in afternoon drama and consumer affairs programmes to the BBC ONE schedule 
and believes that this is a good basis on which to build. It notes the particular appeal of the 
current offering to older and lower socioeconomic groups and agrees that it is important to 
reach sections of the audience who may be less well served in the rest of the BBC portfolio.  
This should not mean, however, that Daytime panders to stereotypes of these groups and 
settles for programmes which lack innovation and distinctiveness.   
 
The Audience Council suggests that Daytime – with relatively low budgets and lower 
audiences - should provide some space for innovation, risk taking and new ideas. This should 
not be incompatible with the needs of some groups for companionship and gentle 
entertainment, if these are indeed the predominant characteristics of audience need.   
 
The Council also observes that there is very little distinction between the offerings on BBC 
ONE and BBC TWO Daytime, and this might provide an opportunity to enhance choice for 
different audience groups. For instance, it observes that many more people in Northern 
Ireland – as in many other parts of the UK –  speak English is a second language, and there 
may be an opportunity to provide programming on BBC TWO which would help them to 
learn English and integrate into local communities.  This would clearly serve the BBC’s 
Citizenship Purpose.   
 
Several people at different events suggested that the best and most suitable of BBC THREE 
and especially BBC FOUR programmes should be broadcast again on Daytime – and this 
seemed to be well received by other attendees. This would increase access to programmes 
otherwise only available to digital audiences and also improve the quality of Daytime and 
deliver good value for money. Other people suggested that the best of peak time 
programmes could be repeated on Daytime providing they were reaching a new audience. 
Who Do You Think You Are ? – recently repeated for a Daytime audience – was considered a 
good example.  
 
 
 
6.   Entertainment and Comedy on BBC ONE and BBC TWO  
 
Audience feedback suggests that entertainment is a very important part of the mix for BBC 
ONE and that there should continue to be a range of formats to meet different audience 
needs. Programmes like Strictly Come Dancing are firm favourites for many people but of little 
appeal to some.  It was suggested that successful formats can be overused with returning 
series and reversions on a theme, and that series runs can be too long.  
 
Audiences tend to have higher expectations of comedy on BBC ONE than the current 
offering provides. Comedy also appears to be one of the main genres in which audiences 
expect to see innovation and fresh approaches.  
 
“We want to see more innovation in entertainment and comedy. We keep seeing the 
same faces all the time.” 
(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
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“Too much comedy on BBC ONE is based on the panel show format. We would like 
to see new approaches.” 
(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
 
Gavin and Stacey was praised by some as an example of quality comedy, and its successful 
development from BBC THREE to BBC TWO and finally to BBC ONE was noted. 
Outnumbered received considerable appreciation from audiences who find it fresh and 
distinctive compared with formats which some people now find a little tired, such as My 
Family.  The Audience Council, reflecting on this feedback, agrees that more focus is 
required to refresh comedy on BBC ONE, building on the success of new formats.  
 
There was a higher level of appreciation for comedy on BBC TWO, described by audiences 
at the Belfast discussion on BBC TV services as more informed, cerebral and wittier than 
comedy on BBC ONE.  Some people felt that the comedy offering had dropped off 
somewhat as popular programmes like The Office and League of Gentlemen came to an end.  
 
Some members of the audience felt that comedy had increasingly become the preserve of 
BBC THREE which also meant that it was more narrowly directed at a younger audience.  
 
It was suggested by quite a range of people that there should be more comedy on BBC 
TWO and that this would be of interest to younger audiences and distinguish the channel 
from BBC ONE. 
“You need more comedy on BBC TWO to get the audience back.” 
(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
 
“BBC TWO should have more new comedy like it used to and more live comedy.” 
(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
 
Some members of the audience, mostly older groups, felt that current comedy programmes 
relied too much on smut and innuendo rather than true humour.  
 
“There’s nothing like the subtle humour of some earlier programmes like As Time 
Goes By.” 
(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
 
 
 
7.   Drama on BBC ONE and BBC TWO 
 
Drama was a key topic of discussion at a number of audience events and many people 
included BBC ONE dramas of all types among their favourite BBC programmes.  
 
There was significant appreciation for period dramas : a number of people considered this a 
genre in which the BBC excels and distinguishes itself from other broadcasters.  
 
“No one does period dramas like the BBC. You can tell them apart straight away.” 
(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
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However, several people and discussion groups called for a much wider range of 
productions to include modern drama and a much greater variety of period dramas and 
adaptations. Some called for more adventurous output, particularly on BBC TWO: 
 
“I would like to see more risk taking drama on BBC TWO… It should be more 
adventurous and challenging.” 
(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
 
“Classical adaptations are boring. You need something new and exciting.” 
(CSV Media Trainees, November 2009) 
 
“Little Dorrit was very good but there should be a wider range rather than more 
adaptations of Emma.” 
(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
 
“We want more local drama and modern drama with new talent, to support the 
already excellent period drama.” 
(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
 
Occupation and Criminal Justice were cited as recent examples of high quality and distinctive 
dramas – the scheduling of the latter across five consecutive week nights was recognised as 
part of its success.  The Audience Council believes that it is important that the strategy for 
BBC Television works to build wider audience interest in more challenging drama.   
There is a concern that BBC ONE is becoming too dependent on a few successful drama 
series and needs to add some new dramas with popular appeal to  the mix.  
 
“New Tricks is the jewel in the crown of BBC drama. But it is shown again and again 
– we need a few more dramas with similar appeal.” 
(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
 
Waterloo Road was singled out by members of the audience in their early teens as a drama 
which particularly appeals to their age group.  
 
Audience feedback indicates that continuing dramas, such as EastEnders and Holby City, are an 
important part of the schedule for many people. The Audience Council recognises the 
particular role that these programmes play in reaching wide audiences, including less well 
served groups.  It has been particularly struck by recognition for the public value that 
programmes like EastEnders and Waterloo Road provide in tackling significant social issues.  
Disability organisations observed that EastEnders was regarded a leader in its area for its 
sensitive and realistic portrayal of issues connected with disability.  For instance, it was 
thought that the programme had depicted and explored the difficult subject of bi-polar 
disorder with particular sensitivity whilst the story about a new baby with Down’s 
Syndrome had also been helpful.  This view has been reflected among the general audience :  
 
“EastEnders has covered almost every social issue, and it has done this well. It 
provokes thought about what can happen in life.” 
(Tall Ships Festival, Belfast, August 2009) 
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8.   Network News and Current Affairs on BBC ONE and BBC TWO  
 
Audience feedback across the wide range of engagements demonstrated the very high 
importance that audiences in Northern Ireland attach to impartial news reporting.  Many 
people expressed a considerable level of trust in BBC News as well as a high regard for its 
professionalism.  
 
“BBC ONE is the main news channel I watch and trust.” 
 
“BBC ONE News is so professional.” 
“The BBC keeps us up to date locally, nationally and internationally.” 
(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
 
Audiences mentioned their appreciation of particular programmes, such as Newsnight and 
Question Time, often alongside local BBC Northern Ireland programmes such as Hearts and 
Minds.  
 
“Newsnight is superb - it takes its role seriously. It will run an important story even if 
there is no film.” 
(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
 
However, it is evident that for some people perceptions of the BBC’s impartiality have been 
damaged in recent months. A number of people expressed concern about editorial balance 
with regard to the October 2009 edition of Question Time where Nick Griffin, leader of 
the British National Party joined the panel : they felt that too much of the programme had 
been concerned with issues relating specifically to the BNP, its leader and policies. Others 
cited the BBC’s decision not to broadcast the DEC Gaza Appeal and the censure of Jeremy 
Bowen’s Middle East coverage as examples.  
 
The Audience Council is aware of a range of people who find some BBC news output – on 
radio as well as television - unnecessarily adversarial in its approach.  They want public 
representatives to be held to account but believe that interviewing skills should be sufficient 
to ask the hard questions and challenge the answers whilst maintaining appropriate levels of 
courtesy.   Feedback indicates that audiences place value on depth, range and authority in 
news coverage, and appreciate informed analysis with a range of views.  Some people held 
Channel 4 news in higher regard than BBC television news, noting its depth of analysis and 
clear presentation of facts rather than opinion.  
 
“I turn to Channel 4 because I don’t want opinion on news programmes, I just want 
the facts.” 
(Ballymena Audience Discussion, October 2009) 
 
“I enjoy Channel 4 news because it not sensationalist : it has a good format and is 
factual.” 
(Ballymena Audience Discussion, October 2009) 
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The Audience Council believes that it is important that new approaches are found to extend 
the reach of news and current affairs programmes to new and less well represented 
audiences. It notes the positive feedback it has received on the refreshed Panorama. It 
welcomes programmes such as Young, Rich and Homeless which find new and engaging ways 
to bring younger audiences to output and tackle important topical and social issues. Some 
younger members of the audience commented that 60 second news bites were well 
matched to their needs and viewing preferences.   
 
The Audience Council has observed a marked improvement in the reporting of devolved 
issues in Northern Ireland on network news and current affairs arising from  the Trust’s 
Nations’ Impartiality Review. Although the Council believes that there is more work to be 
done, it has observed that there is greater clarity and accuracy in reporting differences in 
public policy across the UK and that Northern Ireland is more fully reflected in the breadth 
of news stories.  It welcomes this visible enhancement in the quality of news output in 
response to audience concerns. The Audience Council continues to monitor progress in this 
regard.  
 
 
9.   BBC Northern Ireland Television 
 
9.1 The value of local television programmes  
 
The Audience Council receives a great deal of feedback from audiences with regard to BBC 
Northern Ireland television programmes. Many diverse sections of the audience in Northern 
Ireland place a high value on programmes which reflect local culture, identity and interests.  
When members of the audience from across Northern Ireland at the Tall Ships Festival and 
Northern Ireland Agricultural Show were asked what they would change about the BBC, a 
significant number of them asked for more local programmes as their first priority.  
 
“Local programmes on BBC TWO are very good, especially local history which I 
would like to see more of.” 
(Tall Ships Festival, August 2009) 
 
Other audience events have indicated that, for many people, local programmes are an 
integral and essential part of the BBC’s offer.  
 
The BBC Trust’s Purpose Remits Research indicates that the Northern Ireland audience 
places a very high importance on the BBC’s Public Purpose of Representing the UK, its 
Nations, Regions and Communities.1 This is also the area of the Public Purposes where 
there is the greatest gap between local audience expectation and performance. Audiences 
want programming which caters specifically for viewers in Northern Ireland, which reflects 
the range of values and beliefs and ways of life and enables people to share experiences.  
 

                                                
1 Purpose Remits Tracking Survey, Northern Ireland 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/review_report_research/ara2008_09/purpose_remits_n_ireland.p
df 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/review_report_research/ara2008_09/purpose_remits_n_ireland.p
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Audiences regularly articulate the need for a deep, authentic and modern portrayal of 
communities in Northern Ireland at both network and local level, and the Audience Council 
(along with its counterparts in England, Scotland and Wales) has identified this as a priority 
area for local audiences.  
 
“Local opts are important in showing how we see ourselves and how others see us.” 
(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
 
“We especially like to see parts of Northern Ireland we don’t know so well.” 
(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
 
This is a common – almost universal thread – that has run through the range of audience 
discussions that the Council has hosted over three years.   Audiences from different parts of 
the country and communities of interest talk with passion about seeing the various facets of 
their lives reflected in BBC programmes.  They expect a range and diversity of programmes, 
to see their own lives reflected and to be challenged and engaged by programmes about 
other local people, communities and ways of life with which they may be less familiar.   
 
It was interesting that the international student group agreed that local programmes play an 
important role in explaining and reflecting a transforming society and the range of real life 
issues to a diverse society. They noted that newcomers to Northern Ireland, and members 
of its increasing diverse international community, value local programmes which explain the 
cultures and systems in Northern Ireland.   
 
The Audience Council believes that it is important that there is a range of local output to 
support this expectation and to reflect the needs and interests of different sections of the 
audience.  The need for programming which explains and informs local audiences is all the 
greater in this devolved and rapidly changing society.   
 
Some sections of the audience have also noted the role that the BBC has in sustaining the 
local creative industry through local and network commissioning– of particular interest to 
CSV media trainees and industry stakeholder groups but also mentioned at other more 
general audience events.  The Audience Council strongly endorses this view, which is 
underpinned by the BBC’s Public Purposes.  
 
 
9.2  Perceptions of the Quality and Interest of BBC Northern Ireland Television  
 
It is notable that audience appreciation of the value of local programming is also evidenced in 
viewing figures. The overall impact of local programmes is to improve the reach and share 
for BBC ONE and BBC TWO in Northern Ireland. This contribution is all the more 
important because the two network channels are less viewed by audiences in Northern 
Ireland than in the rest of the UK.  
 
The Audience Council also notes the importance of local programmes which are targeted at 
a smaller audience but deliver value through promoting the Public Purposes and/or reaching 
new or less well served audiences with high quality content.  
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Particular value is placed by audiences on the range of programmes and their ability to 
reflect different communities and ways of life – both the familiar and the unfamiliar. For 
instance, Dance Hall Sweethearts was praised by a discussion group at the Belfast audience 
event in November : it brought back fond memories to older members of the audience but 
was also appreciated by younger people because it gave them an insight into how their 
grandparents had lived at their age.  Sometimes local programmes are best placed to deliver 
some key ambitions of the Public Purposes because of their particular connection with 
audiences.  
 
The Audience Council has taken a very close interest in the local schedules and commends 
the range and diversity of output which BBC Northern Ireland provides, and the insights that 
this gives into different interests, beliefs and ways of life.   
 
It observes that audiences also place value on programmes which can show what is positive, 
constructive and engaging about Northern Ireland and its communities. The BBC is seen as 
having a strong role to play in supporting local communities and bringing them together, and 
there is a key role for local output in this regard.  Representatives from The Centre for 
Contemporary Christianity in Ireland emphasised the need for local programmes which help 
to foster cultural understanding and to build a cohesive society. Representatives from a 
variety of ethnic minority communities placed particular value on the BBC focusing on the 
common ground shared by different cultures and ways of celebrating and explaining cultural 
difference in the context of integration and contribution. Other equality groups underlined 
the importance of diverse sections of the community being accurately portrayed as an 
integral part of society.  The Audience Council concludes that a rich and varied local 
schedule is essential if these needs are to be met.  
 
The Council has observed that audiences at engagement events can generally recall a 
number of local programmes which they consider to be of very high quality and interest and, 
in some cases, outstanding.  It notes that programmes such as The Trouble With 40 and 
Highlights of the Tall Ships Festival achieved audience appreciation scores of 90 and 87 
respectively, showing that local output can meet the highest expectations of quality and 
interest.  
 
There are, however, some sections of the audience who have less interest in local 
programmes and who believe that they do not always meet network standards. The CSV 
media trainees thought on the whole that the network offering tended to be of better 
quality than local programmes, although it is notable that on further reflection they were 
able to name quite a few high quality local programmes. They concluded that the local 
offering tends to be of variable quality and that it performs better in some areas than others 
:  
 
“Local programmes are best when they focus on subject matter near to home and 
don’t try to mimic network shows.” 
 (CSV Media Trainees, November 2009) 
 
The Audience Council agrees that the best way to promote the Public Purposes and add 
value to the BBC portfolio for Northern Ireland audiences is to provide an offering that is 
distinct from network and true to the society which it reflects.  
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Audiences have commented quite widely on the variability of the quality of local 
programmes, expressing the view that some programmes fall below expected standards 
while many others are of a high quality.  One of the main themes which emerged from the 
discussion event in Belfast in November was that BBC audiences are sophisticated 
consumers who expect a high level of quality in programming regardless of whether it is 
broadcast locally or across the UK:  
 
“We are interested in our own area. Local programmes need to be of good quality, 
however, and not broadcast for the sake of it.” 
(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
 
“I wouldn’t go out of my way to watch something just because it is local.” 
(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
 
The Audience Council’s view – informed by the wide range of feedback and underpinned by 
audience research – is that local programmes are generally well regarded by the Northern 
Ireland audience, but there are some which fall below the bar and this causes 
disappointment.  Audiences have been quick to emphasis that they still want BBC Northern 
Ireland to have the space to innovate and take risks, some of which will inevitably work 
better than others.  The important consideration is that the overall bar remains high, risks 
are taken for the right reasons and lessons are learnt.  
 
 
 
9.3  Perceived Gaps and Opportunities for Improvement and Feedback on  Genres 
 
Audiences have provided feedback on their perceptions of gaps in local output and ways in 
which they believe it can be enhanced. The Audience Council has noted a number of 
common themes.  
 
Some people believe that local programmes provide good coverage from across Northern 
Ireland.   
 
“We enjoy local programmes because they cover a broad range of interests and 
information about what is going on in Northern Ireland.” 
(Tall Ships Festival, August 2009) 
 
Others have expressed the view that local programming can appear Belfast-centric or does 
not do enough to reflect different communities.  
 
“The BBC needs to get out and show more of what is going on in Northern Ireland.” 
(Ballymena Discussion, October 2009) 
 
For instance, young people at an engagement event in Ballymena felt that they were 
underrepresented on counts of both age and geography – could there not be more to 
reflect the lives of younger audiences outside Belfast ?  Older people at the same meeting 
were interested in how their lives could best be reflected in BBC output – television and 
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radio – and, again there was an expectation of an accurate and wide ranging portrayal of the 
many aspects of their lives and identities. The Audience Council is aware of how important 
it is to local communities that they see themselves reflected in the diversity of output, and 
not just news and current affairs, which has a narrower remit and can naturally tend towards 
the negative.  
 
Other members of the audience asked for more local drama using local writers, acting and 
production talent. There was also a widespread call for drama – at network and local level – 
to move beyond ‘the Troubles narrative’. CSV media trainees suggested making more use of 
local writing talent, perhaps by adapting novels from some of Northern Ireland’s highly 
acclaimed novelists. A number of people at different events called for a Northern Ireland 
based soap. The appeal of Seacht, the  Irish language soap based around student life, was 
noted (even for those who did not speak Irish and depended on subtitles) and several people 
suggested that this would be a good format for development of an English language version. 
 
Some people feel that there needs to be more local comedy, although this is qualified by the 
observation that comedy is a difficult area in which to succeed and it is essential that any 
new formats have high production values and are genuinely funny.  
 
There is also a call for more local arts coverage, a view which the Audience Council has 
already heard, primarily from stakeholder groups.  
As with network output, there is strong interest in more innovation and risk taking, 
particularly but not exclusively from the younger members of the audience.  Younger people 
in particular asked for more new blood in presentation and production that would bring 
fresh ideas, formats and perspectives to local and network output.  CSV media trainees – 
with an insight as well as a vested interest - felt that the BBC should make more use of new 
production talent to provide opportunities for people at the entry point of their careers so 
that programmes could benefit from a wider range of fresh ideas.  The discussion in 
Ballymena in October concluded that local programmes could and should be more creative 
and that there were lots of things happening around Northern Ireland at local and 
community levels which could be reflected in fresh ways in the schedules.  This was also a 
general theme at the small table discussion event in Belfast in November :  
 
“I would like to see more risks being taken and improvements to local output with 
more risky drama and comedy.  Local TV is not a poor man’s version of national TV.” 
(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
 
Although political programmes tend to be very highly valued and regarded on the whole, 
there is a view from some that too much of Northern Ireland’s local output is dominated by 
politics. Perhaps Northern Ireland’s past has made it inevitable that the political arena has, 
over time, stepped into drama, comedy and the range of factual output. However, some 
sections of the audience are now indicating that it is time to reflect on the proportion of 
local programmes that should be allocated to politics, and a need to confine the themes 
more closely to this genre to ensure that other aspects of life are reflected through the 
range of output. As one media trainee put it : 
 
“Keep the politics for specialist current affairs output : drama should be about other 
aspects of life.” 
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(CSV Media Trainees, November 2009) 
 
The Audience Council has also heard a range of feedback on different genres of local opts : 
 
Local sports coverage is highly valued although the existence of four sports with significant 
followings (rugby, football, GAA and bikes) inevitably presents challenges for resources and 
schedules. The Audience Council agrees with the local strategy of focusing on live coverage 
of the four core sports along with additional provision for non-core sports. It is pleased that 
the Trust has approved plans for local investment which will help to meet the interest in 
non-core sports coverage.  
 
The Audience Council also received some feedback which indicates that Irish language 
television output is highly valued by its target audience and considered to be of high quality.  
 
“Irish language programmes are of as high quality as English language.” 
(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
 
The Council was pleased that the BBC Trust approved additional investment in Irish and 
Ulster-Scots output and has an ongoing interest in understanding the value added to the 
audience.  It wishes to understand how these needs may be met when the additional level of 
funding ceases in 2011.  
 
9.4  Scheduling and Quantity of Local Opts  
 
The displacement of network programmes was frequently mentioned both by those who 
enjoyed local programmes and, more particularly, by those who did not.  There is particular 
frustration when a network programme that is especially high profile and highly anticipated is 
moved to another, often later, slot.   
 
“I recognise the need for this, and BBC Northern Ireland's programming is SUPERB, 
however it is irritating to the viewer when they are missing popular dramas being 
shown on the network.” 
(Northern Ireland consultation response)  
 
“We expect BBC ONE to be a national broadcaster. Could opt-outs be at the same 
time UK-wide so that we don’t miss network programmes ?” 
(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
 
Many people are aware that digital viewers can turn to BBC England to see network 
programmes, and for a lot of people this seems to be a satisfactory solution, providing 
choice for different tastes. The Audience Council also notes that digital television access has 
risen considerably in Northern Ireland in 2009 and is now comparable with the rest of the 
UK, although digital switchover will not take place until 2012. The availability of programmes 
on- demand through the iPlayer has also enhanced choice for audiences. However, the 
Audience Council still notes that there is a section of the audience that does not have digital 
television and others who either do not have broadband access or the iPlayer on digital 
cable or who would prefer to see the programme as part of the linear schedule.  
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The Audience Council has taken particular interest in the BBC Northern Ireland television 
strategy which has created a number of more regular time slots for local output so that 
audiences know where to find it in the schedules.  The Monday at 9 pm slot has provided a 
home for high impact local programmes with wide appeal.  The Audience Council is pleased 
that the strategy has been further refined to reduce clashes between local programmes and 
the most popular and high profile network series, such as Spooks.  It believes that this 
continued refinement to find the best balance of network and local programmes is essential. 
It also notes the importance of trails and other promotional material guiding audiences to 
the programmes that they want to see, whether network or local.   
 
The Council is also aware of the frustrations of some members of the audience when local 
sport is scheduled in place of their preferred network sport.  It appreciates the challenges 
that are involved in getting the most from local sports contracts and meeting a diverse range 
of interests when there is a marked preference for live coverage. Digital options have 
provided audiences with greater choice when they have access to these services, and the 
Audience Council is pleased to note that digital television access has risen considerably in 
2009. It asks that BBC Northern Ireland continues to consider the best possible balance of 
local and network sports (within contract and resource restrictions) and provides as much 
scheduling guidance to the audience as possible.  
 
Feedback suggests that the quantity of local opt outs is about right to maintain sufficient 
range and deliver public value – much more would upset the balance with network that 
audiences value, and much less would undermine the range of programmes required to 
reflect the diversity of life and meet different interests and needs. Investment should be 
focused on enhancing quality in areas where it is perceived to be lower whilst still allowing 
for innovation and creative risks. There should be continued focus on optimising scheduling 
to provide the best possible balance with network and choice for audiences, bearing in mind 
the diversity of interests.  
 
 
9.5  BBC Northern Ireland News and Current Affairs  
 
The Audience Council has heard many positive comments about BBC Northern Ireland 
news and current affairs, often from those with a high regard for BBC News at national and 
local level on different platforms.  
 
Local news is extremely important to audiences in Northern Ireland – both Ulster 
Television and BBC Newsline achieve high audience reach compared with other parts of the 
UK.  
 
“I look to BBC Northern Ireland for late evening news. The network and local 
bulletins encapsulate developments quickly and succinctly.” 
(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
 
The Council notes that BBC Newsline achieves high audience appreciation scores and across 
the day it achieves audience reach that is comparable with the highly competitive Ulster 
Television News.  It notes that BBC Newsline adds significant audience share to the Six 
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O’Clock News which does not perform as well in Northern Ireland, but that the early evening 
local news slot remains very competitive.  
 
One couple at the Tall Ships Festival described BBC Newsline as “terrific – the best on 
offer”.  There was praise for BBC news at network and local level at the Belfast discussion 
and the Ballymena Open Meeting where political output was also highly rated.  
 
“Current affairs and political programmes on BBC Northern Ireland are excellent…. 
Presenters and analysts are on the button and are pretty challenging to MLAs.” 
(Ballymena Open Meeting, November 2009) 
 
“The standard of NI political programmes is superb.” 
(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
 
The Audience Council is also mindful of feedback which suggests that news and current 
affairs output could be further enhanced.  A number of themes have emerged across 
different audience and stakeholder discussions. 
 
One view is that news coverage of public policy issues would benefit from a wider range of 
independent and informed voices to provide context and challenge to the views of publicly 
elected representatives.  
 
“The BBC should be giving things more of a shake up here and politicians shouldn’t 
be allowed to set the agenda quite so much.” 
(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
 
Audiences do not want news and current affairs or political programmes to become more 
adversarial with opinion and counter- opinion but rather to reflect a wider range of 
informed views that would provide a level of analysis and context, as well as a range of 
considered opinions, for audiences.  The Audience Council has particularly noted feedback 
expressing a need for more depth and range in reporting of business and economy as well as 
the arts and culture. These perspectives are more fully articulated in the Council’s specific 
reports on these two subject areas.  
 
A number of people at different events have observed that Northern Ireland has entered a 
new phase in its political and social development, and that it would benefit from some new 
perspectives in reporting, alongside those of our more experienced political commentators.  
 
The Audience Council is also mindful of feedback that there needs to be more coverage of 
news and issues from different parts of Northern Ireland. It welcomes the Trust’s 
commitment to funding which will increase the number of regional correspondents in 
Northern Ireland.  It suggests that there might be an evaluation of the impact of investment 
provided under the BBC’s local funding plans to understand how well the need for local 
news coverage is being met.   
 
 
 
10. BBC FOUR 
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Most people that the Audience Council engaged with were not regular viewers of BBC 
FOUR, and this was particularly the case among younger audiences.  However, those people 
who do watch BBC FOUR tend to be enthusiastic in their praise of the channel :  
 
“Well produced, good quality and on at a time I like to view.” 
(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
 
Audiences who watched BBC FOUR associated the channel with quality, depth and to some 
extent, innovation. It tended to be seen as the home of the arts and culture although it was 
also noted for history, science and other factual content.  For instance, viewers expressed 
appreciation for It’s Only A Theory whilst Chemistry : A Volatile History was highly praised as an 
accessible way into all the main theories and “perfect BBC FOUR”. There is also evidence 
of audience appreciation for international programmes (from Mad Men through Wallander 
and Spiral to foreign film), indicating that the channel is living up to its remit of showcasing 
the very best of what is available.  
 
Viewers and non-viewers alike expressed the view that BBC FOUR merited more 
promotion, particularly on other BBC channels including the iPlayer. It was felt that its 
profile in the Radio Times was too low. The Audience Council suggests that there  is a need 
to ‘demystify’ BBC FOUR for some sections of the audience.  
 
“I’ve got a feeling you are hiding all the good stuff here.” 
(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
 
“BBC FOUR is only discovered intermittently. It is not promoted enough. People don’t 
know what it is for or why it is there or what it can do.” 
(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
 
The link between programmes on BBC TWO and BBC FOUR was appreciated by a number 
of people, particularly when the more in depth programme followed on BBC FOUR 
immediately afterwards.  
 
“I like the relationships between BBC TWO and BBC FOUR which allow me to get a 
more in depth perspective.” 
(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
 
There was praise for themed programming, such as the Japanese Season and Poetry Season. 
One person expressed the view that theming for a whole evening could be too much.  
 
Some people felt that more of BBC FOUR’s output should also be shown on the terrestrial 
channels to make it more accessible, particularly on BBC TWO and in Daytime. Others feel 
that the channel caters only for a minority audience and the investment should be made in 
more mainstream channels instead for the benefit of many more licence fee payers.  
 
The Audience Council observes that BBC FOUR, perhaps more than any other BBC 
Television channel, seems to meet its viewers’  expectations of quality and distinctiveness. 
However, this particular offering can also seem quite exclusive and unappealing to other 
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sections of the audience, even though some of the output may be more accessible than it 
may appear. The Audience Council would like to see more effective cross-channel 
promotion of BBC FOUR to potential audiences, particularly through links with programmes 
on BBC TWO.  It supports the idea of more of this high quality output being made more 
widely available on BBC TWO when the programme has wider appeal and a potential 
audience. However this should be carefully planned and monitored to ensure that value is 
added to audiences of the main channels and that it does not have a negative impact on less 
well served groups.  The Council also notes that there was no sense that the highly 
appreciative BBC FOUR audience would welcome a marriage of the two channels.  
 
The Audience Council also believes that BBC FOUR should add value by providing a place 
for the BBC to innovate and take risks, with the potential of developing formats which can 
migrate to BBC TWO or even BBC ONE at a later stage. The success of the channel should 
be partly assessed on its continuing ability to generate content and ideas for the wider BBC 
portfolio.  
 
It considers that BBC FOUR’s channel identity should reflect the breadth of its mixed genre 
coverage : it is important that its association with the arts and culture is not at the expense 
of other intellectually rich programming across genres such as travel, history and science.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
11.   Quality and Distinctiveness : Fresh and New Ideas 
 
The Audience Council notes that audiences expect the BBC to be better at providing 
programmes with ‘fresh and new ideas’. The Trust’s Purpose Remits Survey has identified 
this as the widest performance gap for audiences across the UK, and this is also true in 
Northern Ireland where perceptions of performance in this regard are even lower.2   
 
This view has also been clearly evidenced in feedback at Audience Council events where the 
need for greater innovation, a fresher approach and more risk taking emerged as a major 
theme for different sections of the audience. The appetite for innovation is particularly 
apparent in relation to entertainment, comedy and drama where audiences ask for new 
formats and fresh approaches.  
 
Younger members of the audience particularly want to see programmes that are more 
future facing as well as new talent in presentation and production.  
 

                                                
2 Purpose Remits Tracking Survey, Northern Ireland 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/review_report_research/ara2008_09/purpose_remits_n_ireland.p
df 
 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/review_report_research/ara2008_09/purpose_remits_n_ireland.p


BBC Audience Council NI : Submission to BBC Trust Review of BBC Television Services 

 25 

“A newer, fresher style would be more appealing to a younger audience.” 
(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
 
Many people, particularly those articulating top of mind thoughts to the Audience Council at 
external events, thought that there were too many repeats on BBC Television and this 
invariably informed their view of the BBC’s performance in providing distinctive content. In 
more in depth discussions audiences tended to differentiate between repeats of high quality 
programmes in response to demand and repeats which did not add particular value to the 
schedule.  
 
A number of people expressed the view that there were too many formulaic formats and 
same theme programmes, particular in relation to property and cookery.  It was also felt by 
some that there is an overreliance on popular formats :  
 
“When the BBC does actually get a good idea it runs with it again and again and 
again.” 
 
“When something becomes popular it is on all the time and we are sick of it. “ 
(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
 
It is worth noting that some people distinguished between high quality and risk taking, 
making the point that innovation does not necessarily result in quality and risks should be 
measured.  
 
“Often BBC programmes do provide fresh and new ideas and are good but are you 
obliged to do this ? I prefer quality over originality.” 
 
“Tried and tested is preferable to fresh and new which is occasionally a euphemism 
for gimmicky.” 
(Television Services Audience Event, Belfast November 2009) 
 
However, the more general view was that there was room for more fresh and new ideas in 
programme making and that this did not need to be gimmicky, but should serve the BBC’s 
aspirations for quality and distinctiveness.  It is noticeable that audiences were highly 
appreciative of this quality when they saw it, for instance in praise of new comedy formats, 
of the refreshment of Dr Who and Panorama and in challenging modern drama like 
Occupation.  
 
Audiences also provided some further insights into their understanding of distinctive output. 
The value of an advertisement-free zone is not to be underestimated for many sections of 
the audience.  There are particular genres, such as factual programmes and documentaries, 
natural history, period drama and major events, where the BBC is thought to excel and to 
really distinguish itself from other broadcasters.  It is also notable that programmes which 
are described as high quality or distinctive tend to strongly reflect the BBC’s Public 
Purposes. However, it is clear that audiences also enjoy and find value in a much wider range 
of programmes.  
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12.   Portrayal of Audiences in Northern Ireland on Network Programmes  
 
The Audience Council is very aware that audiences in Northern Ireland would like the BBC 
to do more to reflect Northern Ireland and its communities in its output.  This is evidenced 
in the BBC Trust’s Purpose Remits research3 and comes across very clearly in feedback 
from audiences across a wide range of ages, backgrounds and interests.  
 
Feedback suggests very strongly that audiences regard the main television channels as 
particularly important when it comes to portrayal.  They want to see themselves reflected in 
the output on BBC One and BBC TWO in particular, at network level as well as local level.  
The Audience Council believes that there should be a higher proportion and greater range 
of programmes on BBC ONE and BBC TWO (as well as other networks) which are made in 
Northern Ireland and accurately reflect life here.   
 
The Council notes the high quality and distinctiveness of some locally made programmes for 
BBC ONE and TWO, evidenced by audience appreciation and critical acclaim.  Occupation, 
made by BBC Northern Ireland has been highly praised by audiences and critics alike and is 
an exemplar of distinctive and high quality output.  
 
The Audience Council is pleased that the BBC Trust has defined clear targets for an increase 
in network programmes to be made in the nations, including Northern Ireland.  It notes that 
programmes which are made in Northern Ireland will qualify for the targets whether they 
specifically reference life here or not. The Council therefore asks the Trust to consider 
ways to ensure that BBC ONE and BBC TWO do more to reflect life in Northern Ireland in 
all its diversity to a UK wide audience.  
 
Audiences are also concerned about the quality of portrayal of local communities. There is a 
clear message about the need to move away from ‘the Troubles narrative’ to portray 
Northern Ireland in a contemporary light - a dynamic and diverse society that is evolving 
politically, economically and socially. It is important that other aspects of identity are also 
reflected, including those which connect people in Northern Ireland with other parts of the 
UK. The Audience Council has received very useful feedback from a range of minority 
groups, including people with disabilities, ethnic minorities and migrant groups and the LGBT 
community, all of whom have emphasised the importance of portraying diverse groups as an 
integral part of every day life in the UK.  
 
The Audience Council believes that it is vital that the BBC portfolio – and BBC ONE and 
BBC TWO in particular – build their connection with audiences across different 
communities through appropriate and authentic portrayal.  
 
 
13.  Future Developments 
 

                                                
3 Purpose Remits Tracking Survey, Northern Ireland 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/review_report_research/ara2008_09/purpose_remits_n_ireland.p
df 
 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/review_report_research/ara2008_09/purpose_remits_n_ireland.p
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The Audience Council is mindful of the rapid pace of change in broadcasting technology and 
consumption patterns. For instance, Project Canvas, the proposal to facilitate broadband-
enabled interactive television that has recently been given provisional approval by the Trust, 
will offer a greater range of viewing options and change the way its users access content.  
 
The Audience Council asks the Trust to take particular account of these current and 
proposed future developments in its review of BBC Television to understand the potential 
impact on platforms, scheduling and audience behaviour.  It is important that BBC ONE, 
BBC TWO and BBC FOUR develop in line with how people consume content and that 
opportunities to make enhancements are taken.  
 
 
14.  Other Audience Issues 
 
14.1     Younger audiences  
 
The Audience Council notes that younger audiences (16 – 25) enjoy some of the output of 
BBC ONE and BBC TWO but do not feel there is enough which reflects the needs of their 
age group. The gap is not necessarily met by BBC THREE, although it is popular with some.   
 
“We don’t all want mindless programming – some young people prefer content that is 
mentally stimulating.” 
(CSV Media Trainees, November 2009) 
 
There is a particular interest in comedy and in fresh approaches to a variety of genres, 
including a call for more new presentation talent.   
 
 
 
14.2    Scheduling  
 
The Audience Council has taken a considerable interest in the uptake of on-demand services 
and the opportunities for audiences to manage their own schedules through digital 
technology.  It notes that many sections of the audience appreciate iPlayer and that uptake 
of digital television has increased to reach a par with the rest of the UK.  
 
It is struck, however, by the continued importance of scheduling of linear schedules to many 
sections of the audience.  Even those with on-demand access place some value on the linear 
schedules to provide them with choices and guide them to new places.  Equally, there is 
disappointment when they switch on and find there is nothing for them at that time.  
 
Some members of the audience mention particular frustration when sport is broadcast on 
both BBC ONE and BBC TWO at the same time, especially if it is the same event eg 
Wimbledon. 
 
14.3   Other platforms  
 



BBC Audience Council NI : Submission to BBC Trust Review of BBC Television Services 

 28 

The Council notes the importance of multiplatform commissioning so that programmes on 
BBC ONE and BBC TWO are supported by further content on bbc.co.uk and other 
services.  Audiences increasingly expect this added value and appreciate it when it adds to 
their enjoyment of a programme.  
 
14.4 Acquisitions 
 
The Audience Council welcomes the Television service licences’ focus on UK originated 
content. It notes that audiences appreciate a number of international acquisitions where 
they are distinctive and high quality, and bring something of note to the channel that is in 
keeping with its remit. The Wire on BBC TWO and Madmen on BBC FOUR were 
particularly noted along with international drama and film on BBC FOUR.  
 
14.5 Background Sound  
 
A number of people, usually aged 50 +, articulated their frustration with background sound 
levels on BBC television.  
 
“Producers don’t think about the hard of hearing. Often there are people speaking 
but there is music or noise in the background – you can’t hear what they are saying. I 
know this isn’t just the BBC.” 
(Ballymena Discussion, October 2009) 
 
The Audience Council is aware of this longstanding problem which impacts of many viewers’ 
enjoyment of programmes.  It asks the Trust to request an action plan from the Executive 
which it can then monitor.  
  
 
 
 
 
14.6  Subtitling  
 
The Audience Council is also aware of concerns from members of the audience who 
regularly use subtitles to access BBC Television.  These related to the accuracy of subtitling 
and to the robustness of the service.  
 
“If the sound or picture went you would move heaven and earth to restore them 
quickly … but if the subtitles go the programme has ended before the problem is 
fixed.” 
(Organisations representing people with disabilities, June 2009) 
 
 
14.7  Service Licences  
 
One group noted that the service licence annexes for nations’ TV services varied from 
nation to nation, for instance, with different commitments to drama and other genres. The 
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logic for defining service licence commitments for particular Nations is not always clear and 
transparent to audiences.  
 
 


