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1. Introduction 
 
Background  
Under the Royal Charter and Agreement, the BBC Trust is required to “set and publis
frameworks within which the BBC and the commercial arm must handle complaints, and 
that are to apply to complaints... The Trust must consult publicly on any framework and its associated 

h one or more 
the procedures 

procedures before setting them.” The Charter also states that: “The framework must provide for the 

ponsible for all 
tages 1 and 2 of the process (initial complaint, and then 

n is complaints 

 the BBC, and 
fferent types of 

 proposing a single BBC-wide General Complaints Procedure for most types of 
ing complaints framework, and the Trust as final arbiter of all types of 

tter of substance 

 consultation: assessing clarity, tone, style fairness and accessibility of the framework 
s a good or bad complaints experience and assessing 

work 
ive research: to gauge where the balance of opinion lies on a range of specific complaints 

tage. 
 

alitative research with members of the 
omplainants’ and as licence fee payers with an 

interest in the allocation of funding within the BBC.  
 
The research aimed to gauge where the balance of opinion lies on the following specific complaints 
handling issues: 
• Managing the amount of information that the BBC considers, including:  

− Word limits for editorial complaints (e.g. 1,000 words) 

Trust to play a role as final arbiter in appropriate cases.” 
 
At present there are three stages to the complaints procedure.  BBC Management is res
initial complaints handling; this is described as S
an internal appeal stage). The BBC Trust is responsible for Stage 3. The only exceptio
against the Trust, which are handled by the Trust alone.  
 
The BBC Trust has consulted on the proposed framework for handling complaints within
within this framework it has consulted on a series of specific procedures for handling di
complaints. It is
complaint within the overarch
substantive complaints – beyond editorial and fair trading complaints which raise a ma
and are appropriate.  
 
The consultation comprised 3 parts: 
• ‘Open to all’
• Quantitative research: identifying what make

the proposed principles of the frame
• Qualitat

handling issues 
 
Opinion Leader conducted the qualitative s

Research aims 
The BBC Trust commissioned Opinion Leader to undertake qu
general public, both in their capacity as ‘potential c



Opinion Leader   
 

This document is not to be copied, reproduced or disclosed to any third party without prior written consent from Opinion 
Leader  

4 

 

− Summarising editorial complaints 
− Agreeing the right guideline(s) for editorial complaints 
− Cutting down the paperwork seen by the BBC Trust for editorial complaints 

ce to appeal editorial complaints 

rch 2008. Each 
 sample of the 
ulation and the 

he quotas used 
, and levels of 
e however up-

were properly represented and felt able to contribute. We 
excluded people who had appealed a complaint against the BBC in the past – not because the views of 

 on their views 

articipants with 
 It also allowed 
hat participants 

es in depth and to reach informed conclusions. Throughout the workshop, 
participants switched between working in larger groups of 10 people and smaller groups of 3-4 people, 

n their attitudes 

anisations and 
ff then made a 

rust and the complaints system. We probed participants’ 
 to consider the 

 the complaints framework. For each suggestion, participants were asked to 
consider the possible pros and cons and then to decide whether or not they were in favour of it. At the 
end of the workshop, participants were encouraged to suggest some basic principles for the BBC to 
follow in terms of handling complaints from the public.  
 
In this report the suggested changes as put to participants are shown in text boxes before the findings 
on each suggested change. 

• Shortening the times for editorial complaints 
• Actively offering the chan
• Dealing with repeat complaints 
 
Methodology 
We conducted two deliberative workshops, one in Newcastle and one in Cardiff, in Ma
workshop comprised 20 people. We recruited a broadly demographically representative
national population (i.e. the sample in Newcastle was representative of the England pop
sample in Cardiff was representative of the Wales population) for each workshop. T
included gender, age, socioeconomic group, level of digital take-up and internet access
approval towards the BBC. The numbers of black and minority ethnic participants wer
weighted to ensure that those minorities 

these people were regarded as unimportant but because the Trust was already focusing
in the quantitative stage of its consultation process.  
 
The workshops lasted for 3 hours, which allowed sufficient time for us to provide p
information on the role of the BBC Trust and the suggested new complaints framework.
for the introduction of a range of example complaints to stimulate debate. This meant t
were able to consider issu

encouraging them to be exposed to a variety of viewpoints. We separated people with higher and lower 
levels of approval towards the BBC so that we could understand the differences, if any, i
towards the complaints process.  
 
The workshop began with a general discussion about making complaints to org
companies, followed by a discussion of participants’ perceptions of the BBC.  BBC sta
presentation to participants about the BBC T
initial responses to the information that they had been given. We then asked participants
suggested changes to



2. Executive Summary 

tle and one in 
s. Each 

of the national 
the BBC Trust 

 complaints framework. They worked both in larger groups of 
10 people and smaller groups of 3-4 people, considering the pros and cons of each suggestion and 

t for the BBC 
 speed up the 
nd the BBC as 
rticipants also 

ncerns and reservations and they offered their own ideas for ways in which the changes might 
be improved. A small number of participants remained opposed to the BBC Trust’s suggested changes. 

 changes would have the effect of discouraging or diluting people’s 

mplaints 
 was that a word limit might disadvantage or discourage people who are 

need to explain 
ainants might feel 

The majority of participants were in favour of the idea because it would ensure mutual understanding 
and clarity between the complainant and the BBC. Participants were keen to endorse the BBC Trust’s 
proposal that complainants should have the right to reply so that they could challenge and revise a 
summary that they felt was inaccurate. Participants felt that the summary process should be kept as 
simple as possible, so that it doesn’t place too much burden on the complainant e.g. the summary 

 
In March 2008 Opinion Leader conducted two deliberative workshops, one in Newcas
Cardiff, to examine the balance of opinion on a range of specific complaints handling
workshop involved 20 people, recruited to be broadly demographically representative 
population. During the workshop participants were presented with information about 
along with the suggested changes to the

 issue

deciding whether or not they were in favour of it.  
 
Overall, most participants were in favour of the suggestions made by the BBC Trus
complaints framework. They understood the value of taking measures to simplify and
process and to ensure that there was mutual understanding between the complainant a
to the precise nature of the complaint. Amid the general approval, however, many pa
voiced co

They were concerned that the
complaints.  
 
Word limits for editorial complaints 

The majority of participants were in favour of this idea because it would help to speed up the co

The BBC is suggesting that the person making a complaint could be asked to stick t
(such as 1,000 words, for example) when they appeal their complaint to the indepen
Complaints Unit (stage 2) and again if they appeal to the BBC Trust (stage 3).  

o a word limit 
dent Editorial 

process. The potential danger
not confident about written communications. Participants argued that the BBC would 
clearly and sensitively the reasons for introducing a word limit. Otherwise, some compl
that the BBC was seeking to restrict their freedom to express themselves fully.  
 
Summarising editorial complaints 

The BBC is suggesting that when a person appeals their complaint to the independent Editorial 
Complaints Unit (stage 2), the BBC should write back to the person and summarise their complaint.  
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needs to be written in plain language and the mechanism for people to feed their comments back to the 
BBC should be easy and not time-intensive. 
 
Agreeing the right guideline(s) for editorial complaints 
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The majority of participants were in favour of this idea but they expressed some re
suggestions. The advantage of agreeing the right guidelines was to ensure clarificati
understanding between the complainant and the BBC. It was felt, however, that the BBC
explain the guidelines in clear and simple language, so that complainants could easily un
and, as much as poss

servations and 
on and mutual 
 would need to 
derstand them 

ible, would be able to discuss them on an equal footing with the BBC. It was also 
the guidelines proposed for their 

ount of 
ensure that the 

hey were keen to ensure the 
sed the BBC Trust’s current procedure where the 

 whether it presents an accurate and sufficiently 
lear and simple 

Most participants were in favour of reducing the timelines on the basis that it would speed up the 
process so that a complaint would be dealt with more quickly. However, it was important that the BBC 
should explain its reasons for the time limit, emphasising the benefits of speeding up the process to the 
complainant and the BBC. Otherwise, there was a danger that complainants might feel that the BBC 
was imposing unnecessary pressure on them. Many participants also suggested that the BBC should be 
required to work to the same time limits as the public, so that the onus for a timely response should not 

The BBC is suggesting that when a person appeals their complaint to the independent Editorial 
Complaints Unit (stage 2), the BBC would write to the complainant and let them know which part of 
the guidelines the complaint will be considered under (e.g. accuracy, offence, etc).  

agreed that complainants should retain the option to challenge 
complaint. 
 
Cutting down the paperwork seen by the BBC Trust for editorial complaints 

Participants were generally in favour of this suggestion on the basis that it would reduce
time spent on a complaint by the BBC Trust. Participants were concerned, however, to 
summary should accurately reflect the complaint and correspondence. T

 the am

The suggestion relates to appeals to the BBC Trust (the final stage in the proces
suggests that a summary, prepared by an independent editorial advisor, could be the on

s). The BBC 
ly paperwork 

put before the BBC Trust committee.  

impartiality of the editorial advisor. They endor
complainant sees the summary and can comment as to
comprehensive account of their complaint. The language of the summary should be c
(so that the complainant can readily understand it) but without trivialising the complaint. 
 
Shortening the timelines for editorial complaints  

Counting from the date that a programme is transmitted, at the moment people have 3 mont
complain. If they are not happy with the BBC’s response, they then have 3 months to de
to appeal, at each stage of the process. The BBC would like to suggest cutting the time
month at each stage.  

hs to 
cide whether 
 allowed to a 



be placed on the complainant alone. They also argued that the BBC should allow ex
deadlines in certain circumstances – fo

ceptions to the 
r instance, if someone has been prevented from responding in 

time due to circumstances beyond their control.  

als process on 
l public. At the 

o pursue 
y might otherwise have done and there might be a huge increase in the 

process.   

ts felt that it was reasonable and necessary for the BBC to draw a line on repeat 
complaints. However, they were keen that no one – including repeat complainants – should be 

tomatically ignored. The BBC needed to consider all complaints on their individual 
se a legitimate 

Recommendations 
ate clearly the 
. This will help 
ss or even to 

 
Participants stress the need for complainants to feel that they are on a level playing field with the BBC. 
This requires the BBC to communicate clearly, both in terms of explaining the overall process and 
addressing the individual complaint. The BBC needs to keep things as simple as possible, both in terms 
of its processes and the language that it uses (e.g. written communications) so that complainants feel 
engaged and informed – on an equal footing – and don’t feel intimidated or confused.  
 

 
Actively offering the chance to appeal editorial complaints 
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Most participants were in favour of the BBC actively offering information about the appe
the grounds that the BBC should be open and accountable in its dealings with the genera
same time, participants recognised the disadvantage that this might encourage people t

When the BBC responds to a complaint at stage 1, the letter or e-mail they s
automatically tell the person about the complaints syste

end does not 
m and their right to appeal if their complaint 

le individually is an editorial one. The BBC wishes to raise the idea that it might proactively tell peop
about the process and their right to appeal on editorial complaints.  

complaints further than the
number of complaints that the BBC is asked to deal with, thus slowing down the overall 
 
Dealing with repeat complaints 

Most participan

The BBC suggests that if it has already made a decision about an issue, it is not fair 
spend money and effort investigating another complaint from the same person on the 
because it already knows it will not be upheld.  

or efficient to 
same matter, 

blacklisted or au
merits and should not be closed to the possibility that a repeat complainant might rai
issue in the future.  
 

If the BBC proceeds with any of the suggested changes, it will be crucial to communic
reasons for these measures, explaining the benefits to both the complainant and the BBC
to counter any concerns that the BBC might be trying to overly manage the proce
discourage complaints.  
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Based on the participants’ own suggestions, we have developed the following principles to be 
considered in dealing with these complaints handling issues:  

y complaint thoroughly yet swiftly: speed benefits me and the BBC, but not at the 

nd my point of 

, don’t unfairly 
iderate towards my ability to respond  

• Keep me informed: Explain the process and tell me what is happening, when. Explain the reasons 
for your rules / methods  

 

 
• Be honest and fair: act with integrity, be transparent, don’t put up barriers 
• Deal with m

cost of integrity 
• Treat me as an individual:  be polite, don’t belittle me, show concern and respect, show that we 

are on a level playing field, provide me with the human touch  
• Take me seriously:  show that my opinion matters to you and that you understa

view  
• Keep things simple: Make the process as simple as possible, use plain language

burden me, be cons
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3. Main Findings 
 
3.1 General perceptions of the BBC and complaining 

anisations and 
 Afterwards, BBC Trust staff made a 

presentation to participants about the BBC Trust and the complaints system. We then probed 

laimed to have 
spontaneously 

They regarded the programme as a 
ether ‘Points of 

tter and that one person might take 

atteringly about 
use and “people with nothing better to do”.   

 
Neve complaints process. They 
felt that members of the public, who pay the licence fee, ha ts and the BBC 
should be held accountable to the public.  
 

“There might be times that the BBC gets it wrong and people are right to complain.” 
her approval) 

her approval)  

laints seriously 
l did not voice 
st objection to 

the BBC was that, in their opinion, the tone of its programmes tended to be “aloof” and “conservative”: 
participants contrasted, for instance, the tone of BBC newscasters in comparison with what they 
perceived to be greater informality on other channels such as ITV, Channel 4 and Sky. Despite these 
negative perceptions, the participants with lower approval didn’t express any spontaneous assumptions 
that the BBC would be negligent in its handling of complaints. When – later in the workshop – some 
participants raised objections to some of the BBC’s suggestions for revising the complaints procedure, 

 
The workshop began with a general discussion firstly about making complaints to org
companies and secondly about perceptions of the BBC.

participants’ initial responses to the information that they had been given.  
 
Very few of the participants had any experience of complaining to the BBC and no one c
any detailed knowledge of the BBC’s complaints procedures. Many participants 
mentioned ‘Points of View’ as a forum for public complaints. 
positive indication that the BBC was receptive to criticism. However, no one was sure wh
View’ was still actually broadcast and most assumed that it wasn’t.  
 
Participants recognised that complaints are often a subjective ma
offence at something that another person considered to be harmless. Several participants went as far 
as to express negative perceptions of people who complain to the BBC: they talked unfl
“serial complainers”, Mary Whiteho

rtheless, all participants agreed that the BBC should operate a robust 
ve a right to make complain

(Newcastle, hig
 

“The BBC is paid for out of their pocket. They want to watch it.”  
(Cardiff, hig

 
As might be expected, those with high approval imagined that the BBC would take comp
and handle them with care. It is worth noting that the participants with lower approva
negative preconceptions about the BBC’s handling of complaints. Rather, their stronge
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they voiced these objections on the merits of the individual suggestion rather than any preconceived 
notions towards the BBC.  

 organisation –
 the complaints 
es that people 

orrespondence with the BBC. This led to a concern that the 
BBC’s complaints process might favour people who are literate and educated and might disadvantage 

r and this fuelled scepticism about 
ts argued that 

 freefone number.  

 initial BBC Trust presentation demonstrated that many 

 be capable of 

• They were concerned that the Trustees were not typical of the wider population in terms of their 
background and experiences and therefore they might not be well-placed to understand ‘ordinary 
people’ and to treat their complaints fairly and with due consideration.  

 
 

 
When most participants thought of making complaints – whether to the BBC or any other
they thought first and foremost about using the telephone. Following the presentation on
process participants commented that (certainly once it moves beyond stage 1) it assum
will write letters or e-mails and engage in c

those who are not confident about the written word.  
 
Participants had a perception that 0870 was a premium-rate numbe
the genuine nature of the BBC’s commitment to handling complaints. Most participan
members of the public should be able to contact the BBC on a
 
A number of questions raised following the
participants wanted reassurance about the impartiality of the BBC Trust.  
• They were concerned about whether the Trust – being a part of the BBC – would

judging complaints with a truly independent eye.  



3.2 Managing the amount of information the BBC considers 

er four suggestions for managing the amount of information that the 

then to decide 
were in favour, we asked them to draft one or two 

paragraphs of a hypothetical letter from the BBC to a complainant, demonstrating how they felt that this 
icated by the BBC.   

servations and 

 
They felt that the major benefit of introducing a word limit wo plaints process 
by reducing waffle and therefore helping to clarify people’s complaints. This speeding-up process would 
benefit both the complainant and the BBC.  
 

“It could help you feel clearer in your own mind about what you are complaining about.”  
(Newcastle, higher approval) 

 
“It stops you waffling.” 
                  (Newcastle, higher approval) 

 
We asked participants to consid
BBC considers. The suggestions were: 
• Word limits for editorial complaints (e.g. 1,000 words) 
• Summarising editorial complaints 
• Agreeing the right guideline(s) for editorial complaints 
• Cutting down the paperwork seen by the BBC Trust for editorial complaints 
 
We asked participants to discuss the possible pros and cons of each suggestion and 
whether or not they were in favour of it. If they 

issue should be dealt with and commun
 

.23 .1 Word limits for editorial complaints 
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The majority of participants were in favour of this idea but expressed some re
suggestions. 

Summary of the suggestion:  
• The BBC is suggesting that the person making a complaint could be asked to stick to a word 

− and again if they appeal to the BBC Trust (stage 3) 
he word limit 

uld not apply to any ‘first party’ complainants (where the person themselves was directly 
involved or affected by the programme or content) 

limit (such as 1,000 words, for example) 
− when they appeal their complaint to the Editorial Complaints Unit (stage 2) 

• Note: the first time people write to the BBC there would be no word limit. Also t
wo

uld be to speed up the com



Opinion Leader   
 

This document is not to be copied, reproduced or disclosed to any third party without prior written consent from Opinion 
Leader  

12 

 

Many participants suggested that 1,000 words might actually be too generous. They fo
imagine why most people would ever need

und it hard to 
 1,000 words to express their complaint, and some 

suggested that the word limit could be set at 500 words.  
 

“We think that 1000 words is ample to explain you
her approval) 

t that they themselves found it difficult to imagine how long 1,000 words would 
actually be. Some suggested, therefore, that the word limit might be better expressed in terms of pages 

ople who find it 
e more literate. (This 

follow ith its focus on 
writte  people who are more educated and literate).  
 

“Some people find it very hard to put things into words. They’re not learned people and when 

pproval) 
 

her approval) 

nts, especially 
 the belief that 

y complaint (i.e. one that is close to, but does not exceed, 
1,000 words).  

ere a complainant 

One group of participants came up with the idea that complaints that were expressed concisely could be 
fast-tracked, and that this could be offered as an incentive to people to keep their complaints short.  
 
Participants argued that the BBC would need to explain clearly and sensitively the reasons for 
introducing a word limit. Otherwise, some complainants might feel that the BBC was seeking to restrict 
their freedom to express themselves fully.  
 

r complaint.” 
          (Cardiff, hig

 
Participants pointed ou

(e.g. a maximum 2 pages).  
 
The potential downside identified to a word limit was that it would disadvantage those pe
hard to express themselves concisely and would further favour those who ar

s on from participants’ more general perception that the complaints process – w
n correspondence – is geared towards

you go to write it, as you say, it’s difficult…” 
          (Newcastle, lower a

“Some people aren’t articulate enough to put it down in precise wording.” 
                  (Cardiff, hig

 
Some participants were concerned that a word limit might intimidate potential complaina
those who are not confident about written communications, because it might encourage
they are actually expected to submit a length

 
Many participants felt that there should be provision for special circumstances wh
might require more than 1,000 words e.g. if they had a complicated complaint that required detailed 
explanation or that took place over a long timeframe.  
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“It’s a bit controlling…they limit you on how much time you can spend and what you can say”’ 
                   (Newcastle, lower approval) 

ere concerned 
 and shut down 

complainant, conveying the 
impr
 

“It’s the tax payer who pays. They should be free to complain in the way that they want to 
complain.”  

wer approval) 

The  the BBC to a 
com
 

“Could you please limit your word count to 1,000 words (4 sheets of A4 print) as we understand 
your right to complain but also would like to reduce the cost to you as the licence-fee payer.”  

                   (Newcastle, higher approval) 

 
A small number of participants remained opposed to the idea of any word limit. They w
that such a measure would be too controlling on the BBC’s part, designed to discourage
complaints. They felt that imposing a word limit might be belittling for the 

ession that they were not important enough to be allowed to say what they wanted.  

(Cardiff, lo
 

following extract is taken from some participants’ attempts to write a letter from
plainant, explaining the word limit: 



3.2.2 Summarising editorial complaints  

The suggestion of summarising editorial complaints received a mixed response. The majority were in 

 
between the complainant and the BBC – everyone ‘singing from the same hymn sheet’. This would help 
to av  misunderstandings about the precise nature of the 
complaint. 
 

approval) 
 
The inant with the 
assu  and listened to and therefore demonstrated that the 

her approval) 

ed, the summary process should be kept as simple as possible, so 

ese’ so that the 
 wouldn’t feel overwhelmed by the text. This would help 

to ensure that the complainant felt that they were on an equal footing with the BBC rather than 
being at a disadvantage.  

• Furthermore, the mechanism for feeding back their comments to the BBC should be easy and not 
time-intensive e.g. a simple ‘Yes/No’ tick box at the end of the summary to allow them to signal 
whether or not they are satisfied with the summary.  
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Summary of the suggestion:  
• The BBC is suggesting that when a person appeals their complaint to the indepe

Compla
ndent Editorial 

ints Unit (stage 2), the BBC should write back to the person and summarise their 

 e 
complaint.  

• The BBC would ask the person to agree that their summary covers the issues fairly, or giv
them the opportunity to change the summary if they felt it did not.  

favour of the idea but could also see the drawbacks.  
 
The perceived advantage of the suggestion was that it would ensure mutual understanding and clarity

oid problems emerging at a later stage due to

“It is better time management to clarify at this stage.”  
                   (Newcastle, higher 

suggested measure also had the advantage that it would provide the compla
rance that their complaint had been received

BBC was taking the complaint seriously.  
 

“If your complaint is well summarised then it offers the complainant peace of mind and 
demonstrates that the complaint is taken seriously.” 

                       (Cardiff, hig
 
Participants agreed that, if introduc
that it didn’t place too much burden on the complainant.  
• The summary itself needed to be written in plain language, free from jargon or ‘legal

complainant could easily understand it and
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Participants were concerned to ensure against the danger that the BBC’s summary migh
the complainant’s argument or might omit information that the complainant rega
Therefore, it was seen as essential that the complainan

t misrepresent 
rds as crucial. 

t should have the right to reply so that they could 
challenge and comment on a summary they felt to be inaccurate.  

the complaints 
rned that the 

ant would be frustrated if they felt that the summary was inaccurate and if there then followed a 
period of to-ing and fro-ing between the BBC and the complainant in an effort to clarify and agree the 
sum

her approval) 

The prospect of further (and possibly lengthy) correspondence might intimidate some complainants, 
courage them 

 literate, some 
to discuss and 

 felt that it 

denying a true voice to the complainant. This objection suggests the need for the BBC to communicate 
clear
 
The rom the BBC to a 
complainant, explaining the summary process: 
 

“Thank you for taking the time to complain... We feel that it is important to deal with your 
request efficiently and in order to do so we understand that the salient points of your complaint 
are... If you agree, please sign below and return the letter to us. If not, please explain why.”  

                   (Newcastle, lower approval) 
 

 
Many participants expressed the reservation that the summary added another stage to 
process without clearly progressing the complaint. In particular, they were conce
complain

mary.  
 

“If the complaint is summarised incorrectly it’s more stressful for the complainant and it is 
frustrating to feel misunderstood.” 

         (Cardiff, hig
 

especially those who were not confident about written communications, and might dis
from continuing with their complaint.  
 
Concerned about the potential bias in favour of those who are highly educated and
participants wondered whether it would be possible for the BBC to phone complainants 
agree a written summary.  
 
A small number of participants remained opposed to the idea of a summary because they
would represent the BBC taking over the complaint by recasting it in its own words and, therefore, 

ly its reasons for summarising a complaint.  

following extract is taken from some participants’ attempts to write a letter f



3.2.3 Agreeing the right guideline(s) for editorial complaints  

The perceived advantage of agreeing the right guidelines was to ensure clarification and mutual 
eceives proper 

 complaint. For 
rticipants, the guidelines would provide reassurance that the complaints process followed an 

“official” or “legal” structure – that is, that the BBC had clear and orderly channels for dealing with 
com e complainant. Having a complaint allocated to a 
particu n of the 
complaint.  
 

“It would make you feel you were being taken seriously.”  
her approval) 

” 
(Newcastle, higher approval) 

 and the 
distinctions between the various guidelines – and certainly they wouldn’t be as familiar with the 
guidelines as BBC staff were – and this would put them at a serious disadvantage in dealing with the 
BBC. It was crucial, therefore, that the BBC should explain the guidelines clearly.  
• Firstly, the BBC would need to explain the purpose of considering complaints under particular 

guidelines (i.e. the BBC wanting to process complaints efficiently, and the importance of ensuring 
mutual understanding between the complainant and the BBC).  
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Summary of the suggestion:  
• The BBC is suggesting that when a person appeals their complaint to the indepe

Complaints Unit (stage 2), the BBC would write to the complainant and 
ndent Editorial 

let them know which 
ce, etc) 
se who do not 

ss to the web. They would explain why they felt this guideline was appropriate, and 
the person complaining would have the opportunity to query this before the complaint was 

part of the guidelines the complaint will be considered under (e.g. accuracy, offen
• The BBC would also attach a link to the guidelines or provide a hard copy for tho

have acce

investigated.  

The majority of participants were in favour of this idea but they expressed some reservations and 
suggestions. 
 

understanding between the complainant and the BBC, thus ensuring that the complaint r
consideration from the BBC.  
 
Also, it would provide the complainant with an insight into how the BBC will process their
some pa

plaints and it was communicating the process to th
lar guideline might actually feel like a next step in the process, a positive progressio

        (Cardiff, hig
 

“It could help the complainant understand how their complaint is being dealt with.
        

 
There was concern that members of the public might struggle to understand the guidelines
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• Secondly, the BBC would need to outline the actual guidelines in clear and simple language,
that complainants are easily able to grasp the dis

 so 
tinctions between them and, as much as possible, 

to discuss the guidelines on an equal footing with the BBC.  
 

of the sections might overlap. It could be difficult to distinguish between one and 
another…” 

her approval) 

e option to challenge the guideline proposed 
for their complaint. Some participants went as far as to say that the complainant should have the final 

 more than one guideline. They 
uideline when it 

er stage to the 
oving things forward. In particular, they were concerned that it 

o allocate their 
guideline might 

A small number of participants remained opposed to the suggestion. They were suspicious that the BBC 
want ategories, thus 
diluting the individual complainant’s voice and the force of their complaint. They felt that it was 
inappropriate for the BBC, as the ‘accused’ party, to dictate terms.  

an’t say to the police, ‘Oh, actually, you should treat this as a 
more minor charge.”  

wer approval) 
 

The following extracts are taken from the letters dr
expla ing th need  agre  the r ht gui lines
 

“We would like to inform you that your query falls into the following category... We have created 
these categories in order to be as straightforward, clear and fair as possible. However, if you 
disagree with the category into which we have placed your complaint please inform us in 
writing.”  

                   (Newcastle, lower approval) 
 

“Some 

(Cardiff, hig
 
It was commonly agreed that complainants should have th

say about which guideline the complaint should be considered under.  
 
Participants were also keen to ensure that a complaint could fall under
were concerned that more complex complaints shouldn’t be shoehorned into a single g
might be more appropriate to consider the complaint under 2 or 3 guidelines.  
 
Some participants expressed the reservation that the suggested change would add anoth
complaints process but without actually m
would be frustrating for the complainant if they didn’t agree with the BBC’s decision t
complaint to a particular guideline. The prospect of further correspondence to agree the 
deter some people from pursuing their complaint.  
 

ed to discourage or take over any complaint and fit it into one of their pre-existing c

 
“If I get caught for shoplifting, I c

(Cardiff, lo

afted by participants’ from the BBC to a complainant, 
in e  to e ig de : 
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“Is this the criteria your situation falls into? If so, this is how we can deal with it.”  
                   (Cardiff, lower approval) 

 



3.2.4 Cutting down the paperwork seen by the BBC Trust for editorial complaints 
(summarising the correspondence of the complaint) 

 the amount of 
payers’ money. 

andard practice in 
othe  worked in palliative care said that it was normal to 

ey were 
also reassured that the Trust can always refer to the full correspondence in the file should they wish. 

her approval) 

omplaint. The 
te the force of 
tant, therefore, 

s correspondence so that the 
Trustees are able to give proper consideration to the complaint. It is crucial that the complainant should 

fficiently 

need to be incorporated into the paperwork. The language of the summary should be clear and simple 
(so that the complainant can readily understand it) but without trivialising the complaint. 
 

“It could dilute the complaint and make it less impassioned.” 
         (Cardiff, higher approval) 
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Participants were generally in favour of this suggestion on the basis that it would reduce
time spent on a complaint by the BBC Trust – and would, therefore, save licence fee 
Some participants felt that it was a reasonable and pragmatic measure and was st

Summary of the suggestion:  
• The suggestion relates to appeals to the BBC Trust (the final stage in the pr

moment, when a complaint comes to the BBC Trust the independent ed
summarises the complaint, the rules and the evidence. The summary is sent
complaining a

ocess). At the 
itorial advisor 

 to the person 
nd the people at the BBC who investigated it. Both have the opportunity to 

l is considered 

the BBC Trust 
he file of previous 

correspondence. Please note that the correspondence would still be in a file at the meeting for 
ustees.  

comment, for example, on factual errors or missing information, before the appea
by the BBC Trust.  

• The BBC suggests that this summary could be the only paperwork before 
committee. At the moment the Committee sees this summary plus t

the Committee to refer to if needed, but it wouldn’t be routinely read by all of the Tr

r areas (for instance, a participant who
summarise the details of a patient’s condition rather than to record every single incident). Th

 
“If it’s less time consuming then it’s less costly.” 

         (Cardiff, hig
 
Participants were concerned, however, that the summary should accurately reflect the c
potential danger of a summary was that it might misrepresent the complaint or else dilu
the complaint by losing the individual voice and passion of the complainant. It is impor
that the summary should retain enough detail and depth from the previou

see the summary and can comment as to whether it presents an accurate and su
comprehensive account of their complaint and correspondence. If they aren’t satisfied, their objections 
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Participants were keen to ensure impartiality on the part of the editorial advisor. They w
whether the editorial advisor worked for the BBC or was fully independent of the orga
were concerned that there should be a range of people acting as editorial advisors, 
against the possible bias that one individual might bring to bear on the process:
participants said that there should be both men and women in the role. Participa
concerned that there should be enough editorial advisors to ensure that the process was swift and that 

anted to know 
nisation. They 
as a measure 
 for instance, 
nts were also 

marise.  

rustees should 
articipants) by 

 the complaint in full, including the full file of previous correspondence. They felt that a 
complaint should only reach this stage if it was serious and therefore it should receive full and serious 
consideration.  
 
 

no delays should occur due to a single advisor developing a backlog of complaints to sum
 
A minority of participants disagreed with the overall suggestion. They argued that the T
‘earn their salaries’ (the perceived high salaries were a contentious point for some p
considering



3.3 Further suggestions: timelines, appeals and repeat complaints 

ants to consider three further suggestions for the complaints and appeals process. 

ce to appeal editorial complaints 

Again, participants were encouraged to discuss the pros and cons of each suggestion and then to 
our of it.  

 
itorial complaints  

 
Mos lines on 
process so that a complaint would be dealt with more quickly.  

how much time 
you're involved in a car accident.” 

(Cardiff, lower approval) 

Man  for people to 
respond. Some felt that 6 weeks might be more appropriate, taking into account that people lead busy 
lives and needed a little more leeway.  
 

“The thing is, I work full time and if I saw a programme and I thought that doesn’t sound right 
then it might take me longer than a month to find out why it didn’t sound right.” 

(Cardiff, lower approval) 

 
We asked particip
The suggestions were: 
• Shortening the timelines for editorial complaints 
• Actively offering the chan
• Dealing with repeat complaints 
 

decide whether or not they were in fav

3.3.1 Timelines for ed

Summary of the suggestion:  
• Counting from the date that a programme is transmitted, at the moment people have 3 months 

’s response, they then have 3 months to decide whether to 

r a year for the 

sioned in the 
 

• The BBC Trust would like to suggest cutting the time allowed to a month at each stage.  

to complain.  
• If they are not happy with the BBC

appeal, at each stage of the process. 
• This means that if the process takes the maximum time possible, it can take ove

complaint to go through the whole process. 
• In some cases, a second series of the programme might have been commis

meantime, and sometimes the staff at the BBC who worked on the programme or content may
have left. 

t participants were in favour of reducing the time the basis that it would speed up the 

 
 “I think there should be a time limit.  Even within law there is a time limit with 
you have to complain if 

 
y participants felt that a month was a perfectly reasonable period of time to allow

Opinion Leader   
 

This document is not to be copied, reproduced or disclosed to any third party without prior written consent from Opinion 
Leader  

21 

 



Opinion Leader   
 

This document is not to be copied, reproduced or disclosed to any third party without prior written consent from Opinion 
Leader  

22 

 

There was concern that people might sometimes have legitimate reasons for taking lon
They might be delayed by illness or being away on holiday or they might need a longe
gather ‘evidence’ for their complaint (e.g. over the course of an entire series of a progr
argued that

ger to respond. 
r time period to 
amme). It was 

 the complaints process should make some kind of allowance for these special 

mit, emphasising the benefits of 
speeding up the process to the complainant and the BBC. Otherwise, there was a danger that 

me time limits as the 
ant alone. This 

 level playing field with the BBC.  
 
Parti ing the process 
to a complainant. The following extracts are taken from two of those letters: 
 

onse within the 

                   (Newcastle, higher approval) 
 

“We would like to inform you that your complaint is being investigated. We at the BBC take all 
complaints seriously. But in order to process to the next level, could we respectfully ask for your 
reply within one month.”  

                   (Newcastle, lower approval) 
 
 

circumstances.  
 
It was important that the BBC should explain its reasons for the time li

complainants might feel that the BBC was imposing unnecessary pressure on them.  
 
Many participants suggested that the BBC should be required to work to the sa
public, so that the onus for a timely response should not be placed on the complain
would help the complainant to feel that they were operating on a

cipants were encouraged to draft a letter, imagining that they were the BBC explain

“Can you please respond within 6 weeks, and the BBC will respond to your resp
same timeline i.e. 6 weeks.”  



3.3.2 Should the BBC actively offer people the chance to appeal editorial complaints?  

sue was raised for open discussion rather than the BBC Trust presenting participants with a 
solid proposal.  

Most participants were in favour of the BBC actively offering information about the appeals process. 
They l public, which 
should include communicating the full process to complainants. That way, complainants would 
unders

    (Cardiff, higher approval) 
 
How als process to 
people’s attention. It might encourage people to pursue com ight otherwise 
have done and there might be a huge increase in the number of complaints that the BBC is asked to 
deal with, thus slowing down the overall process.   
 

“Why should the BBC go chasing the punter, as it were, almost encouraging them to take the 
complaint further?” 

(Newcastle, lower approval) 
 

 
Note: this is
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Summary of the issue:  
• When the BBC responds to a complaint at stage 1, the letter or e-mail they send does not 

appeal if their 

 system have 

laints website, and can also be 
e to tell people 

ially if this was 
tter when they 

, this would increase the cost of dealing with complaints for 
the BBC and so for the licence payer. People who make non-editorial complaints and 

t actually be 

automatically tell the person about the complaints system and their right to 
complaint is an editorial one. 

• Some people who do go on to pursue their editorial complaint through the
commented that they were not initially aware that they would be able to appeal. 

• The information is of course always available on the BBC’s comp
sent out to anyone on request. Some people suggest that it might be appropriat
individually about the process and their right to appeal on editorial complaints. 

• However, the number of complaints which are appealed might increase substant
done automatically at stage 1. If people feel encouraged to follow up the ma
might not otherwise have done so

comments might also be encouraged to appeal when their complaint would no
considered under the editorial guidelines.  

 felt that the BBC should be open and accountable in its dealings with the genera

tand the process and feel themselves to be on an equal footing with the BBC.  
 

“If you’re given all the information up front it gives you faith in the company that you are dealing 
with.” 

    

ever, participants appreciated the disadvantages of actively bringing the appe
plaints further than they m



Opinion Leader   
 

This document is not to be copied, reproduced or disclosed to any third party without prior written consent from Opinion 
Leader  

24 

 

Some participants argued that the key consideration in terms of providing information
alert people to the possibility 

 was simply to 
that they might have the right to appeal – rather than needing to explain 

the whole detailed process to them.  

d it and are not 
plain the 

stages of the process – and to show people where they were currently located in the process and what 

 communicated 

ld be provided 
ation should be 

 people to the 
irecting people 

dn’t actually be 
 information and pursue the complaint. However, it was important that the BBC 

ho don’t have 

c awareness of 
 and appeals process. Information could be provided through advertisements on TV, 

radio, the Internet and the Radio Times.  
• licence renewal 

he sense of a contract o e BBC and the 
licence fee payer.  

 
“If it was actually on the license rather than a slip of paper with it…then at least you’ve got a 
reference there plus your contact.” 

(Newcastle, lower approval) 
 

 
The process needs to be explained in clear and simple terms, so that people understan
intimidated by it. Many participants felt that the BBC should produce a simple flowchart to ex

the next steps might involve.  
 
Participants had differing views on how information about the appeals process should be
to the general public.   
• Some participants felt that, in a spirit of complete o penness, the information shou

automatically when the BBC writes to a complainant by letter or e-mail. The inform
provided in the form of an accompanying leaflet or attachment.  

• Some people felt that the final paragraph of the BBC’s letter/e-mail could direct
information available on BBC Online or Ceefax. There was some suggestion that d
to the information would have the advantage of weeding out the people who coul
bothered to find the
shouldn’t exclude unfairly the technological ‘have nots’ in society e.g. the elderly w
access to the Internet or Ceefax. Therefore, the BBC should also offer to send written information 
to those who request it.  

• Some participants felt that there should be a wider publicity campaign to raise publi
the complaints

Several participants suggested the idea that information could be provided with the 
form. This would emphasise t f accountability between th



3.3.3 Dealing with repeat complaints  

n as the other 
e constraints and the limited issue it raised. The issue was only discussed at 

the first workshop, in Newcastle.  

 
Mos BBC to draw a line on repeat 
complaints. They noted that complainants would still go thro ts process and 
so were not being excluded from the process all together. There was the assumption that people who 

“Some people are serial time-wasters.”  
(Newcastle, higher approval) 

 
However, participants were keen that no one – including repeat complainants – should be blacklisted or 
automatically ignored. The BBC needed to consider all complaints on their individual merits and should 
not be closed to the possibility that a repeat complainant might raise a legitimate issue in the future.  

 
Note: The issue of dealing with repeat complaints was not given as much attentio
suggestions because of tim

Summary of the suggestion:  
ame or a very 

the use of bad 

mplaint all the 

bout the same 

 fair or efficient 
erson on the same 

me issue, when the initial complaint has not 
explaining 

 issue, the BBC would eventually be 
allowed to decide not to answer any more letters or e-mails about the same issue. They would 

ent for some 

• Some people make more than one separate complaint to the BBC, about the s
similar issue.  

• For example, the case of Mr Jones who complained on several occasions about 
language on BBC TV. 

• The first time he complained, Mr Jones appealed against the finding on his co
way through the BBC’s process, but when it came to the last stage, the BBC Trust, the 
complaint was not upheld. Mr Jones then subsequently made more complaints a
issue.  

• The BBC suggests that if it has already made a decision about an issue, it is not
to spend money and effort investigating another complaint from the same p
matter, because it already knows it will not be upheld. 

• If someone makes several complaints about the sa
been upheld in the past, the BBC suggests that the person would receive a letter 
− why the BBC believed the complaint was the same as the previous one 
− why the BBC would not be responding to this complaint  

• If the person then sent more complaints about the same

then write to the person to tell them this was going to happen.  
• If, however, the person could show that this complaint was substantially differ

reason, then the complaint would still be considered in the usual way.  

t participants felt that it was reasonable and necessary for the 
ugh Stage 1 of the complain

continually complain are often just awkward individuals. 
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“You might miss a genuine complaint just because it’

(Newcastle, lower approval) 

for the BBC not 
cy would be required to inform 

e the BBC writing to such a complainant. 
The following paragraph is an extract from one of the drafted letters – but the participants who wrote it 
conc
 

tion is very similar in nature to those 
high ghted n you previo s corr spond nce, w matter of 
this complaint any further. We believe that to take this matter through to further investigation 
would be an unnecessary use of resources and licence payers’ fees.”  

                   (Newcastle, higher approval) 
 
 

s Mr X.”  

 
Participants were keen that complainants should be given a clear and polite explanation 
taking matters any further. Participants understood that tact and delica
someone that the BBC was ending its correspondence regarding a complaint.  
 
We asked participants in Newcastle to imagine that they wer

eded that they might not be happy to actually receive it themselves.  

“Discovering that the point you have brought to our atten
li  i r u e e e regret that we are unable to take the 
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4. Principles from responses to suggestions 
 
At the end of the workshop, we encouraged participants to reflect on the discussions that
having and to develop some basic principles for the BBC to follow – the dos and don
complaints from the public. From analysis of this discussion and the themes in their re
specific complaints handling issues presented we

 they had been 
’ts of handling 
sponses to the 

 have developed the following principles to be 

• Be honest and fair: I want the BBC to act with integrity and be transparent. It is important that I 

 right: be polite, and don’t talk down to me – don’t belittle 
me and don’t make me feel judged. Show that we are on a level playing field. Provide me with the 

em. As much as possible, 
allow me to express myself in the way that I want  

t.”  
r approval) 

nd my point of 

- don’t speak to 
paperwork and 
le, encourage 

 written correspondence) 
 
• at’s coming up 

ed to do and what I can expect from the BBC) and provide clear 
timelines. Explain the reasons for your rules and methods (e.g. explain that
intended to speed up the process)  

 
“When dealing with my complaint, please be sure to keep me in the loop – keep me informed 
on proceedings in a timely manner.” 

(Newcastle, higher approval) 
 

considered in dealing with these complaints handling issues: 
 

don’t face barriers in the process 
 
• Deal with my complaint thoroughly yet swiftly: a speedy process benefits both me and the 

BBC, but it must not be at the cost of integrity 
 
• Treat me as an individual:  Get the tone

human touch – don’t make me feel that I am just a number in the syst

 
“Please, please, please, please don’t forget there is a human for every complain

(Cardiff, lowe
 
• Take me seriously:  show that my opinion matters to you and that you understa

view. Show concern and respect and don’t fob me off with excuses 
  
• Keep things simple: Make the process as simple as possible. Use plain language 

me in ‘legalese’ or use jargon or big words. Don’t burden me with too much 
bureaucracy. Be considerate towards my ability to respond (e.g. where possib
telephone contact as well as

Keep me informed: Explain the process and tell me what is happening, (explain wh
next, both in terms of what I ne

 the word limit is 


