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BBC Audience Council Wales 

BBC Trust Service Review of Network Speech Radio Services.  

Submission to the consultation phase of the review – Spring 2015. 

 

Introduction 

This is BBC Audience Council Wales’ submission to the Trust’s consultation as part of its 

Service Review of the BBC’s Network speech radio services – Radio 4, Radio 4 Extra, Radio 

5 Live and 5 Live Extra. So as to inform itself, the Council has undertaken a significant 

programme of outreach events, to investigate the perception of listeners of the success or 

otherwise of the stations in fulfilling their service remits. Since early autumn 2014, the 

Council has undertaken 5 audience outreach events specifically to gather the views of 

audiences on the BBC’s network speech radio stations – in Cricieth with the general public, 

at the Charter Housing Association Tenants conference in Newport, with members of the 

Superwomen Network and CIPR in south-east Wales, with the members of Age Connects 

North Wales Central Hubbub group in Llandudno, and with members of the NUS Wales 

Executive Committee. However, the Council also invited the views of audiences on the 

BBC’s speech radio services at a further 6 events hosted during January and February 2015 

to gather views on the BBC’s proposals for BBC Three, and those too have contributed to 

this advice. 

The Council has also drawn upon comments made at previous events during 2014 relating 

to the BBC’s network speech radio services as well as the views and comments heard by 

BBC Audience Council Wales members from their own personal networks. It builds upon 

and further develops the advice the Council presented to the Trust in November 2014 

during the scoping phase of this Service Review. During all its outreach activity, the Council 

was mindful of the three questions identified by the Trust as central to the Review: 

- Does the BBC speech radio portfolio offer something distinctive, of quality to all 

audiences? 

- Serving all audiences – are they focused on their target audiences? 

- How should the BBC respond to the future challenges of changing patterns of radio 

listening? 

Following five substantial discussions at its meetings, the Council identified the following as 

the key matters to highlight in its advice to the Trust. These will be addressed in the order 

of the questions listed above. 
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Does the BBC speech radio portfolio offer something distinctive, of quality to all 

audiences? 

 The Council members heard at a high proportion of audience outreach events that the 

BBC’s network speech radio stations offered high quality distinctive content to their 

audiences, with many heavy listeners of Radio 4 amongst those who attended the events. 

The station was felt by many to be a ‘companion’ to them in their everyday lives (this was 

particularly the case for older respondents) and as such was greatly appreciated.  

A number of specific programmes were mentioned encompassing genres such as factual, 

magazine, drama, comedy and news and current affairs. In some of these genres, such as 

drama, audiences felt that Radio 4 was particularly distinctive, with very few other outlets 

for radio drama. In this context, some audience members also expressed their appreciation 

of BBC Radio 3’s drama output, while also wondering whether there was an opportunity for 

that content to “push the envelope” to a greater degree. 

Radio 4’s news and political output was also generally appreciated with the World Tonight’s 

focus on international matters particularly welcomed. Some concern was expressed 

however by some participants that Radio 4 sometimes “sanitises news and some stories are 

run on the BBC World Service that don’t appear on Radio 4. I’m concerned that Radio 4 

sometimes treats us like children”. There was praise for some audience members for Radio 

4’s political coverage, with Any Questions praised for providing coverage of “real people 

asking real questions”. 

Radio 4’s comedy output was also praised for its nurturing of talent and as a means of 

contributing to audience replenishment. 

Radio 5 Live’s news output was also praised for its live news coverage, with one participant 

expressing the view of many when he said “if there is a breaking news story on-going then it 

has to be Radio 5 Live”.  5 Live’s coverage of politics was acknowledged as offering 

something different in style to that of Radio 4, for example in shows such as Pienaar’s 

Politics; however, more can be done to highlight and signpost such shows to broaden their 

appeal to people who may be looking for more accessible means of engaging with political 

news. 

The station’s sports output was also praised with particular praise for live football 

commentary. As one participant put it “listening to live football coverage on Radio 5 Live is 

better than watching the game on TV. You can hear the commentator get excited and it is 

almost as good as being at the stadium”. The station’s sports coverage was also the main 

attraction for young people, with a number of individuals amongst the groups at the 

outreach events organised by the Council to gather views on the BBC’s proposals regarding 

BBC Three saying that Radio 5 Live – along with Radio 1, BBC Three, and the BBC on-line 

and on-demand services – was their main contact with the BBC. 
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There were few listeners to either Radio 5 Extra or Radio 4 Extra encountered by the 

Council during its events, and a number of participants on different occasions, questioned 

the need for Radio 4 Extra, and suggested that a better use of the station’s resources would 

be to create an on-line archive of the programmes broadcast on the station. 

Serving all audiences 

While there was wide-spread appreciation of the speech radio stations, the greatest 

concern was related to whether the stations were indeed serving all audiences.  The key 

criticism of both stations was that their focus was very English, with a further criticism of 

Radio 4 being that its focus was even narrower, and appeared on occasion to be too 

focused on the “home counties of England” and that this could be contributing to the 

perception amongst some audiences that the BBC’s speech radio stations “wasn’t for them”, 

and its image as being very “white and middle class”. Despite some positive developments in 

programmes such as Radio 4’s World at One, which had taken positive strides recently in 

better reflecting the nations and regions of the UK, the perception of audiences was that at 

its worst Radio 4 appeared metro-centric and concentrated to far too great an extent on 

the ‘Westminster bubble’. There was concern at the lack of coverage provided of debates 

and policy at the Scottish, Welsh and Northern Ireland Parliaments. Members of the public 

told the Council that while this was particularly apparent in the station’s news output, it was 

also evident in its factual programming, with programme examples given including Loose Ends 

and Saturday Review. The Council considers that it would be a major step forwards if both 

stations could embrace the comparing and contrasting of policy and legislative approaches 

across the nations of the UK (“I often listen to Law in Action, but it often isn’t obvious to 

what ‘law’ reference is being made and what the differences are in the situations of the 

different UK nations”) to a far greater extent in its factual output. It was felt that this could 

be one way in which the stations’ output could be enriched in a way that would be 

consistent with the core Radio 4 audience’s expectations of the station.  

 

Radio 5 Live – based as it is in Salford - was considered to be somewhat less guilty in this 

regard, but was nonetheless still considered to be primarily focused on England, with 

audience members of the view that this was most evident in its sports coverage – and 

particularly so its international sports coverage. When international matches were being 

played – with rugby and football specifically mentioned – the perception was that the main 

focus was always England with the other nations of the UK relegated to ‘also ran’ status. 

There was concern too both at the attention given by Radio 5 Live to the ‘celebrity’ aspects 

of the English Premier Football League (and the endless repetition of such stories during 

Radio 5 Live’s regular news bulletins) and the paucity of coverage afforded non-English 

football players based overseas (e.g. extensive coverage of Garry Linekar’s performances at 

Barcelona compared to the paucity of coverage given to Gareth Bale at Real Madrid).  
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A question was also raised by an audience member as to why Radio 5 Live sometimes 

provided commentary on football matches that were also being televised. 

 

Another area of concern that was explored by the Council at its outreach events, in the 

context of ‘serving all audiences’, was the perceived ‘blokey’ image of Radio 5 Live. The 

recent departure of female presenters from key daytime slots, such as Victoria Derbyshire, 

has added to this perception. This was raised on a number of occasions by members of the 

public. One group told Council that Radio 5 Live’s focus on football might be one 

explanation for this but also expressed the view that the station’s phone-ins contributed to 

a vicious circle, since the participants were more often than not male, which then acted as a 

disincentive for women to contribute and in turn reinforced the ‘blokey’ image. There was 

recognition however, that the station was making efforts to counter this, with Welsh 

Commonwealth Games Gold Medallist Jade Jones’ recent programmes on extreme sports 

being a positive contribution both towards introducing a better gender balance to the 

station and to extending the range of sports covered. Perhaps inevitably, many members of 

the public expressed the view to the Council that they felt that the range of sports covered 

by Radio 5 Live had contracted since the London 2012 Olympic Games and concerns were 

expressed that if this was to continue the key factor in attracting listeners to the station 

could be in jeopardy.  

The Council felt that the radio stations could do more to reflect the diversity of the UK, 

both in terms of ethnicity and minority groups as well as ensuring a better gender balance 

amongst both contributors and presenters. 

How should the BBC respond to the future challenges of changing patterns of 

radio listening? 

Looking to the future, the Council was encouraged that despite the increasing average age 

of the population as a whole, Radio 5 Live and Radio 4 were continuing to keep the average 

age of its audiences relatively consistent, thus demonstrating that their replenishment 

strategies were working on the whole. There was recognition however that consideration 

was required of the needs of younger audiences and the stations were commended for using 

methods such as podcasts, on-line broadcasting and downloadable content to extend the 

reach of the stations. It was also suggested that cross-platform promotion, particularly of 

comedy and drama output, could be fruitful in terms of attracting younger people to listen 

to Radio 4, and it was even suggested that one positive development could be the creation 

of a Radio 4 app for use on smart devices, both to promote content, but also to facilitate 

access. Similar strategies for Radio 5 Live could also be useful in drawing new audiences. 

The cross-promotion of the ‘Question Time’ strand across both BBC One and Radio 5 Live 

was a positive step in seeking to strengthen and develop the reach of such shows, 

nevertheless concerns had been raised about extending this reach to new audiences for 
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example signposting on different platforms such as Radio 1, BBC Three and the BBC News 

App.  

The Council feels some concern regarding Radio 5 Live’s primary location on Medium Wave 

/ AM, with many of the younger audiences to which it spoke simply unaware of Medium 

Wave’s existence. Indeed, some of the younger audiences we approached expressed an 

apocalyptic vision for the future of sports coverage on the radio, with one saying “the age of 

sport on the radio is nearing its end”, though this was an isolated view. Others for example 

said that sport discussion programmes were appointments to listen for them, so it isn’t 

quite at death’s door yet!  

The level of awareness amongst those members of the public attending recent audience 

outreach event regarding Radio 4 Extra and 5 Live Extra was very low indeed and the 

Council feels some concern regarding the extent to which the role and even the existence 

of the Extra brands is clear to audiences. There would appear to be a clear need to balance 

serendipitous discovery with active cross-promotion in relation to the ‘Extra’ stations (but 

also, as suggested above, for Radio 4 and Radio 5 Live). 

Conclusion 

On the whole the members of the public approached by the Council in gathering views on 

the BBC’s network speech radio stations who were listeners to these stations were highly 

appreciative of them. It seems clear that listeners to them felt that they are distinctive and 

provide high quality content. However, it also appears evident that the stations could do 

more to serve all audiences and would benefit from doing so in terms of responding to the 

future challenges of changing patterns of radio listening. 

*** 


