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FINDINGS OF THE EDITORIAL STANDARDS COMMITTEE AND GENERAL APPEALS 

PANEL 

APPEALS REGARDING INCLUSION OF NON-RELIGIOUS CONTENT IN 

PROGRAMMING AND SPECIFICALLY THOUGHT FOR THE DAY 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1. The General Appeals Panel and the Editorial Standards Committee (which are referred to in 

this document as the "GAP" and the "ESC", and collectively referred to as the "Committees") 

sat on 5 November 2009 to hear eleven appeals raising issues regarding the BBC editorial 

policy on the Thought for the Day slot in the Today programme on Radio 4 and one appeal 

that stated that there was a lack of BBC programming featuring participants who hold non-

religious beliefs.  

1.2. In this document the term "non-religious beliefs" is used to refer to types of philosophical 

thought such as humanism, secularism and atheism which address morals and ethics but are 

not based on religious belief.  It is not intended to refer to other kinds of belief such as 

political belief.  

1.3. The twelve appeals did not individually raise all of the issues considered by the Committees, 

but collectively made some or all of the following arguments: 

a. the exclusion of non-religious contributors from Thought for the Day is contrary to the 

BBC Editorial Guideline on impartiality. 

b. it is not appropriate to allow religious contributors an unchallenged platform to comment 

on news and current affairs and particularly on potentially contentious material.  

c.  the programme title is objectionable, inaccurate and misleading as it does not make clear 

that Thought for the Day is intended to be religious and limited to religious participants. 

d. a religious slot should not be positioned within a news and current affairs programme 

such as Today. 

e. the exclusion of non-religious commentators on Thought for the Day is a breach of the 

BBC Public Purpose1 to reflect religious and other beliefs. 

                                                      
1 As described in the BBC Charter, Article 3 and Framework Agreement, Clause 9 and the requirements of 
which are found in the BBC Public Purpose, Public Purpose Remit and Public Purpose Plan. 
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f. the exclusion of non-religious contributors from Thought for the Day amounts to unfair 

treatment of non-religious contributors and / or discrimination in law. 

1.4. A briefing paper on the issues raised by the appeals and a file of relevant material (including 

copies of correspondence for  each appeal) was prepared by the Trust Unit to assist the 

Committees in their deliberations.  The briefing paper was provided to the Executive and to 

each appellant for comment on its factual accuracy.   Some parties submitted comments on 

the briefing paper and these were subsequently added to the file of materials for the 

Committees' attention. 

1.5. The ESC was chaired by Richard Tait. The other Trustees on the ESC were Chitra Bharucha, 

David Liddiment and Mehmuda Mian.  The ESC considered whether the appeals should be 

considered against the BBC Editorial Guidelines and, if so, which ones and whether any 

breach of the Editorial Guidelines had occurred.  The ESC's findings are summarised at 

section 3 below and detailed for each appeal from section 6 onward. 

1.6. The GAP was chaired by Chitra Bharucha.  The other Trustees on the GAP were Richard 

Tait, David Liddiment and Mehmuda Mian.  The GAP considered those issues raised by each 

appeal that fell outside of the remit of the ESC.  These included whether: 

a. the BBC Public Purpose to represent the UK, its nations, regions and communities is 

satisfied by the BBC's current approach to religious and non-religious programming on 

UK Public Services.   

b. the BBC editorial policy on featuring non-religious contributors in Thought for the Day 

might amount to discrimination or is otherwise inconsistent with equality legislation.   

The GAP's findings are summarised at sections 4 below and detailed in each appeal from 

section 6 onward. 

2. PROCEDURAL ISSUES 

2.1. The Committees sat concurrently to decide three issues raised by some appellants but which 

affected the way all the appeals would be considered, namely whether:  

a. all twelve appeals could be heard at the same sitting and whether any individual appeal 

raised issues requiring that it be heard at a separate sitting; 

b. there should be an oral hearing for any appeal;2 

c. the Executive handling of each of the appeals at stages one and two of the complaints 

process was adequate and appropriate. 

                                                      
2 Both the appellant and BBC Executive attend and may be asked to respond to questions at an oral hearing.  
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2.2. As all twelve appeals raised similar issues concerning Thought for the Day and the BBC's 

editorial policy on non-religious content, both Committees found that it was appropriate to 

decide the appeals at the same sitting and that no appeal raised issues requiring it to be heard 

separately.  However, both Committees noted that each appeal required individual attention 

and that each appellant should receive an individual response identifying the reasons for 

which the matters complained were either upheld or rejected. 

2.3. Both Committees found that they did not consider that they would be assisted by an oral 

hearing for any of the appeals, both regarding the editorial issues to be considered by the ESC 

and regarding the issues to be considered by the GAP.  Both noted that it was the BBC Trust's 

usual practice not to hold oral hearings to determine editorial complaints. 

2.4. The ESC considered whether the Executive handling of any of the appeals at stages one and 

two of the complaints process might amount to a breach of the Editorial Guideline on 

Accountability (an ESC matter only), the Complaints Framework or the procedures for the 

consideration of editorial complaints (ESC only).  The GAP considered whether the 

Executive handling of any of the appeals at stages one and two of the complaints process 

might amount to a breach of the Complaints Framework or the procedures for the 

consideration of general complaints (GAP only).  

2.5. Each Committee confirmed that procedures applicable to complaints within their remit allow 

the Executive to send a standard reply to complainants where the complaints raise identical or 

similar issues.  Each Committee also confirmed that the Executive may also amalgamate 

complaints and deal with them together where they raise identical or similar issues in 

accordance with the Complaints Framework.  However, both Committees found that the 

standard response provided to some appellants at stage one and two of the complaints process 

did not address the substantive issues raised by those particular appellants. In cases where the 

BBC Executive had not addressed the substantive issues raised by an appellant, both the 

Committees found that there was a failing on its part.  Both Committees noted that other 

appellants had raised ancillary points that had not been addressed by the BBC Executive but, 

since these did not form the central plank of those complaints, a failing had not occurred in 

each and every case. 

2.6. Concerns raised by three of the appellants on complaints handling were accordingly upheld 

on the basis that the issue central to the complaint had not been answered in each case: 

a. the Second Appellant had complained that the BBC should provide a Thought for the Day 

slot for non-believers, atheists or humanists from time to time. The possibility of a stand-

alone slot was not addressed at stages one or two of the complaints process. 
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b. the Third Appellant had complained that the title of Thought for the Day is fundamentally 

misleading and should be changed (or the content should be changed to reflect the name). 

The titling of the slot was not addressed at stages one or two of the complaints process. 

c. The Ninth Appellant requested that the BBC broadcast an equivalent unchallenged atheist 

slot in the Today programme. The possibility of a stand-alone slot was not addressed at 

stages one or two of the complaints process. 

2.7. Both Committees found that the BBC should apologise to those appellants whose complaints 

handling issues were upheld. It was agreed that a letter would be sent to these appellants from 

the Committee with an apology. 

3. FINDINGS OF THE ESC 

3.1. The ESC then sat alone to consider the issues in each appeal where it had been argued that the 

BBC Editorial Guidelines could be said to apply.  The decisions made by the ESC on 

overarching questions of principle affecting all of the appeals are set out below and the 

individual decisions in each appeal are set out from section 6 onward below.   

3.2. Relevant extracts from the BBC Editorial Guidelines are appended to this finding. 

APPLICATION OF DUE IMPARTIALITY GENERALLY 

3.3. The ESC considered the points made by the parties regarding impartiality and how 

impartiality might apply in the context of religious and non-religious programming.   

3.4. The ESC stated that the BBC Editorial Guidelines apply to all output: the mere fact that a 

programme has a religious remit does not mean that it is outside of the application of the 

Editorial Guidelines and so beyond scrutiny.  However, the requirement of "due" impartiality 

means that the approach required depends on the content and audience expectations for that 

content.   What is adequate and appropriate in terms of due impartiality will accordingly vary 

depending on the nature and content of the programme.  The approach to due impartiality 

expected of news and current affairs programmes would be rigorous but any programme that 

includes material of a controversial nature without regard to the requirements of due 

impartiality may breach the Guidelines, regardless of the stated remit of the output in 

question.        

3.5. The ESC stated that, in its view, the BBC is entitled as a matter of editorial discretion to 

feature religious content in its programming and that it is consistent with the Editorial 

Guidelines for it to do so.  There is no breach in itself caused by the fact that religion is a 

featured topic or genre of programming.  The ESC added that the application of the Editorial 
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Guideline on due impartiality does not require the BBC to balance the reporting of religious 

belief by acknowledging that such beliefs are not accepted as fact by all licence-fee payers.  

The ESC did not accept the arguments put forward by some appellants that a statement of 

religious belief is in and of itself controversial.   

APPLICATION OF IMPARTIALITY TO THOUGHT FOR THE DAY 

3.6. The ESC considered the objections raised by the various parties to the BBC's approach to 

religious and non-religious programming and specifically to Thought for the Day.  It noted 

that some parties agreed that religious programming was acceptable but objected to Thought 

for the Day on the basis of its content and also its positioning within a flagship news and 

current affairs programme.    

3.7. The ESC found that the Thought for the Day slot is religious content and that its stated remit 

is not a breach in itself of the Guideline on impartiality.  The ESC considered the distinctive 

nature of the slot and the content featured in it.  The ESC noted that some appellants had 

questioned the positioning of the Thought for the Day slot.  The ESC decided that, although 

featured within a news programme and engaged with topical issues, Thought for the Day is a 

stand alone strand and a reflection on those issues from a faith perspective and so the 

approach to due impartiality had to be adequate and appropriate to such a slot. It did not 

require the more rigorous approach to due impartiality expected of news and current affairs.   

3.8. The ESC found that it understood the stated remit of the programme to reflect on the issue 

raised rather than an attempt to editorialise or campaign on the selected topic.  The ESC 

agreed that it is a question of editorial discretion for the Executive as to whether a slot of this 

type should be featured in BBC programming.  However, the ESC noted that, by setting the 

remit of the programme so as to allow comment on an issue of the day from a faith 

perspective, the BBC runs the risk that a Thought for the Day contributor might go beyond 

reflection - in colloquial terms, stepping out of the pulpit and on to a soapbox. The ESC 

agreed that the Executive had processes and systems in place as safeguards against such a 

circumstance occurring - specifically the work done by each contributor with a BBC 

programme editor to develop their Thought for the Day script.  The ESC stated that it would 

consider any future content complaints as and when they arise in order to decide whether 

particular content breached a particular Guideline. 

3.9. The ESC agreed that the mere fact that a person has religious belief does not mean that all the 

statements that they make are necessarily a statement of religious belief and that some 

statements instead amount to personal opinion.  The ESC accepted that the stated remit of 

Thought for the Day is to feature views on an issue of the day from a faith perspective and 
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that views expressed in Thought for the Day would spring from and be rooted in the faith 

perspective of the individual participating.  However, where content was not simply a 

statement of religious belief but instead a personal opinion, whether from a faith perspective 

or otherwise, due impartiality must be applied accordingly and that content properly 

signposted.   

3.10. The ESC noted that some appellants had cited specific examples of Thought for the Day 

broadcasts that they considered breached the BBC Editorial Guidelines.  Content complaints 

about these broadcasts had not been submitted, but the appellants who gave these examples 

had nonetheless included them as illustrations of the range of comment made in Thought for 

the Day.  The ESC stated that, whilst it may be acceptable for contributors to reflect on 

topical issues, in cases where a position is given on a controversial subject then it is probable 

that due impartiality will require that an appropriate balance is achieved.  The ESC agreed 

that any content appeals submitted in future would be considered according to the ordinary 

editorial processes and assessed as and when they arise.  

3.11. The ESC found that the Thought for the Day slot deals with widely disparate issues from one 

programme to the next linked as a strand with a common title.  It noted that due impartiality 

on any given subject matter (and particularly controversial subject matters) should normally 

be achieved within each Thought for the Day slot or otherwise (normally explicitly) across 

two or three slots.  The ESC accepted that in some cases it might be acceptable to meet the 

requirements of due impartiality on a particular subject by reference to the Today programme 

as a whole but stated that this would have to be judged on a case by case basis.   

3.12. The ESC found that, given due impartiality is assessed on the content rather than contributor, 

the fact that the choice of contributors to Thought for the Day is limited to those of religious 

faith does not amount, in itself, to a breach of the BBC Editorial Guideline on impartiality.  

Accordingly, the BBC need not necessarily ensure a balance of contributors to Thought for 

the Day in order to achieve due impartiality provided that any perspectives offered on 

controversial subjects meet the requirements of due impartiality.   

SIGN-POSTING - IMPARTIALITY, ACCURACY AND RELIGION  

3.13. A number of appellants questioned the sign-posting of Thought for the Day and queried 

whether it was misleading or inaccurate.  One stated that the failure specifically to identify in 

the title that the programme was religious was objectionable.   
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3.14. The ESC considered audience expectations for the slot, noting that it is well-established and 

has run for many years.  The ESC noted that the Today programme website describes the 

Thought for the Day slot as featuring religious reflections on an issue of the day.  

3.15. The ESC did not agree that genre necessarily needed to be explicitly stated in a programme 

title in order to properly and clearly signpost the content - Songs of Praise, for example, does 

not need to be titled Christian Religious Songs of Praise for audiences to understand that it is 

a religious programme featuring Christian worship.  Given the audience expectations for the 

content and given the longevity of the Thought for the Day slot, the ESC did not agree that the 

programme title in this case is misleading or inaccurate or did not clearly signpost any 

personal views expressed within the slot.   

3.16. Some appellants also suggested that the BBC gives credence to religious beliefs or gives them 

the status of fact by featuring the Thought for the Day slot in the Today programme and by 

not providing a right of reply within the slot (or elsewhere).  The ESC confirmed that its view 

was that due impartiality and accuracy do not require the BBC to state, when reporting 

religious belief, that such beliefs are not accepted as fact by all licence-fee payers.  Further, 

the ESC did not agree that the positioning of the slot might mislead audiences as to the nature 

of the content.  The ESC was satisfied that audiences expect a faith perspective on the issue 

discussed in Thought for the Day.   

4. FINDINGS OF THE GAP 

4.1. The GAP then sat alone to consider each appeal and address the issues which were not 

covered by considering the appeals against the BBC Editorial Guidelines.  The decisions of 

the GAP on overarching questions of principle affecting all of the appeals are set out below 

and the individual decisions about each appeal are set out below from section 6 onward.  

THE BBC PUBLIC PURPOSE 

4.2. The GAP considered the BBC Public Purpose to represent the UK, its nations, regions and 

communities, as stated in Article 4(d) of the Charter and Clause 9 of the Framework 

Agreement and how it should be applied to these appeals (this is one of six Public Purposes 

set out in the Charter).  The GAP noted in particular the responsibility upon the Trust to have 

regard to the importance of reflecting different religious and other beliefs in the BBC's UK 

Public Services. 

4.3. The GAP noted that the Trust sets a Public Purpose Remit and the Executive responds with a 

Plan giving a route map as to how each Public Purpose is to be achieved.  The Public Purpose 

Remit sets the priorities for the BBC in achieving the Public Purpose and specifies how the 
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Executive Board's performance against these priorities will be judged.  The GAP noted that, 

in the case of "religion and other belief", the existing Public Purpose Remit requires the BBC 

to give people opportunities to understand the beliefs of others, and to examine their own 

beliefs critically. It states that, as a public service broadcaster, the BBC has an important role 

to play in enabling people of different faiths, as well as those subscribing to non-religious 

belief systems, to understand each other and also to examine their own beliefs critically.  The 

Purpose Plan states that the BBC will better reflect the religious and other beliefs of its 

audiences by building communities online, pioneering new ways of presenting religion to 

audiences in its network television output and through network and local radio's commitment 

to religion.  

4.4. The GAP found that the Public Purpose requirements and existing underlying Public Purpose 

Remit and Plan do not limit or prevent the BBC broadcasting religious content that excludes 

non-religious contributors.  The GAP stated that the Public Purpose will be fulfilled provided 

that the BBC features non-religious beliefs in mainstream programming elsewhere across the 

UK Public Services and in accordance with the Public Purpose Remit set by the Trust and the 

Plan presented to the Trust by the Executive Board.   

4.5. The GAP noted that the Public Purpose Remit explains that the Trust will measure audience 

perceptions of the BBC raising their awareness and understanding of different religious and 

other beliefs in gauging how the Executive is meeting the priorities set by the Public Purpose 

Remit and Plan.  A Public Purpose Remit tracking study was produced for the Trust in July 

2009, which commented on this aspect of the Public Purpose as follows: 

"At first glance, the performance score for reflecting a range of beliefs appears to 

have increased significantly since 2007 (32% to 50%). However, in response to the 

purpose remit consultation in 2007, the wording was altered from “The BBC reflects 

my religious and other beliefs appropriately” to “The BBC reflects a range of 

religious and other beliefs appropriately”. The wider scope of the question in 2009 is 

likely to account for this increase.  

Although the performance score is higher within the Christian audience (55%), the 

greater importance of this priority to them causes a bigger performance gap3 (-9) than 

for the overall UK population (-5).  

                                                      
3 The phrase "performance  gap" is a term used by the BBC Trust in assessing how the BBC is delivering on the 
Public Purposes.  It is calculated by considering the score given by audiences on whether they agree with  the 
BBC's statement on its own performance  regarding each of its stated priorities for achievement of the BBC's 
purposes ("performance  score") against the importance that audiences give to each stated priority ("importance 
score").  The difference between the performance score and the importance score is termed the "performance 
gap".  A negative performance gap figure means that the performance score was lower than the importance 
score and that the BBC might be considered to be under-achieving for the relevant priority. 
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The wording for raising awareness and understanding of religions and beliefs has 

remained consistent between the fieldwork periods and so has the performance score 

(53% in 2007 and 52% in 2009). This gives a further indication that the former 

increase in performance scores is due to the change in question wording.  

Those with religious beliefs are more positive about BBC performance in reflecting a 

range of religions and beliefs (any belief 54%, no beliefs 47%). However, this 

purpose is of greater importance to these audiences resulting in a larger performance 

gap." 

4.6. The GAP noted the statement made by the Executive to the Trust Unit on the range of 

programming featured on Radio 4 and in the UK Public Services included comment on non-

religious beliefs and / or non-religious contributors. The GAP also noted the Executive 

Controller of Knowledge Commissioning's reply to the Eleventh Appellant regarding non-

religious programming and the Public Purpose. 

4.7. The GAP found on the basis of the information provided to it that the BBC includes non-

religious beliefs and contributors in mainstream programming across the UK Public Services.  

It therefore found that the BBC is acting in accordance with the Public Purpose as fleshed out 

by the Public Purpose Remit and Plan.   

4.8. The GAP noted that the requirement to have regard to other beliefs when setting the Public 

Purpose remit for the BBC was an ongoing responsibility for the Trust.  The GAP noted that 

audience perceptions regarding steps taken to reflect other beliefs in UK Public Services 

continue to be monitored through Purpose Remit tracking studies and, subject to public 

consultation, would be expected to be detailed again in the next Public Purpose Remit.  The 

GAP noted that the Executive would also be expected to address this in its Plan so as to 

ensure that appropriate coverage is achieved in mainstream programming. 

APPLICABLE LAW 

4.9. The GAP noted the findings of the ESC that the content and remit of Thought for the Day is 

religious and that the BBC is entitled as a matter of editorial discretion to feature religious 

programming in the UK Public Services.  The GAP also noted the range of non-religious 

programming cited by the Executive as featuring in mainstream programming on UK Public 

Services. 

4.10. The GAP also noted the independent and privileged legal view obtained for the Trust on the 

application of law in this context. 
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4.11. On the basis of the information provided to it, the GAP found that there was not sufficient 

evidence in respect of these appeals to consider that the editorial policy adopted in respect of 

Thought for the Day and BBC programming generally might amount to a breach of the law.  

5. SUMMARY OF THE COMMITTEES' DETERMINATIONS  

5.1. The Committees reached the following decisions regarding each appeal: 

a. The Second, Third and Ninth Appeals were upheld in part with regard to complaints 

handling on the basis that the key issue central to deciding the complaint had not been 

addressed by the Executive at stages one and two of the complaints process. 

b. The other grounds raised by the Second, Third and Ninth Appeals were not upheld. 

c. The First, Fourth to Eighth and Tenth to Twelfth Appeals inclusive were not upheld. 

5.2. The ESC noted that a complaint made by the Tenth Appellant regarding a particular broadcast 

of Today and Thought for the Day had been referred back to the Executive for consideration 

and that, if the Tenth Appellant remained dissatisfied following consideration and decision by 

the Executive at the first and second stages of the BBC's complaints system, and chose to 

appeal, the matter will be brought to the ESC's attention in due course. 

5.3. The decisions made by each of the Committees about the individual appeals are detailed from 

section 6 below onward, but can broadly be summarised as follows: 

a. Thought for the Day is a stand alone slot that offers reflection on a issue from a faith 

perspective and is religious in content; 

b. it is a matter of editorial discretion for the Executive as to whether the BBC broadcasts a 

slot commenting on an issue of the day from a faith perspective and, if it does so, that slot 

must comply with requirements of due impartiality as set out in this finding. 

c. the exclusion of non-religious contributors from Thought for the Day is not contrary to 

the BBC Editorial Guideline on impartiality. 

d. Thought for the Day is properly and clearly signposted. 

e. Thought for the Day's positioning does not mislead audiences.  

f. the BBC's approach to featuring non-religious content and contributors in mainstream 

programming is consistent with the BBC Public Purpose Remit to reflect religious and 

other beliefs. 

g. the exclusion of non-religious commentators from Thought for the Day does not amount 

to a breach of the BBC Public Purpose Remit to reflect religious and other beliefs. 
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h. it has not been established that the exclusion of non-religious contributors from Thought 

for the Day might amount to unfair treatment of non-religious contributors and / or 

discrimination in law. 

i. the BBC's approach to featuring non-religious content and contributors in mainstream 

programming does not amount to unfair treatment of non-religious contributors and / or 

discrimination in law. 

5.4. Both Committees recognised that the creative and editorial direction of the BBC is a matter 

for the Executive Board rather than for the Trust.  The ESC found that, subject to compliance 

with the Editorial Guidelines, it is a matter for the Director-General of the BBC and the BBC 

Executive Board as to whether the remit of Thought for the Day ought to remain as presently 

constituted or change in the future. The Trust would like to hear more from the executive in 

due course on how they handle religious and non-religious opinion and reflection on BBC 

services.   

6. FIRST APPELLANT 

6.1. The First Appellant wrote to both the Trust and BBC Complaints on 29 April 2009 in order to 

complain about the transmission of Thought for the Day and specifically: 

a. the exclusion of non-religious contributors from Thought for the Day (potentially 

amounting to discrimination); 

b. the lack of challenge to views on potentially contentious material (including comment on 

political topics) and / or challenge to negative views on the secular perspective; 

c. the title is misleading; 

d. the programme directly contravenes the BBC Public Purpose to reflect religious and other 

beliefs in the UK. 

Stage one and two complaints to the BBC Executive 

6.2. The First Appellant wrote to both the Trust and BBC Complaints on 29 April 2009 in order to 

complain about the transmission of Thought for the Day. The Trust wrote to the First 

Appellant on 12 May 2009 to confirm that the Executive had been asked to respond to the 

complaint in the first instance.  BBC Complaints replied on 19 May 2009, cross-referring to 

the statement on allowing non-religious contributors to participate in Thought for the Day 

made by The Controller of BBC Radio 4 on iPM on 7 January 2009.4 This stated that he 

considered it reasonable on balance to continue the slot using religious contributors only.  The 

                                                      
4 The Controller of Radio 4’s statement can be read in full here: 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/blogs/ipm/2009/01/thought_for_the_day_a_genuinel.shtml 
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Controller of Radio 4 explained that broadening the brief of Thought for the Day from 

Christian and other religions with significant UK membership would detract from the 

distinctiveness of the slot. He also stated that within Thought for the Day a careful balance is 

maintained of voices from different Christian denominations and other religions with 

significant membership in the UK and that non-religious voices are heard elsewhere in Radio 

4 output. 

6.3. The First Appellant replied to BBC Complaints on 19 May 2009 stating that the points made 

in its complaint had not been addressed.  It queried whether it was relevant to refer to the 

Today programme in the context of the complaint (questioning whether that programme is or 

used to be created separately to Thought for the Day).  The First Appellant stated its view that 

the editorial policy on Thought for the Day amounts to discrimination and that the BBC 

should not treat people unfairly, regardless of whether such treatment breaches a legal 

standard or not.  The First Appellant also pointed out that non-religious contributors do not 

appear on any BBC programming without contributors who bring a different perspective to 

bear on the topic subject to discussion. 

6.4. The Director of BBC Audio and Music wrote to First Appellant on 27 May 2009, again 

rejecting the complaint.   He explained that the BBC Public Purpose Remit to reflect religious 

and other beliefs in the UK was not something that could be achieved within every minute of 

BBC output but that the BBC sought to serve all of its audience across all output.  He stated 

that preserving the editorial policy on Thought for the Day was appropriate as it served those 

seeking a religious view and that the BBC seeks to serve the rest of the licence fee payers 

across the rest of the portfolio of services. 

Appeal to the Trust 

6.5. The First Appellant appealed to the Trust on 29 May 2009 and requested that either: 

a. Thought for the Day no longer be transmitted by the BBC; or alternatively 

b. The BBC commission a programme or programmes embracing proportionately 

contributors with both religious and non-religious perspectives. 

6.6. The appeal raised the following substantive points: 

a. The exclusion of non-religious commentators on Thought for the Day amounts to a 

breach of the BBC's Public Purpose remit to reflect religious and other beliefs (and 

removing the exclusion would contribute to each of the BBC's Public Purposes). 

b. The exclusion of non-religious commentators on Thought for the Day amounts to 

discrimination and unfair treatment of those with a non-religious perspective: 
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i. non-religious contributors do appear on Today and elsewhere but their views are not 

expressed in isolation or without challenge as is the case on Thought for the Day; 

ii.   balance is not achieved through other broadcasting (remaining output is neutral to or 

pro-religion). 

The First Appellant distinguished the legality of the BBC's actions from the acceptable 

behaviour expected of a public body (i.e. regardless of whether the BBC's actions are 

consistent with equality laws, should the BBC operate in this manner?). 

c. The BBC fails to exercise editorial control over the programme or limit bias in so far as it 

approves scripts in advance.  Specifically: 

i.    Contributors make uncontested political points, which lacks balance and fairness, and 

this amounts to a failure of editorial control and bias; 

ii.  Contributors also attack secularists and atheists yet religious belief must remain 

unchallenged.  

d. The programme title is objectionable and inaccurate (Religious Thought for the Day 

would be more appropriate). 

6.7. The First Appellant also criticised the BBC's complaints handling process and the approach of 

the BBC Executive to the complaint, which the appellant considered amounted to a grievous 

mishandling of the complaint.  The First Appellant stated that the BBC Executive merely 

defended the status quo and demonstrated an ingrained bias against those with a non-religious 

perspective rather than engaging with the issues raised by the complaint. 

The findings of the ESC regarding the First Appeal 

6.8. The ESC considered the issues within its terms of reference that had been raised by the First 

Appellant on appeal and made the following findings: 

a. The ESC considered whether the Executive handling of this case at stages one and two of 

the BBC's complaints process might amount to a breach of the Editorial Guideline on 

Accountability, the Complaints Framework or procedure for consideration of editorial 

complaints.   

The ESC agreed that the replies received by the First Appellant at stages one and two of 

the BBC's complaints process had been appropriate.  The ESC noted that the First 

Appellant had found the tone of the Controller of BBC Radio 4's statement in 

particular patronising and the evidence that it produced on how audiences had 

responded to the statement.  However, the ESC did not find that any breach of the 

Editorial Guideline on Accountability or procedure for consideration of editorial 

complaints or of the Complaints Framework had been established in this case. 
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b. The ESC considered whether the Guideline on impartiality applied to the issues raised by 

the appellant and, if so, what due impartiality requires in this case. 

The ESC found that Thought for the Day is a stand alone strand and a reflection on 

the issues of the day from a faith perspective.  It  concluded that Thought for the Day is 

religious in content   The ESC confirmed that the approach to due impartiality had to 

be adequate and appropriate to such a slot. The ESC found that due impartiality in this 

context does not require the more rigorous approach to due impartiality expected of 

news and current affairs.  The ESC did not agree that the fact that the choice of 

contributors to Thought for the Day is limited to those of religious faith amounts, in 

itself, to a breach of due impartiality.   

The ESC confirmed that due impartiality does, however, apply to the slot's content and 

its requirements will vary according to the subject under discussion.  The ESC added 

that, whilst it may be acceptable for contributors to reflect on topical issues, where a 

position is given on a controversial subject then it is probable that due impartiality will 

require that an appropriate balance is achieved.   

The ESC noted the examples given by the First Appellant of particular broadcasts 

which it considered amounted to a breach of the Editorial Guidelines. The ESC stated 

that it would consider content complaints as and when they arose in order to determine 

whether the content of a particular broadcast breached a particular Guideline.  

c. The ESC considered whether the programme title is inaccurate and breached the 

Guidelines on Religion and Accuracy. 

The ESC agreed that given the audience expectations for the content and given the 

longevity of the Thought for the Day slot, the programme title in this case is not 

inaccurate, objectionable or misleading. 

d.  The ESC then considered whether any remedial action is required in this case and 

considered the following points made by the appellant, that :  

i. Thought for the Day should no longer be transmitted by the BBC; or  

ii. the BBC should commission a programme or programmes embracing 

proportionate contributors with both religious and non-religious perspectives. 

The ESC did not consider that any remedial action is required in this case.  
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The ESC stated that it is a question of editorial discretion for the Executive as to 

whether a slot commenting on an issue of the day from a faith perspective should be 

featured in BBC programming.   

ESC FINDING - NOT UPHELD 

The findings of the GAP regarding the First Appeal 

6.9. The GAP considered the issues within its terms of reference that had been raised by the First 

Appellant on appeal and made the following findings: 

a. The GAP considered whether the Executive handling of this case at stages one and two of 

the complaints process might amount to a breach of the Complaints Framework or 

procedure for consideration of general complaints.  

The GAP concluded that the replies received by the First Appellant at stages one and 

two of the complaints process had been appropriate.  The GAP noted that the First 

Appellant had found the tone of Controller BBC Radio 4's statement in particular 

patronising but did not find that any breach of the Complaints Framework or 

procedure for consideration of general complaints had been established in this case. 

b. The GAP considered whether a slot exclusively for religious contributors is consistent 

with the Public Purposes. 

The GAP found that the Public Purpose requirements and existing underlying Public 

Purpose Remit and Plan do not limit or prevent the BBC broadcasting religious content 

that does not include non-religious contributors.   

c. The GAP considered whether the Executive is meeting the Public Purpose Remit and 

Purpose Plan by featuring non-religious content in mainstream programming. 

The GAP found that the BBC's approach to featuring non-religious content and 

contributors in mainstream programming is consistent with the BBC Public Purpose 

Remit to reflect religious and other beliefs. 

d. The GAP considered whether there had been a breach of the Public Purpose.  

The GAP concluded that there was not a breach of the Public Purpose in this case. 

e. The GAP considered whether the exclusion of non-religious commentators on Thought 

for the Day might amount to discrimination and unfair treatment of those with a non-

religious perspective within the law. 

The GAP noted the findings of the ESC that the content and remit of Thought for the 

Day is religious and that the BBC is entitled as a matter of editorial discretion to 

feature religious programming in the UK Public Services.  The GAP also noted the 
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independent and privileged legal view obtained for the Trust on the application of law 

in this context. 

The GAP did not agree on the basis of the information provided to it that the exclusion 

of non-religious commentators on Thought for the Day amounts to discrimination and 

unfair treatment of those with a non-religious perspective within the law. 

f. The GAP then considered whether any remedial action is required in this case and 

considered the following points made by the appellant that: 

i. Thought for the Day should no longer be transmitted by the BBC; or  

ii. the BBC should commission a programme or programmes embracing 

proportionate contributors with both religious and non-religious perspectives. 

The GAP did not consider that any remedial action is required in this case.  

GAP FINDING - NOT UPHELD 

7. SECOND APPELLANT 

7.1. The Second Appeal was received by the Trust Unit on 21 May 2009 and requested that the 

BBC allow for non-believers, atheists or humanists views to be heard on Thought for the Day 

(referring to the BBC's obligation to provide programming for those of all belief systems). 

Stage one and two complaints to the BBC Executive 

7.2. The Second Appellant's initial complaint was emailed to the Executive on 6 January 2009 and 

answered on 9 January 2009 by BBC Complaints.  BBC Complaints stated that broadening 

the brief of Thought for the Day from Christian and other religions with significant UK 

membership would detract from the distinctiveness of the slot.  BBC Complaints confirmed 

that BBC producers scrutinise the scripts "working to strict BBC guidelines on impartiality" 

and stated that a balance of voices could be heard across the BBC's general output.   

7.3. The Second Appellant sent a further email to BBC Complaints on 9 January 2009, disputing 

the points made in reply to the complaint.  He disagreed with the implication that atheists 

could not hold spiritual views and with the figures relied on by the BBC regarding those 

holding religious beliefs.  He also asserted that Today never features an uninterrupted 

monologue by a humanist or secular speaker akin to Thought for the Day and did not consider 

the points made regarding balance of other output to be fair. 

7.4. BBC Complaints sent a holding response to the Second Appellant on 4 February 2009.  A 

further response was sent on 5 February 2009 stating that there was not a great deal to add to 

the response of 9 January 2009 and referring the appellant to a blog posting by The Controller 

of BBC Radio 4.  This stated that he considered it reasonable on balance to continue the slot 
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using religious contributors only.  The Controller of Radio 4 explained that broadening the 

brief of Thought for the Day from Christian and other religions with significant UK 

membership would detract from the distinctiveness of the slot. He also stated that within 

Thought for the Day a careful balance is maintained of voices from different Christian 

denominations and other religions with significant membership in the UK and that non-

religious voices are heard elsewhere in Radio 4 output. BBC Complaints advised that the 

Second Appellant address the matter with the Trust if he wished to pursue his complaint.   

7.5. The Second Appellant wrote to the Trust on 6 February 2009 and his complaint was referred 

to The Director of BBC Audio and Music as he had not received a stage 2 complaint 

response.  The Director of BBC Audio and Music wrote to the appellant on 21 April 2009 

supporting the views expressed by The Controller of BBC Radio 4 and stating that he did not 

believe Thought for the Day contravened the BBC Editorial Guidelines on bias and 

impartiality.  The Director of BBC Audio and Music referred to the balance achieved across 

other BBC programming. 

Appeal to the Trust 

7.6. The Second Appellant summarised his concerns (detailed in his 6 February 2009 letter) to the 

Trust Unit as follows: 

a. Not allowing humanist, atheist and agnostic speakers on Thought for the Day is: 

i. unfairly discriminatory; 

ii. contrary to the legal requirements; 

iii. contrary to the BBC's own policy statements. 

b. as a humanist licence fee payer, the appellant expected to be treated equally by the BBC 

and for other belief systems to be heard. 

7.7. The Second Appellant expressed the view that Director of BBC Audio and Music, had simply 

reiterated the Executive position at stage 1 and added nothing to the statement by the 

Controller of BBC Radio 4.   

The findings of the ESC regarding the Second Appeal 

7.8. The ESC considered the issues within its terms of reference that had been raised by the 

Second Appellant on appeal and made the following findings: 

a. The ESC considered whether the Executive handling of this case at stages one and two of 

the complaints process might amount to a breach of the Editorial Guideline on 

Accountability, the Complaints Framework or the procedure for the consideration of 

editorial complaints.  
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The ESC did not find that the responses received by the Second Appellant regarding  

his complaint were inappropriate or contrary to the Editorial Guideline on 

Accountability or of the Complaints Framework (as it applied to editorial matters 

within the complaint) or the procedure for the consideration of editorial complaints. 

b. The ESC considered whether the Guideline on impartiality applies to the issues raised by 

the appellant and, if so, what due impartiality requires in this case 

The ESC found that Thought for the Day is a stand alone strand and a reflection on 

the issues of the day from a faith perspective.  It  concluded that Thought for the Day is 

religious in content   The ESC confirmed that the approach to due impartiality had to 

be adequate and appropriate to such a slot. The ESC found that due impartiality in this 

context does not require the more rigorous approach to due impartiality expected of 

news and current affairs.  Due impartiality does, however, apply to the slot's content 

and will vary according to the subject under discussion.   

The ESC did not agree that the fact that the choice of contributors to Thought for the 

Day is limited to those of religious faith amounts, in itself, to a breach of due 

impartiality.  The ESC added that, whilst it may be acceptable for contributors to reflect 

on topical issues, in cases where a position is given on a controversial subject than it is 

probable that due impartiality will require that an appropriate balance is achieved.   

c. The ESC considered whether Thought for the Day breached any other Editorial 

Guidelines. 

The ESC found that Thought for the Day did not breach any other Editorial 

Guidelines. 

d. The ESC considered whether any remedial action is required in this case. 

The ESC did not consider that any remedial action is required in this case.  

The ESC stated that it is a question of editorial discretion for the Executive as to 

whether a slot commenting on an issue of the day from a faith perspective should be 

featured in BBC programming.   

ESC FINDING - NOT UPHELD 

The findings of the GAP regarding the Second Appeal 

7.9. The GAP considered the issues within its terms of reference that had been raised by the 

Second Appellant on appeal and made the following findings: 

a. The GAP considered whether the Executive handling at stages one and two of the 

complaints process of this case might amount to a breach of the Complaints Framework 

or procedure for consideration of general complaints.  
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The GAP upheld on the basis that a core issue raised by the Second Appellant (that the 

BBC should provide a Thought for the Day slot for non-believers, atheists or humanists 

from time to time) was not decided upon by the Executive at stages one and two of the 

complaints process.   

The GAP did not find that the responses received by the Second Appellant were in any 

other way inappropriate or breached the Complaints Framework or the procedure for 

the consideration of general complaint. 

b. The GAP considered whether a slot exclusively for religious contributors is consistent 

with the Public Purposes 

The GAP found that the Public Purpose requirements and existing underlying Public 

Purpose Remit and Plan do not limit or prevent the BBC broadcasting religious content 

that excludes non-religious contributors.   

c. The GAP considered whether the Executive is meeting the Public Purpose Remit and 

Purpose Plan by featuring non-religious content in mainstream programming. 

The GAP found that the BBC's approach to featuring non-religious content and 

contributors in mainstream programming is consistent with the BBC Public Purpose 

Remit to reflect religious and other beliefs. 

d. The GAP considered whether there had been a breach of the Public Purpose.   

The GAP concluded there had not been a breach of the Public Purpose in this case. 

e. The GAP considered whether the exclusion of non-religious commentators on Thought 

for the Day amounts to discrimination and unfair treatment of those with a non-religious 

perspective within the law. 

The GAP noted the findings of the ESC that the content and remit of Thought for the 

Day is religious and that the BBC is entitled as a matter of editorial discretion to 

feature religious programming in the UK Public Services.  The GAP also noted the 

independent and privileged legal view obtained for the Trust on the application of law 

in this context. 

The GAP did not agree on the basis of the information provided to it that the exclusion 

of non-religious commentators on Thought for the Day amounts to discrimination and 

unfair treatment of those with a non-religious perspective within the law. 

f. The GAP considered whether any remedial action is required in this case. 

The GAP did not consider that any remedial action is required in this case.  

GAP FINDING - UPHELD REGARDING COMPLAINTS HANDLING 

- OTHERWISE NOT UPHELD 
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8. THIRD APPELLANT 

8.1. The Third Appeal was received by the Trust Unit on 31 March 2009. The Third Appellant 

complained that the title of Thought for the Day is misleading (as it is without religious 

connotation) and moral, philosophical, religious or spiritual comment on news items should 

not be limited to those whose beliefs are based on established religions. 

Stage one and two complaints to the BBC Executive 

8.2. The Third Appellant emailed the BBC Complaints Unit on 4 February 2009, citing previous 

email exchanges with the office of the Controller of Radio 4.  The Third Appellant agreed that 

providing a brief uninterrupted interlude of spiritual reflection within a secular news 

programme was appropriate but felt that this stated remit was in no way fulfilled by Thought 

for the Day. 

8.3. The complaint stated that the title of the slot is fundamentally misleading as it is a platform 

for established religion, which is not indicated by the title.  The complaint also stated that the 

remit of the slot (reported by the complaint to have been described as a "spiritual interlude") 

is fundamentally misleading as it allows participants from only three established religions.  

The complaint suggested that the BBC create a transparently named slot for the three 

established religions if it wished to transmit such a programme. 

8.4. BBC Complaints sent a handling letter on 11 March 2009, stating that the complaint had been 

escalated to the second stage of the complaints process.  The Director of BBC Audio and 

Music emailed a second stage reply on 18 March 2009, rejecting the complaint raised.  This 

reply said that the Controller of BBC Radio 4 had expressed the views of the BBC and that 

the Director of BBC Audio and Music considered them to be of "substance". 

Appeal to the Trust 

8.5. The Third Appellant wrote to the Trust on 23 March 2009 (received 31 March 2009) 

confirming his appeal on two broad issues: 

a. the title of the programme is misleading as it is without religious connotation; and  

b. if transmitted without a clear title, contribution should not be restricted on the basis of 

religious belief.  

8.6. The Third Appellant said that the programme title should make clear that contribution is 

restricted to three established religions. The Third Appellant also stated that a programme 

dedicated to contributors from three established religions is, in itself, a breach of the editorial 

guideline on impartiality; querying the basis on which established religions are considered to 
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have the monopoly on morality, spirituality and religious belief. The Third Appellant did not 

agree that other programming balances the slot, as none is dedicated to other beliefs in a 

similar way.  The Third Appellant suggested that either other dedicated programming be 

created or the restriction on contributors be lifted. 

8.7. The Third Appellant added that he considers the responses provided at stages one and two of 

the BBC complaints process to have sidestepped the issues that he raised.   

The findings of the ESC regarding the Third Appeal 

8.8. The ESC considered the issues within its terms of reference that had been raised by the Third 

Appellant on appeal and made the following findings: 

a. The ESC considered whether the Executive handling of this case at stages one and two of 

the complaints process might amount to a breach of the Editorial Guideline on 

Accountability, the Complaints Framework or the procedure for the consideration of 

editorial complaints.  

The ESC upheld on the basis that a core issue raised by the Third Appellant (that the 

title or content of Thought for the Day slot should be altered because it was inaccurate) 

was not decided upon by the Executive at stages one and two of the complaints process.   

The ESC did not find that the responses received by the Third Appellant in any other 

way were inappropriate or breached the Editorial Guideline on Accountability or of the 

Complaints Framework or the procedure for the consideration of editorial complaints. 

b. The ESC considered whether the Guideline on impartiality applies to the issues raised by 

the appellant and, if so, what due impartiality requires in this case. 

The ESC found that Thought for the Day is a stand alone strand and a reflection on 

the issues of the day from a faith perspective.  It  concluded that Thought for the Day is 

religious in content   The ESC confirmed that the approach to due impartiality had to 

be adequate and appropriate to such a slot. The ESC found that due impartiality in this 

context does not require the more rigorous approach to due impartiality expected of 

news and current affairs.  Due impartiality does, however, apply to the slot's content 

and will vary according to the subject under discussion.   

The ESC did not agree that the fact that the choice of contributors to Thought for the 

Day is limited to those of religious faith amounts, in itself, to a breach of due 

impartiality.  The ESC found that the BBC need not necessarily ensure a balance of 

contributors to Thought for the Day in order to achieve due impartiality.   

The ESC found that the Thought for the Day slot deals with widely disparate issues 

from one programme to the next linked as a strand with a common title.  It noted that 
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impartiality on any given subject matter (and particularly controversial subject matters) 

should normally be achieved within each Thought for the Day slot or (normally 

explicitly) across two or three slots.  The ESC accepted that in some cases it might be 

acceptable to meet the requirements of due impartiality on a particular subject by 

reference to the Today programme as a whole but stated that this would have to be 

judged on a case by case basis.   

c. The ESC considered whether the title of the programme is misleading or inaccurate 

The ESC concluded that the genre does not necessarily need to be explicitly stated in a 

programme title in order to properly signpost the content.  The ESC did not find that 

the programme title in this case should make clear that contribution is currently 

restricted to certain denominations of religious faith.  

Given the audience expectations for the content and given the longevity of the Thought 

for the Day slot, the ESC did not agree that the programme title in this case is 

misleading or inaccurate.   

d. The ESC then considered whether any remedial action is required in this case and 

considered the following points made by the appellant, that: 

i. the title of the programme should be changed; or 

ii. if remit and title of the programme remain unchanged, contribution should not be 

restricted on the basis of religious belief.  

The ESC did not consider that any remedial action is required in this case.  

The ESC stated that it is a question of editorial discretion for the Executive as to 

whether a slot commenting on an issue of the day from a faith perspective should be 

featured in BBC programming.   

ESC FINDING - UPHELD REGARDING COMPLAINTS HANDLING 

- OTHERWISE NOT UPHELD 

The findings of the GAP regarding the Third Appeal 

8.9. The GAP considered the issues within its terms of reference that had been raised by the Third 

Appellant on appeal and made the following findings: 

a. The GAP considered whether the Executive handling at stages one and two of the 

complaints process of this case might amount to a breach of the Complaints Framework 

or procedure for consideration of general complaints.  

The GAP concluded that the replies received by the Third Appellant at stages one and 

two of the complaints process had been appropriate.  The GAP did not find that any 
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breach of the Complaints Framework or procedure for consideration of general 

complaints had been established in this case. 

b. The GAP considered whether a slot exclusively for religious contributors is consistent 

with the Public Purposes. 

The GAP found that the Public Purpose requirements and existing underlying Public 

Purpose Remit and Plan do not limit or prevent the BBC broadcasting religious content 

that excludes non-religious contributors.   

c. The GAP considered whether the Executive is meeting the Public Purpose Remit and 

Purpose Plan by featuring non-religious content in mainstream programming. 

The GAP concluded that the BBC's approach to featuring non-religious content and 

contributors in mainstream programming is consistent with the BBC Public Purpose 

Remit to reflect religious and other beliefs. 

d. The GAP considered whether there had been a breach of the Public Purpose. 

The GAP concluded there had not been a breach of the Public Purpose in this case. 

e. The GAP considered whether any remedial action is required in this case 

The GAP did not consider that any remedial action is required in this case.  

GAP FINDING - NOT UPHELD 

9. FOURTH APPELLANT 

9.1. The Fourth Appeal was received by the Trust Unit on 11 March 2009 and complained that 

non-religious believers are excluded from Thought for the Day and that it promotes faith.    

Stage one and two complaints to the Executive 

9.2. The Fourth Appellant emailed the Today programme on 5 January 2009 to complain that 

Thought of the Day breaches the editorial guideline on impartiality.  In his view, the fact that 

anyone is able to comment during the rest of the Today programme but only persons of faith 

during Thought for the Day amounts to a lack of balance.  He also queried why there was no 

slot giving "a unique offering of a humanist perspective".  The Fourth Appellant also queried 

why the contributor could not be challenged, stating that "no idea should be protected from 

criticism" and that the BBC should produce higher quality programming.  Finally, the Fourth 

Appellant stated that a religious slot within a news programme is out of place.   

9.3. The Fourth Appellant complained again on 24 January 2009; he reiterated that the failure to 

reflect humanist or atheist viewpoints in the slot (or to have a slot restricted to non-religious 

contributors) amounts to a breach of the editorial guidelines.  BBC Complaints replied on 2 
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February 2009, rejecting the complaint on the basis that a balance of views is achieved over a 

period of time rather than within each script. 

9.4. The Fourth Appellant wrote to the Trust on 5 February 2009.  The Fourth Appellant stated 

that he had not received a satisfactory reply from the Controller of BBC Radio 4 or from BBC 

Complaints and that he considered the exclusion of atheists from Thought for the Day to be a 

breach of the BBC Editorial Guidelines.  The Fourth Appellant pointed out that the BBC 

Religion & Ethics department considered atheism a religion and so to exclude them from the 

slot is discriminatory and unfair.    

9.5. The Fourth Appellant also stated that he found it offensive to be told that atheists could not 

contribute to a spiritual slot.  The appellant requested that the BBC end the promotion of 

views relying on magic. 

9.6. The Trust Unit referred the Fourth Appellant to the Director of BBC Audio and Music in 

order that his complaint would be formally considered at stage two of the complaints process 

(this action was explained to the appellant by letter dated 18 February 2009).   The Director of 

BBC Audio and Music replied to the Fourth Appellant on 4 March 2009, rejecting his 

complaint and stating that he did not consider Thought for the Day contravened the Editorial 

Guideline on bias or impartiality. 

Appeal to the Trust 

9.7. The Fourth Appellant challenged the exclusion of non-religious believers from Thought for 

the Day and the Executive's position that this is justified because non-religious believers are 

not excluded from other programming.   

9.8. The Fourth Appellant also queried why non-religious believers are not able to contribute to an 

interlude of "spiritual reflection".  He argued that, if atheism is deemed a religion, then why 

should it be excluded from the slot.  

The findings of the ESC regarding the Fourth Appeal 

9.9. The ESC considered the issues within its terms of reference that had been raised by the Fourth 

Appellant on appeal and made the following findings: 

a. The ESC considered whether the Guideline on impartiality applies to the issues raised by 

the appellant and, if so, what due impartiality requires in this case. 

The ESC found that Thought for the Day is a stand alone strand and a reflection on 

the issues of the day from a faith perspective.  It  concluded that Thought for the Day is 

religious in content   The ESC confirmed that the approach to due impartiality had to 
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be adequate and appropriate to such a slot. The ESC found that due impartiality in this 

context does not require the more rigorous approach to due impartiality expected of 

news and current affairs.  Due impartiality does, however, apply to the slot's content 

and will vary according to the subject under discussion.   

The ESC added that, whilst it may be acceptable for contributors to reflect on topical 

issues, in cases where a position is given on a controversial subject then it is probable 

that due impartiality will require that an appropriate balance is achieved.   

b. The ESC considered whether Thought for the Day breached any other Editorial 

Guidelines (and specifically the Guideline on Religion). 

The ESC did not consider that Thought for the Day breached any other Editorial 

Guidelines. 

c. The ESC considered whether any remedial action is required in this case. 

The ESC did not consider that any remedial action is required in this case.  

The ESC stated that it is a question of editorial discretion for the Executive as to 

whether a slot commenting on an issue of the day from a faith perspective should be 

featured in BBC programming.   

ESC FINDING - NOT UPHELD 

The findings of the GAP regarding the Fourth Appeal 

9.10. The GAP considered the issues within its terms of reference that had been raised by the 

Fourth Appellant on appeal and made the following findings: 

a. The GAP considered whether a slot exclusively for religious contributors is consistent 

with the Public Purposes. 

The GAP found that the Public Purpose requirements and existing underlying Public 

Purpose Remit and Plan do not limit or prevent the BBC broadcasting religious content 

that excludes non-religious contributors.   

b. The GAP considered whether the Executive is meeting the Public Purpose Remit and 

Purpose Plan by featuring non-religious content in mainstream programming. 

The GAP concluded that the BBC's approach to featuring non-religious content and 

contributors in mainstream programming is consistent with the BBC Public Purpose 

Remit to reflect religious and other beliefs. 

c. The GAP considered whether there had been a breach of the Public Purpose. 

The GAP concluded there had not been a breach of the Public Purpose in this case. 

d. The GAP considered whether any remedial action is required in this case.   
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The GAP did not consider that any remedial action is required in this case.  

GAP FINDING - NOT UPHELD 

10. FIFTH APPELLANT 

10.1. The Fifth Appeal was received on 27 March 2009 and requested that Thought for the Day be 

abandoned altogether on the basis that it is anomalous or failing that, access should be 

allowed to non-religious speakers to prevent the present policy of "religious force-feeding". 

Stage one and two complaints to the BBC Executive 

10.2. The Fifth Appellant's initial complaint was emailed to the Executive on 6 January 2009 and 

asserted that Thought for the Day demonstrates a lack of balance and the exclusion of non-

religious speakers is unacceptable. This email was answered by BBC Complaints who stated 

that broadening the brief of Thought for the Day from Christian and other religions with 

significant UK membership would detract from the distinctiveness of the slot.  

10.3. The Fifth Appellant sent a further email to BBC Complaints on 25 January 2009, stating that 

his complaint that views expressed on Thought for the Day were not balanced by any 

opposing views had not been addressed.  He agreed that broadening the brief of Thought for 

the Day would in one way detract from the distinctiveness of the slot but stated "non-religious 

believers are fed up to the back teeth of being told by churchmen that one needs religious 

belief in order to lead a moral life".  

10.4. The Fifth Appellant wrote to the Trust on 5 February 2009 stating that Thought for the Day is 

anomalous in as far as it only allows one perspective to be featured by excluding non-

religious contributors.  He noted that it is the only slot in the Today programme where one 

perspective is allowed and stated that continual refusal to allow a place to non-religious 

speakers represents an abuse of privilege and infuriates many listeners.  

10.5. The Trust referred the complaint to the Director of BBC Audio and Music for a stage 2 

complaint response.  The Director of BBC Audio and Music wrote to the Fifth Appellant on 5 

March 2009 stating that the views expressed by the Controller of BBC Radio 4 were those of 

the BBC and that he did not believe Thought for the Day contravened the BBC's editorial 

guidelines on bias and impartiality. The Director of BBC Audio and Music referred to the 

balance achieved across other BBC programming.  
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Appeal to the Trust 

10.6. The Fifth Appellant challenged Thought for the Day as an irrelevance and religious 

propaganda.  He specifically disagreed with the justification given by the Director of BBC 

Audio and Music for the continued transmission of Thought for the Day. 

The findings of the ESC regarding the Fifth Appeal 

10.7. The ESC considered the issues within its terms of reference that had been raised by the Fifth 

Appellant on appeal and made the following findings: 

a. The ESC considered whether the Guideline on impartiality applies to the issues raised by 

the appellant and, if so, what due impartiality requires in this case. 

The ESC found that Thought for the Day is a stand alone strand and a reflection on 

the issues of the day from a faith perspective.  It  concluded that Thought for the Day is 

religious in content   The ESC confirmed that the approach to due impartiality had to 

be adequate and appropriate to such a slot. The ESC found that due impartiality in this 

context does not require the more rigorous approach to due impartiality expected of 

news and current affairs.  Due impartiality does, however, apply to the slot's content 

and will vary according to the subject under discussion.   

The ESC added that, whilst it may be acceptable for contributors to reflect on topical 

issues, in cases where a position is given on a controversial subject then it is probable 

that  due impartiality will require that an appropriate balance is achieved.   

b. The ESC considered whether Thought for the Day breached other Editorial Guidelines. 

The ESC did not consider that Thought for the Day breached other Editorial 

Guidelines. 

c. The ESC considered whether any remedial action is required in this case.  

The ESC did not consider that any remedial action is required in this case.  

The ESC stated that it is a question of editorial discretion for the Executive as to 

whether a slot commenting on an issue of the day from a faith perspective should be 

featured in BBC programming.   

ESC FINDING - NOT UPHELD 

The findings of the GAP regarding the Fifth Appeal 

10.8. The GAP considered the issues within its terms of reference that had been raised by the Fifth 

Appellant on appeal and made the following findings: 
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a. The GAP considered whether a slot exclusively for religious contributors is consistent 

with the Public Purposes. 

The GAP found that the Public Purpose requirements and existing underlying Public 

Purpose Remit and Plan do not limit or prevent the BBC broadcasting religious content 

that excludes non-religious contributors.   

b. The GAP considered whether the Executive is meeting the Public Purpose Remit and 

Purpose Plan by featuring non-religious content in mainstream programming. 

The GAP concluded that the BBC's approach to featuring non-religious content and 

contributors in mainstream programming is consistent with the BBC Public Purpose 

Remit to reflect religious and other beliefs. 

c. The GAP considered whether there had been a breach of the Public Purpose. 

The GAP concluded there had not been a breach of the Public Purpose in this case. 

d. The GAP considered whether any remedial action is required in this case. 

The GAP did not consider that any remedial action is required in this case.  

GAP FINDING - NOT UPHELD 

11. SIXTH APPELLANT 

11.1. The Sixth Appeal was received on 3 May 2009 and complained about the editorial policy on 

selecting contributors to Thought for the Day; in particular, the omission of the humanist or 

atheist voice from among its presenters. 

Stage one and two complaints to the BBC Executive 

11.2. The Sixth Appellant first complained to the Executive by email on 1 January 2009 and was 

answered by the Controller of Radio 4 on 8 January 2009.  The Controller of Radio 4's email 

repeated the statement made to iPM on 7 January 2009.  This stated that he considered it 

reasonable on balance to continue the slot using religious contributors only.  The Controller of 

Radio 4 explained that broadening the brief of Thought for the Day from Christian and other 

religions with significant UK membership would detract from the distinctiveness of the slot. 

He also stated that within Thought for the Day a careful balance is maintained of voices from 

different Christian denominations and other religions with significant membership in the UK 

and that non-religious voices are heard elsewhere in Radio 4 output.  

11.3. The Sixth Appellant replied to Controller of Radio 4 by email on 9 January 2009.  She stated 

that the BBC is disregarding its own guidelines in respect of the Thought for the Day slot and 

that the slot should embody the principle of balanced broadcasting. The Sixth Appellant 



 

 29 

challenged the assertion that the inclusion of an occasional humanist view point would 

"broaden the brief" and "detract from the distinctiveness of the slot".  She also queried 

whether the Controller of Radio 4 is suggesting that only religious people are spiritual by 

describing Thought for the Day as a slot intending to offer an "interlude of spiritual 

reflection".   

11.4. The Sixth Appellant wrote to the Trust on 9 February 2009; her complaint was referred to the 

Director of BBC Audio and Music as she had not yet received a stage 2 complaint response. 

The Director of BBC Audio and Music wrote to the appellant on 21 April 2009 stating that 

the views expressed by the Controller of Radio 4 were those of the BBC and that he did not 

believe Thought for the Day to contravene the BBC Editorial Guidelines on bias and 

impartiality. The Director of BBC Audio and Music referred to the balance achieved across 

other BBC programming. 

Appeal to the Trust 

11.5. The Sixth Appellant considered that Thought for the Day lacks balance because it excludes 

humanist and atheist contributors.  She is of the view that balance might be achieved by 

regular inclusion of a humanist voice (and that balance is not achieved by reference to other 

existing output). 

11.6. The Sixth Appellant specifically questioned the Executive's approach to achieving balance on 

two grounds: 

a. First, for those who consider humanism as valid as a religious creed balance is self-

evidently absent; 

b. Secondly, the appellant sees no evidence of balance between the religions currently 

represented on Thought for the Day. 

11.7. The Sixth Appellant suggested that balance be quantified, perhaps by identifying the 

thresholds for participation and how many slots per year this would give entitlement to.  

11.8. The Sixth Appellant did not accept the justification given by the Executive at stages 1 and 2 

of the BBC's complaints process for the exclusion of non-religious voices (and specifically 

how this might detract from the distinctiveness of the slot). 

11.9. The Sixth Appellant also queried the way in which her complaint had been handled by the 

Executive.  She noted that no response has been made at stages 1 and 2 to the specific issues 

that she had raised and queried why the BBC Religion and Ethics department have not 

responded directly at any stage. 
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The findings of the ESC regarding the Sixth Appeal 

11.10. The ESC considered the issues within its terms of reference that had been raised by the Sixth 

Appellant on appeal and made the following findings: 

a. The ESC considered whether the Executive handling of any of the appeals at stages one 

and two of the complaints process might amount to a breach of the Editorial Guideline on 

Accountability, the Complaints Framework or procedure for consideration of editorial 

complaints.  

The ESC considered that the replies received by the Sixth Appellant at stages one and 

two of the complaints process had been appropriate and did not find that any breach of 

the Editorial Guideline on Accountability or procedure for consideration of editorial 

complaints or of the Complaints Framework had been established in this case. 

b. The ESC considered whether the Guideline on impartiality applies to the issues raised by 

the appellant and, if so, what due impartiality requires in this case. 

The ESC found that Thought for the Day is a stand alone strand and a reflection on 

the issues of the day from a faith perspective.  It  concluded that Thought for the Day is 

religious in content   The ESC confirmed that the approach to due impartiality had to 

be adequate and appropriate to such a slot. The ESC found that due impartiality in this 

context does not require the more rigorous approach to due impartiality expected of 

news and current affairs.  Due impartiality did, however, apply to the slot's content and 

will vary according to the subject under discussion.   

The ESC did not agree that due impartiality requires the inclusion of non-religious 

contributors in Thought for the Day. 

The ESC stated that due impartiality on any given subject matter (and particularly 

controversial subject matters) should normally be achieved within each Thought for the 

Day slot or (normally explicitly) across two or three slots.  The ESC accepted that in 

some cases it might be acceptable to meet the requirements of due impartiality on a 

particular subject by reference to the Today programme as a whole but stated that this 

would have to be judged on a case by case basis.   

The ESC noted the Sixth Appellant's comments regarding thresholds for participation 

in Thought for the Day but stated that the adoption of such a policy is a matter of 

editorial discretion for the Executive of the BBC.  However, it also noted that the BBC 

need not necessarily ensure a balance of contributors to Thought for the Day in order 

to achieve due impartiality.   

c. The ESC considered whether Thought for the Day breached any other the Editorial 

Guidelines? 
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The ESC did not consider that Thought for the Day breached any other the Editorial 

Guidelines. 

d. The ESC considered whether any remedial action is required in this case>   

The ESC did not consider that any remedial action is required in this case.  

The ESC stated that it is a question of editorial discretion for the Executive as to 

whether a slot commenting on an issue of the day from a faith perspective should be 

featured in BBC programming.   

ESC FINDING - NOT UPHELD 

The findings of the GAP regarding the Sixth Appeal 

11.11. The GAP considered the issues within its terms of reference that had been raised by the Sixth 

Appellant on appeal and made the following findings: 

a. The GAP considered whether the Executive handling at stages one and two of the 

complaints process in this case might amount to a breach of the Complaints Framework 

or procedure for consideration of general complaints.  

The GAP considered that the replies received by the Sixth Appellant at stages one and 

two of the complaints process had been appropriate and did not find that any breach of 

Complaints Framework or procedure for consideration of general complaints had been 

established in this case. 

b. The GAP considered whether a slot exclusively for religious contributors is consistent 

with the Public Purposes. 

The GAP found that the Public Purpose requirements and existing underlying Public 

Purpose Remit and Plan do not limit or prevent the BBC broadcasting religious content 

that excludes non-religious contributors.   

c. The GAP considered whether the Executive is meeting the Public Purpose Remit and 

Purpose Plan by featuring non-religious content in mainstream programming. 

The GAP considered that the BBC's approach to featuring non-religious content and 

contributors in mainstream programming is consistent with the BBC Public Purpose 

Remit to reflect religious and other beliefs. 

d. The GAP considered whether there had a breach of the Public Purpose. 

The GAP concluded there had not been a breach of the Public Purpose in this case. 

e. The GAP considered whether any remedial action is required in this case 

The GAP did not consider that any remedial action is required in this case.  

GAP FINDING - NOT UPHELD 
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12. SEVENTH APPELLANT 

12.1. The Seventh Appeal was received on 6 April 2009 and requested that the BBC removes the 

Thought for the Day slot from the Religious and Ethics Department and balances the speakers 

to reflect the views and feelings of the listeners at large.  

Stage one and two complaints to the BBC Executive 

12.2. The Seventh Appellant's initial complaint was emailed to the Executive on 4 January 2009. 

The Seventh Appellant said that the Today moral comment slot should not have been given to 

the Religious and Ethics Department to produce and that the editorial policy on the slot 

should be balanced.  The Seventh Appellant stated that it was acceptable to include regular 

religious contributors but that non-religious listeners should also benefit from the inclusion of 

contributors who might comment from their perspective.  

12.3. This email was answered by the Controller of Radio 4 who stated that the Thought for the 

Day slot is unique.  The Seventh Appellant responded by email on 26 January 2009 repeating 

his complaint that the BBC would not allow non-contributors to participate in Thought for the 

Day.  He added that non-religious contributors do not have an unchallenged platform and 

queried why religious contributors should be uniquely privileged in this way.  

12.4. BBC Complaints sent a holding response to the appellant on 19 February 2009. A further 

response was sent on 11 March 2009 informing the appellant that there was little that could be 

added to the Controller of Radio 4's statement and that his complaint had now been escalated 

to stage 2 of the complaints process.  

12.5. The Director of BBC Audio and Music wrote to the appellant on 6 March 2009 stating that 

the views expressed by the Controller of Radio 4 were those of the BBC and that he did not 

believe Thought for the Day contravened the BBC's editorial guidelines on bias and 

impartiality. The Director of BBC Audio and Music referred to the balance achieved across 

other BBC programming. 

12.6. The Seventh Appellant replied to the Director of BBC Audio and Music on 11 March 2009 

reiterating his complaint and explicitly questioning his approach to the question of balance 

(he queried whether the remainder of Today could truly be treated as giving non-religious 

contributors an opportunity to express a view on a moral issue and also the statistics on which 

the BBC identifies the religions that might contribute). 

Appeal to the Trust 
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12.7. The Seventh Appellant wrote to the Trust on 1 April 2009 raising the following issues: 

a. balance is not achieved by referring to all the content featured in the Today programme 

(football, weather etc do not amount to a secular perspective); 

b. balance is not achieved by the secular content that is featured in the Today programme as 

no unchallenged non-religious perspective appears; 

c. the BBC does not justify the entitlement of religious contributors to an unchallenged slot 

nor explains why non-religious contributors are not given equivalent respect (producing 

statistics to support his view that religious believers form a minority of UK society).    

d. in determining balance the BBC must respect the views of the substantial number of 

people who describe themselves as humanist, secularist, atheist, agnostic or non-religious. 

The findings of the ESC regarding the Seventh Appeal 

12.8. The ESC considered the issues within its terms of reference that had been raised by the 

Seventh Appellant on appeal and made the following findings: 

a. The ESC considered whether the Guideline on impartiality applies to the issues raised by 

the appellant and, if so, what due impartiality requires in this case. 

The ESC found that Thought for the Day is a stand alone strand and a reflection on 

the issues of the day from a faith perspective.  It  concluded that Thought for the Day is 

religious in content   The ESC confirmed that the approach to due impartiality had to 

be adequate and appropriate to such a slot. The ESC found that due impartiality in this 

context does not require the more rigorous approach to due impartiality expected of 

news and current affairs.  Due impartiality did, however, apply to the slot's content and 

will vary according to the subject under discussion. 

The ESC stated that it is a question of editorial discretion for the Executive as to 

whether a slot commenting on an issue of the day from a faith perspective should be 

featured in BBC programming.  The ESC did not agree that the fact that the choice of 

contributors to Thought for the Day is limited to those of religious faith amounts in 

itself to a breach of the Editorial Guideline on impartiality.   

The ESC found that the Thought for the Day slot deals with widely disparate issues 

from one programme to the next linked as a strand with a common title.  The ESC 

found that the BBC need not necessarily ensure a balance of contributors to Thought 

for the Day in order to achieve due impartiality.  It noted that due impartiality on any 

given subject matter (and particularly controversial subject matters) should normally be 

achieved within each Thought for the Day slot or (normally explicitly) across two or 

three slots.  The ESC accepted that in some cases it might be acceptable to meet the 
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requirements of due impartiality on a particular subject by reference to the Today 

programme as a whole but stated that this would have to be judged on a case by case 

basis.   

b. The ESC considered whether Thought for the Day had breached any other Editorial 

Guidelines. 

The ESC did not consider that Thought for the Day had breached any other Editorial 

Guidelines. 

c. The ESC considered whether any remedial action is required in this case and considered the 

following points made by the appellant that: 

i. Thought for the Day should not be produced by the BBC Religion & Ethics 

department; and 

ii. Thought for the Day should allow non-religious contributors or non-religious 

contributors should otherwise be afforded an equivalent unchallenged slot. 

The ESC did not consider that any remedial action is required in this case.  

ESC FINDING - NOT UPHELD 

The findings of the GAP regarding the Seventh Appeal 

12.9. The GAP considered the issues within its terms of reference that had been raised by the 

Seventh Appellant on appeal and made the following findings: 

a. The GAP considered whether a slot exclusively for religious contributors is consistent 

with the Public Purposes. 

The GAP found that the Public Purpose requirements and existing underlying Public 

Purpose Remit and Plan do not limit or prevent the BBC broadcasting religious content 

that excludes non-religious contributors.   

b. The GAP considered whether the Executive is meeting the Public Purpose Remit and 

Purpose Plan by featuring non-religious content in mainstream programming. 

The GAP considered that the BBC's approach to featuring non-religious content and 

contributors in mainstream programming is consistent with the BBC Public Purpose 

Remit to reflect religious and other beliefs. 

c. The GAP considered whether there had been a breach of the Public Purpose.  

The GAP concluded there had not been a breach of the Public Purpose in this case. 

d. The GAP considered whether  any remedial action is required in this case and considered 

the following points made by the appellant that: 



 

 35 

i. Thought for the Day should not be produced by the BBC Religion & Ethics 

department; and 

ii. Thought for the Day should allow non-religious contributors or non-religious 

contributors should otherwise be afforded an equivalent unchallenged slot. 

The GAP did not consider that any remedial action is required in this case.  

GAP FINDING - NOT UPHELD 

13. EIGHTH APPELLANT 

13.1. The Eighth Appeal was sent to the Trust on 10 March 2009 and challenged the exclusion of 

non-religious contributors from Thought for the Day.  The Eighth Appellant suggested that 

Thought for the Day be: 

a. cancelled; or 

b. rescheduled outside of news programmes and renamed to indicate that it is a religious 

programme; or 

c. rescheduled outside of news programmes and persons of all religious or other beliefs be 

allowed to participate on a basis proportionate to their representation within society (the 

appellant suggests that this would mean one in four slots would feature a non-religious 

contributor). 

Stage one and two complaints to the Executive 

13.2. The Eighth Appellant wrote to the BBC on 5 January 2009 to complain that Thought for the 

Day is partisan and prejudiced (contrary to the BBC's duty to take an impartial and unbiased 

position, particularly during a news and current affairs programme).  He requested that 

Thought for the Day be removed from the Today programme or, at the least, a disclaimer 

should be included before and after the slot. 

13.3. BBC Complaints replied on 7 January 2009 confirming that the BBC considered it 

appropriate to have an interlude for spiritual reflection within the Today programme.  It 

accepted that numbers of church-goers had fallen but the policy on Thought for the Day 

remained because a significant majority (cited as 70%) of the UK population claim a belief in 

God and the proportion of church-going Radio 4 listeners is higher than average.  The reply 

confirmed that the slot is produced in accordance with the BBC Editorial Guideline on 

impartiality and that balance was achieved in the slot through the mix of contributors and 

elsewhere by the inclusion of non-religious voices in general output. 

13.4. The Eighth Appellant replied to BBC Complaints on 9 January 2009 stating that he did not 

consider his complaint to have been answered.  He stated that the statistics relied upon were 
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inaccurate and overstated the numbers of those holding religious views.  He did not accept 

that balance was achieved by the transmission of broadly secular views in other output or that 

non-religious views were treated equivalently.  The Eighth Appellant added that the BBC do 

not make clear that the views expressed in Thought for the Day are not those of the BBC or 

otherwise not accepted as fact. 

13.5. BBC Complaints sent a holding reply on 4 February 2009 and a further reply on 5 February 

2009 stating that little could be added to the views expressed by the Controller of Radio 4 on 

iPM on 7 January 2009. This stated that he considered it reasonable on balance to continue 

the slot using religious contributors only.  The Controller of Radio 4 explained that 

broadening the brief of Thought for the Day from Christian and other religions with 

significant UK membership would detract from the distinctiveness of the slot. He also stated 

that within Thought for the Day a careful balance is maintained of voices from different 

Christian denominations and other religions with significant membership in the UK and that 

non-religious voices are heard elsewhere in Radio 4 output.   

13.6. The Eighth Appellant wrote to the Trust on 5 February 2009 and was directed to BBC Radio 

Management for a stage 2 response.   The Director of BBC Audio and Music provided a stage 

2 response to the Eighth Appellant on 5 March 2009, rejecting his complaint.   He stated that 

the views expressed by the Controller of Radio 4 were those of the BBC and that he did not 

believe Thought for the Day  contravened the BBC Editorial Guidelines on bias and 

impartiality. The Director of BBC Audio and Music referred to the balance achieved across 

other BBC programming. 

Appeal to the Trust 

13.7. The Eighth Appellant made the following substantive points: 

a. Thought for the Day is partisan and prejudiced; 

b. it is misleading for the BBC to present religion as accepted fact; 

c. Thought for the Day fails to meet the BBC's commitment to avoid bias or an imbalance of 

views on controversial subjects under the Editorial Guideline on impartiality; 

d. the BBC has a duty to question opinion (and to flag when opinions are expressed), 

particularly within news programmes; 

e. the idea that there is a god is an opinion and so should not be put across unchallenged; 

f. Thought for the Day is misrepresented as a philosophical programme when in fact solely 

religious; 

g. balance is not achieved by the expression of secular views elsewhere in Today; 
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h. religious viewpoints are not scrutinised elsewhere (rejecting the Controller of BBC Radio 

4's example of Beyond Belief). 

13.8. The Eighth Appellant also complained that he received a standard reply from BBC 

Complaints and that he did not receive an adequate answer to his complaints.  

The findings of the ESC regarding the Eighth Appeal 

13.9. The ESC considered the issues within its terms of reference that had raised by the Eighth 

Appellant on appeal and made the following findings: 

a. The ESC considered whether the Executive handling of any of the appeals at stages one 

and two of the complaints process might amount to a breach of the Editorial Guideline on 

Accountability, the Complaints Framework or procedure for consideration of editorial 

complaints.  

The ESC confirmed that the Executive may send a standard reply to complainants 

where the complaints raise identical or similar issues.  The Executive may also 

amalgamate complaints and deal with them together where they raise identical or 

similar issues in accordance with the Complaints Framework.   

The ESC considered that the replies received by the Eighth Appellant at stages one and 

two of the complaints process had been appropriate and did not find that any breach of 

the Editorial Guideline on Accountability or procedure for consideration of editorial 

complaints or of the Complaints Framework had been established in this case. 

b. The ESC considered whether the Guideline on Impartiality applies to the issues raised by 

the appellant and, if so, what due impartiality requires in this case. 

The ESC found that Thought for the Day is a stand alone strand and a reflection on 

the issues of the day from a faith perspective.  It  concluded that Thought for the Day is 

religious in content   The ESC confirmed that the approach to due impartiality had to 

be adequate and appropriate to such a slot. The ESC found that due impartiality in this 

context does not require the more rigorous approach to impartiality expected of news 

and current affairs.  Due impartiality did, however, apply to the slot's content and will 

vary according to the subject under discussion. 

The ESC found that the Thought for the Day slot deals with widely disparate issues 

from one programme to the next linked as a strand with a common title.  The ESC 

found that the BBC need not necessarily ensure a balance of contributors to Thought 

for the Day in order to achieve due impartiality.  It noted that due impartiality on any 

given subject matter (and particularly controversial subject matters) should normally be 

achieved within each Thought for the Day slot or (normally explicitly) across two or 
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three slots.  The ESC accepted that in some cases it might be acceptable to meet the 

requirements of due impartiality on a particular subject by reference to the Today 

programme as a whole but stated that this would have to be judged on a case by case 

basis.   

c. The ESC considered whether religion and / or religious views are presented on Thought 

for the Day as fact and, if so, whether this is misleading. 

The ESC confirmed that its view was that due impartiality and accuracy do not require 

the BBC to state, when reporting religious belief, that such beliefs are not accepted as 

fact by all licence-fee payers. The ESC was satisfied that audiences expect a faith 

perspective on the issue discussed in Thought for the Day. 

d. The ESC considered whether Thought for the Day is a religious programme and whether 

it is not properly presented as a religious programme to the audience. 

The ESC agreed that Thought for the Day is a religious programme.  The ESC did not 

agree that Thought for the Day is not properly presented as a religious programme or 

not properly and clearly signposted. 

e. The ESC considered whether religious viewpoints are not appropriately scrutinised or 

challenged elsewhere in BBC output. 

The ESC did not agree on the evidence before it that religious viewpoints are not 

appropriately scrutinised or challenged elsewhere in BBC output. 

f. The ESC considered whether Thought for the Day breached any other Editorial 

Guidelines.   

The ESC concluded that Thought for the Day did not breach any other Editorial 

Guidelines.   

g. The ESC considered whether any remedial action is required in this case and considered 

these points made by the appellant that: 

i. Thought for the Day should be cancelled; 

ii. Thought for the Day should be rescheduled outside of news programmes and 

renamed to indicate that it is a religious programme; or 

iii. Thought for the Day should be rescheduled outside of news programmes and 

persons of all religious or other beliefs be allowed to participate on a basis 

proportionate to their representation within society (the appellant suggests that 

this would mean one in four slots would be feature a non-religious contributor). 

The ESC did not consider that any remedial action is required in this case.  
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The ESC stated that it is a question of editorial discretion for the Executive as to 

whether a slot commenting on an issue of the day from a faith perspective should be 

featured in BBC programming.   

ESC FINDING - NOT UPHELD 

The findings of the GAP regarding the Eighth Appeal 

13.10. The GAP considered the issues within its terms of reference that had been raised by the 

Eighth Appellant on appeal and made the following findings: 

a. The GAP considered whether the Executive handling at stages one and two of the 

complaints process of this case might amount to a breach of the Complaints Framework 

or procedure for consideration of general complaints.  

The GAP confirmed that the Executive may send a standard reply to complainants 

where the complaints raise identical or similar issues.  The Executive may also 

amalgamate complaints and deal with them together where they raise identical or 

similar issues in accordance with the Complaints Framework.   

The GAP considered that the replies received by the Eighth Appellant at stages one and 

two of the complaints process had been appropriate and did not find that any breach of 

the Complaints Framework or procedure for consideration of general complaints had 

been established in this case. 

b. The GAP considered whether a slot exclusively for religious contributors is consistent 

with the Public Purposes. 

The GAP found that the Public Purpose requirements and existing underlying Public 

Purpose Remit and Plan do not limit or prevent the BBC broadcasting religious content 

that excludes non-religious contributors.   

c. The GAP considered whether the Executive is meeting the Public Purpose Remit and 

Purpose Plan by featuring non-religious content in mainstream programming. 

The GAP concluded that the BBC's approach to featuring non-religious content and 

contributors in mainstream programming is consistent with the BBC Public Purpose 

Remit to reflect religious and other beliefs. 

d. The GAP considered whether there had been a breach of the Public Purpose. 

The GAP concluded that there had not been a breach of the Public Purpose in this 

case. 

e. The GAP considered whether any remedial action is required in this case and considered 

the following points made by the appellant that:.  

i. Thought for the Day should be cancelled; 
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ii. Thought for the Day should be rescheduled outside of news programmes and 

renamed to indicate that it is a religious programme; or 

iii. Thought for the Day should be rescheduled outside of news programmes and 

persons of all religious or other beliefs be allowed to participate on a basis 

proportionate to their representation within society (the appellant suggests that this 

would mean one in four slots would be feature a non-religious contributor). 

The GAP did not consider that any remedial action is required in this case.  

GAP FINDING - NOT UPHELD 

14. NINTH APPELLANT 

14.1. The Ninth Appeal was received by the Trust on 19 March 2009.  The Ninth Appellant 

requested that an equivalent slot to Thought for the Day for atheists be broadcast by the BBC 

in the same programme in order to meet the requirements of the BBC Editorial Guidelines. 

Stage one and two complaints to the Executive 

14.2. The Ninth Appellant wrote to the Today programme to complain about the broadcast of 

Thought for the Day on 5 January 2009.  He stated that Thought for the Day represents a lack 

of balance that is highly inappropriate for a publicly funded broadcaster and noted that there 

is no right of reply or equal airtime for the atheist position.  The Ninth Appellant stated that 

an occasional atheist contributor would not suffice to achieve balance but that each religious 

slot would have to be balanced by an atheist slot.  The Ninth Appellant objected to the slot's 

statement remit of addressing morality, noting that religious belief is often in opposition to the 

moral views of most people.  The Ninth Appellant also stated that, by scheduling the slot 

within a fact based programme with highly regarded presenters, religion is afforded an 

undeserved credibility by the BBC. 

14.3. The Ninth Appellant specifically requested that his complaint not be forwarded to the BBC 

Religion and Ethics department for reply; he stated that the existence of the department 

indicates an institutional bias in the BBC toward believing that ethics can only exist within a 

religious framework.  The Controller of Radio 4 replied to the Ninth Appellant on 9 January 

2009, repeating the statement made to iPM on 7 January 2009 verbatim. This stated that he 

considered it reasonable on balance to continue the slot using religious contributors only.  The 

Controller of Radio 4 explained that broadening the brief of Thought for the Day from 

Christian and other religions with significant UK membership would detract from the 

distinctiveness of the slot. He also stated that within Thought for the Day a careful balance is 

maintained of voices from different Christian denominations and other religions with 
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significant membership in the UK and that non-religious voices are heard elsewhere in Radio 

4 output. 

14.4. The Ninth Appellant wrote to the BBC Trust on 22 January 2009 to appeal the Controller of 

Radio 4's decision.  The Trust Unit replied on 6 February 2009, explaining that the complaint 

had been directed to the Director of BBC Audio and Music for a stage two reply.  The 

Director of BBC Audio and Music provided a stage 2 response to the Ninth Appellant on 5 

March 2009, rejecting his complaint.   He stated that the views expressed by the Controller of 

Radio 4 were those of the BBC and that he did not believe Thought for the Day contravened 

the BBC's editorial guidelines on bias and impartiality.  The Director of BBC Audio and 

Music referred to the balance achieved across other BBC programming but did not directly 

address the Ninth Appellant's suggestion that an separate unchallenged slot for atheists was 

necessary in order to achieve balance. 

Appeal to the Trust 

14.5. The Ninth Appellant wrote to the Trust on 14 March 2009 in order to appeal the stage two 

decision of the Director of BBC Audio and Music  and made the following points: 

a. the lack of an atheist slot equivalent to Thought for the Day is a breach of the Editorial 

Guideline on impartiality (specifically requirement to ensure the BBC avoid bias or an 

imbalance of views on controversial subjects); 

b. the slot is moderated for impartiality by a person from the BBC Religions & Ethics 

department and so the moderation is institutionally biased; 

c. contributors are allowed to disparage other beliefs including atheism (the appellant 

included a BBC transcript from Thought for the Day from 6 February 2009, which 

explores why religious belief might be preferred to humanist belief in the context of 

Ariane Sherine's humanist bus slogan campaign);  

d. the bias is not neutralised by virtue of the slot only being three minutes long; 

e. the theist / atheist debate is controversial; 

f. the views of religious contributors to Thought for the Day are given credence by their 

positioning in a flagship BBC news programme; 

g. the views of religious contributors to Thought for the Day are not challenged, subject to a 

right of reply or marked by any "health warning"; 

h. there is no equivalent unchallenged three minute atheist slot in Today (required to provide 

true balance). 
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14.6. The Ninth Appellant specifically complained that he had received standard replies at stages 

one and two of the complaints process.  This was a particular concern to the Ninth Appellant 

both as it indicated lack of engagement with his individual complaint and because the 

standard replies did not address his view that balance ought to be achieved by broadcasting a 

separate equivalent slot (as opposed to allowing non-religious contributors to participate in 

the same slot). 

14.7. Both Committees noted that the Ninth Appellant raised a number of concerns regarding the 

Trust's own handling of his appeal.   The Ninth Appellant raised the following specific issues: 

a. Having initially been advised that the ESC would consider his appeal, the appellant was 

then advised that the GAP would address his appeal in the context of the Public Purpose; 

b. The appellant was concerned that the Trust Unit recommendation to the ESC on handling 

did not appear to recognise that he is requesting an equivalent atheist slot rather than non-

religious voices on Thought for the Day.  He requested that the ESC consider the question 

of whether the Editorial Guidelines were engaged and asked the Trust to reconsider the 

question of whether the Public Purpose might be engaged; 

14.8. The appellant raised a concern that his appeal being heard alongside another might lead to a 

fudging of the issues raised and stated that he did not consider administrative convenience 

justified this approach.   

The findings of the ESC regarding the Ninth Appeal 

14.9. The ESC considered the issues within its terms of reference that had been raised by the Ninth 

Appellant on appeal and made the following findings: 

a. Firstly the ESC considered whether it was appropriate to hear this appeal in the same 

sitting as the other appeals on this issue.  

As the Ninth Appeal raised similar issues to the other eleven appeals submitted for 

consideration, the ESC agreed that it was appropriate to reach a finding on the Ninth 

Appeal at the same sitting as the others and that it raised no issues requiring it to be 

heard separately.   

b. The ESC then considered the Executive handling of this case at stages one and two of the 

complaints process and whether it might amount to a breach of the Editorial Guideline on 

Accountability, the Complaints Framework or procedure for consideration of editorial 

complaints?  

The ESC upheld on the basis that a core issue raised by the Ninth Appellant (that the 

BBC should broadcast an equivalent unchallenged atheist slot in the Today 
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programme) was not decided upon by the Executive at stages one and two of the 

complaints process.   

The ESC did not find that the responses received by the Ninth Appellant were in any 

other way inappropriate or breached  the Editorial Guideline on Accountability or 

procedure for consideration of editorial complaints or of the Complaints Framework. 

c. The ESC considered whether the Guideline on impartiality applies to the issues raised by 

the appellant and, if so, what due impartiality requires in this case. 

The ESC found that Thought for the Day is a stand alone strand and a reflection on 

the issues of the day from a faith perspective.  It  concluded that Thought for the Day is 

religious in content. The ESC noted that the Ninth Appellant had questioned the 

positioning of the Thought for the Day slot.  The ESC agreed that, although featured 

within a news programme and engaged with topical issues, Thought for the Day is a 

reflection on those issues from a faith perspective rather than an opinion or editorial 

piece and so the approach to due impartiality had to be adequate and appropriate to 

such a slot. The ESC found that due impartiality in this context did not require the 

more rigorous approach to due impartiality expected of news and current affairs.  Due 

impartiality does, however, apply to the slot's content and will vary according to the 

subject under discussion. 

The ESC noted the points that the Ninth Appellant had made regarding the 

controversial nature of religious belief and opinion.  However, the ESC did not agree 

that due impartiality requires the expression of religious belief to be treated in and of 

itself as controversial.  

The ESC noted that the Ninth Appellant's view that the BBC gives credence to religious 

views and gives them the status of statements of fact by featuring the Thought for the 

Day slot in the Today programme and by not providing a right of reply within the slot 

(or elsewhere).  The ESC confirmed its view that due impartiality and accuracy do not 

require the BBC to state when reporting religious belief that such beliefs are not 

accepted as fact by all licence-fee payers.  Further, the ESC did not agree that the 

positioning of the slot might mislead audiences as to the nature of the content.  The 

ESC was satisfied that audiences expect a faith perspective on the issue discussed in 

Thought for the Day.   

The ESC found that the Thought for the Day slot deals with widely disparate issues 

from one programme to the next linked as a strand with a common title.  The ESC 

found that the BBC need not necessarily ensure a balance of contributors to Thought 

for the Day in order to achieve due impartiality.  It noted that due impartiality on any 

given subject matter (and particularly controversial subject matters) should normally be 
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achieved within each Thought for the Day slot or (normally explicitly) across two or 

three slots.  The ESC accepted that in some cases it might be acceptable to meet the 

requirements of due impartiality on a particular subject by reference to the Today 

programme as a whole but stated that this would have to be judged on a case by case 

basis.   

d. The ESC considered whether it is or is not appropriate for the BBC Religion & Ethics 

department to be involved in the production of Thought for the Day or the review of its 

scripts. 

The ESC did not agree that it is inappropriate for the BBC Religion & Ethics 

department to be involved in the production of Thought for the Day or the review of its 

scripts. 

e. The ESC considered whether contributors to Thought for the Day should or should not be 

allowed to disparage other beliefs (and whether a contributor were to disparage another's 

belief it would amount to a breach of the Editorial Guidelines). 

The ESC agreed that future complaints about comments made by contributors to 

Thought for the Day regarding non-religious beliefs should be considered as and when 

they arise  against the requirements of the BBC Editorial Guidelines.   

The ESC noted the examples given by the Ninth Appellant of particular broadcasts 

which he considered amounted to a breach of the Editorial Guidelines. The ESC stated 

that it would consider content complaints as they arise in order to determine whether a 

particular broadcast stepped outside of the stated remit and / or the content featured 

breached a particular BBC Editorial Guideline. The ESC noted that complaints 

regarding content must be made within the appropriate time limits set down by the 

editorial appeals process. 

f. The ESC considered whether Thought for the Day breached any other Editorial 

Guidelines.   

The ESC concluded that Thought for the Day did not breach any other Editorial 

Guidelines. 

g. The ESC considered whether any remedial action is required in this case.  

The ESC did not consider that any remedial action is required in this case.  

The ESC stated that it is a question of editorial discretion for the Executive as to 

whether a slot commenting on an issue of the day from a faith perspective should be 

featured in BBC programming.   

ESC FINDING  - UPHELD REGARDING COMPLAINTS HANDLING 
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- OTHERWISE NOT UPHELD 

The findings of the GAP regarding the Ninth Appeal 

14.10. The GAP considered the issues within its terms of reference that had been raised by the Ninth 

Appellant on appeal and made the following findings: 

a. The GAP considered whether it was appropriate to hear this appeal in the same sitting as 

the other appeals.  

The GAP agreed that as the Ninth Appeal raised similar issues to the other eleven 

appeals submitted for consideration, that it was appropriate to decide the Ninth Appeal 

at the same sitting as the others and that it raised no issues requiring it to be heard 

separately.   

b. The GAP considered whether the Executive handling at stages one and two of the 

complaints process of issues in this case might amount to a breach of the Complaints 

Framework or procedure for consideration of general complaints.  

The GAP upheld on the basis that a core issue raised by the Ninth Appellant (that the 

BBC should broadcast an equivalent unchallenged atheist slot in the Today 

programme) was not decided upon by the Executive at stages one and two of the 

complaints process.   

The GAP did not find that the responses received by the Ninth Appellant were in any 

other way inappropriate or breached the procedure for the consideration of general 

complaints or the Complaints Framework. 

c. The GAP considered whether a slot exclusively for religious contributors is consistent 

with the Public Purposes. 

The GAP found that the Public Purpose requirements and existing underlying Public 

Purpose Remit and Plan do not limit or prevent the BBC broadcasting religious content 

that excludes non-religious contributors.   

d. The GAP considered whether the Executive is meeting the Public Purpose Remit and 

Purpose Plan by featuring non-religious content in mainstream programming. 

The GAP concluded that the BBC's approach to featuring non-religious content and 

contributors in mainstream programming is consistent with the BBC Public Purpose 

Remit to reflect religious and other beliefs. 

e. The GAP considered whether there had been a breach of the Public Purpose, 

The GAP concluded that there had not been a breach of the Public Purpose in this 

case. 

f. The GAP considered whether any remedial action is required in this case. 
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The GAP did not consider that any remedial action is required in this case.  

GAP FINDING - UPHELD REGARDING COMPLAINTS HANDLING 

- OTHERWISE NOT UPHELD 

15. TENTH APPELLANT 

15.1. The Tenth Appeal was received by the Trust on 16 March 2009.  The Tenth Appellant 

requested a decision as to whether Thought for the Day actively discriminates against 

participants on the basis of their religion or belief. 

Stage one and two complaints to the Executive 

15.2. The Tenth Appellant wrote to the BBC to complain about the lack of impartiality and editorial 

integrity shown in some Radio 4 programmes and specifically Thought for the Day / the 

Today programme (referred to as strand one of his appeal).  The Tenth Appellant also 

complained about other matters (referred to as strand two of his appeal). 

15.3. BBC Complaints replied to strand one of the Tenth Appellant's complaint on 3 February 

2009, referring the Tenth Appellant to the Controller of Radio 4's 7 January 2009 statement to 

iPM as an answer to his concerns regarding Thought for the Day. This stated that he 

considered it reasonable on balance to continue the slot using religious contributors only.  The 

Controller of Radio 4 explained that broadening the brief of Thought for the Day from 

Christian and other religions with significant UK membership would detract from the 

distinctiveness of the slot. He also stated that within Thought for the Day a careful balance is 

maintained of voices from different Christian denominations and other religions with 

significant membership in the UK and that non-religious voices are heard elsewhere in Radio 

4 output. 

15.4. The Tenth Appellant wrote to the Trust on 2 February 2009 (received 4 February 2009) to 

complain that he had received no response from the Executive to his complaint and to raise 

the question as to whether the BBC editorial policy on Thought for the Day might breach the 

Equality Act 2006 by discriminating against people on the basis of their religion.  The Trust 

Unit replied on 6 February 2009 explaining that the Tenth Appellant must progress his 

complaint through stages one and two of the process before the Trust could address it. 

15.5. The Tenth Appellant escalated his complaint to stage two by letter dated 7 February 2009.  

BBC Complaints sent a holding letter to the Tenth Appellant confirming that the complaint 

had been escalated on 3 March 2009. The Director of BBC Audio and Music provided a stage 

two response on strand one of the complaint to the Tenth Appellant on 5 March 2009, 

rejecting his complaint.   He stated that the views expressed by the Controller of Radio 4 were 



 

 47 

those of the BBC and that he did not believe Thought for the Day contravened the BBC's 

editorial guidelines on bias and impartiality. The Director of BBC Audio and Music referred 

to the balance achieved across other BBC programming but did not directly address the Tenth 

Appellant's suggestion that an separate unchallenged slot for atheists was necessary in order 

to achieve balance. 

Appeal to the Trust 

15.6. The Tenth Appellant wrote to the Trust to appeal the Director of BBC Audio and Music's 

stage two decision of 11 March 2009 (received 16 March 2009) and raised two broad issues 

regarding Thought for the Day and complaints handling: 

a. Thought for the Day actively discriminates against participants on the basis of their 

religion or belief (and specifically humanists); 

b. The time taken to investigate the complaint at stages one and two indicates a failure to 

take the complaint seriously and the responses provided indicated a failure to investigate 

concerns on other matters. 

15.7. The Trust referred the complaints that had not previously been considered and referred back 

to the Executive in order that a decision should be made on these issues.  Therefore the 

Committees only addressed the complaint made regarding the general policy of Thought for 

the Day and the question as to whether the slot does actively discriminate against participants 

on the basis of their religion or belief (and specifically against humanists).  Should the Tenth 

Appellant choose to appeal the Executive's decision upon the other matter then this would be 

brought to the ESC's attention in due course. 

The findings of the ESC regarding the Tenth Appeal 

15.8. The ESC considered the issues within its terms of reference that had been raised by the Tenth 

Appellant on appeal and made the following findings: 

a. The ESC considered whether the Executive handling of any of the appeals at stages one 

and two of the complaints process might amount to a breach of the Editorial Guideline on 

Accountability, the Complaints Framework or procedure for consideration of editorial 

complaints.  

The ESC considered that the replies received by the Tenth Appellant at stages one and 

two of the complaints process had been appropriate and did not find that any breach of 

the Editorial Guideline on Accountability or procedure for consideration of editorial 

complaints or of the Complaints Framework had been established in this case. 
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b. The ESC considered whether the Guideline on impartiality applies to the issues raised by 

the Tenth Appellant and, if so, what due impartiality requires in this case? 

The ESC found that Thought for the Day is a stand alone strand and a reflection on 

the issues of the day from a faith perspective.  It  concluded that Thought for the Day is 

religious in content   The ESC confirmed that the approach to due impartiality had to 

be adequate and appropriate to such a slot. The ESC found that due impartiality in this 

context does not require the more rigorous approach to due impartiality expected of 

news and current affairs.  Due impartiality did, however, apply to the slot's content and 

will vary according to the subject under discussion.   

The ESC did not agree that the fact that the choice of contributors to Thought for the 

Day is limited to those of religious faith amounts, in itself, to a breach of due  

impartiality.  The ESC added that, whilst it may be acceptable for contributors to reflect 

on topical issues, in cases where a position is given on a controversial subject then it is 

probable that due impartiality will require that an appropriate balance is achieved.   

c. The ESC considered whether Thought for the Day breached any other Editorial 

Guidelines. 

The ESC concluded that Thought for the Day did not breach any other Editorial 

Guidelines. 

d. The ESC considered whether  any remedial action is required in this case 

The ESC did not consider that any remedial action is required in this case.  

The ESC stated that it is a question of editorial discretion for the Executive as to 

whether a slot commenting on an issue of the day from a faith perspective should be 

featured in BBC programming.   

ESC FINDING - NOT UPHELD 

The findings of the GAP regarding the Tenth Appeal 

15.9. The GAP considered the issues within its terms of reference that had been raised by the Tenth 

Appellant on appeal and made the following findings: 

a. The GAP considered whether the Executive handling at stages one and two of the 

complaints process in this case might amount to a breach of the Complaints Framework 

or procedure for consideration of general complaints.  

The GAP concluded that the replies received by the Tenth Appellant at stages one and 

two of the complaints process had been appropriate and did not find that any breach of 

the of the procedure for the consideration of general complaints or of the Complaints 

Framework had been established in this case. 
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b. The GAP considered whether a slot exclusively for religious contributors is consistent 

with the Public Purposes 

The GAP found that the Public Purpose requirements and existing underlying Public 

Purpose Remit and Plan do not limit or prevent the BBC broadcasting religious content 

that excludes non-religious contributors.   

c. The GAP considered whether the Executive is meeting the Public Purpose Remit and 

Purpose Plan by featuring non-religious content in mainstream programming. 

The GAP concluded that the BBC's approach to featuring non-religious content and 

contributors in mainstream programming is consistent with the BBC Public Purpose 

Remit to reflect religious and other beliefs. 

d. The GAP considered whether there had been a breach of the Public Purpose. 

The GAP concluded that there had not been a breach of the Public Purpose in this 

case. 

e. The GAP considered whether the exclusion of non-religious commentators on Thought 

for the Day amounts to discrimination of those with a non-religious perspective within the 

law. 

The GAP noted the findings of the ESC that the content and remit of Thought for the 

Day is religious and that the BBC is entitled as a matter of editorial discretion to 

feature religious programming in the UK Public Services.  The GAP also noted the 

independent and privileged legal view obtained for the Trust on the application of law 

in this context. 

The GAP did not agree on the basis of the information provided to it that the exclusion 

of non-religious commentators on Thought for the Day amounts to discrimination and 

unfair treatment of those with a non-religious perspective within the law. 

f. The GAP considered whether any remedial action is required in this case. 

The GAP did not consider that any remedial action is required in this case.  

GAP FINDING - NOT UPHELD 

16. ELEVENTH   APPELLANT 

16.1. The Eleventh Appeal was submitted to the Trust on 1 January 2009 and was clarified by the 

Eleventh Appellant, following an exchange of correspondence with the Trust, by email on 19 

March 2009.  The Eleventh Appellant challenged the BBC's policy on non-religious 

programming. 

Stage one and two complaints to the Executive 
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16.2. The Eleventh Appellant has written to the BBC on a number of occasions regarding the 

provision of programming for non-religious licence fee payers, the most recent 

correspondence on the issue having been exchanged in May 2008.   

16.3. The Eleventh Appellant expressed the view in his complaints that the BBC avoided the non-

religious sector and has a set religious preference.  He added that the explicit exclusion of 

non-religious contributors from Thought for the Day amounted to both legal discrimination 

and an insult. The Eleventh Appellant stated that the non-religious sector ought to have at 

least one dedicated programme (rather than non-religious perspectives being dealt with in 

religious programming such as Beyond Belief).  The Eleventh Appellant added that, were the 

BBC to produce non-religious output, he would prefer it not to be produced by the BBC 

Religion and Ethics department as they have an institutionalised religious bias.  The Eleventh 

Appellant queried why there is no Editorial Guideline on non-religious belief when there is 

such a guideline on religion. 

16.4. The Eleventh Appellant wrote to the Trust Unit on 5 October 2008, repeating his substantive 

concerns regarding non-religious programming. The Eleventh Appellant noted that he had 

attempted to progress a complaint through BBC Information but had not received responses 

addressing the substance of his concerns.   

16.5. The Trust Unit replied to the Eleventh Appellant on 3 November 2008, explaining that the 

BBC is required to offer programming covering religious and non-religious views by the BBC 

Charter and Public Purposes.  However, it noted that the complaint had not received a stage 

two response and so referred it back to the Executive for handling prior to being considered 

by the Trust on appeal. 

16.6. The then Head of BBC Religion and Ethics, wrote to the appellant on 11 November 2008 

regarding his complaint that the BBC lacked non-religious programming.  He noted that the 

vast majority of BBC output had nothing to do with religion (citing Newsnight, Any 

Questions, Question Time etc).  He stated that to open participation on Thought for the Day to 

non-religious contributors would make the slot a personal opinion piece. 

Appeal to the Trust 

16.7. The Eleventh Appellant wrote to the Trust Unit on 1 January 2009, reiterating his complaint 

that the BBC does not provide specific output for non-religious licence-fee payers and 

repeating his view that the BBC's approach amounts to discrimination and a breach of human 

rights law.  He specifically challenged the view that the secular programming referred to by 

the Executive met the brief of non-religious output. 
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16.8. The Trust Unit confirmed by letter dated 23 January 2009 that the Trust would consider the 

Eleventh Appeal.  Following an exchange of correspondence and calls with the Trust Unit, the 

Eleventh Appellant emailed to confirm the grounds of his appeal on 19 March 2009.  The 

substantive points that he raised are as follows: 

a. The BBC does not broadcast programming specifically and solely for non-religious 

persons; 

b. The BBC does not meet the "other beliefs" part of its remit (in particular, the BBC does 

not let the non-religious contributors to programming convey their views and prevents 

them from doing so in quite a number of different ways, some not so subtle, in an 

apparently deliberate way); 

c. The BBC's editorial policy, illustrated by Thought for the Day, is discriminatory; 

d. The programming referred to by the Executive as providing balance does not in fact do so 

(Moral Maze and In Our Time, as examples, both having a history of promoting religion); 

e. Programming featuring non-religious beliefs present such beliefs as inferior to or 

otherwise in opposition to religious beliefs. 

16.9. The Trust Unit confirmed to the Eleventh Appellant on 14 April 2009 that it had referred the 

issues raised by his appeal relevant to the Public Purpose back to the Executive for a further 

response.  BBC Controller of Knowledge and Commissioning, replied on 17 June 2009.  He 

explained that the vast majority of BBC programming is secular and acknowledged that the 

actual concept of lack of belief was rarely the exclusive focus of BBC output but often 

addressed in the context of religious output (referring to Sunday, Beyond Belief and Moral 

Maze - as well as Belief on Radio 3, Around the World in 80 Faiths on BBC Two and The Big 

Questions on BBC One).  He stated that there are good arguments to support the approach of 

featuring non-religious perspectives within religious programming rather than within 

unchallenged slots or programmes.   

16.10. The Eleventh Appellant forwarded the reply to the Trust Unit on 9 July 2009, stating that he 

found the reply spurious and disingenuous and added specific comments on each paragraph of 

the reply.  The Eleventh Appellant stated that licence-fee payers are entitled to be informed of 

other beliefs and that the reply ignored the legal requirements set by human rights law / public 

service broadcasting legislation.  He added that non-religious beliefs were entitled to similar 

unchallenged representation as features in "factious" programming such as A Seaside Parish 

(noting that he did not ask for the cancellation of religious programming but simply a fair 

equivalent). 
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16.11. The Eleventh Appellant wrote to the Trust Unit on 27 August 2009 to request whether he 

might be present to witness the Committee deliberations on 5 November (both as a witness 

and so as to answer any questions).  

The findings of the ESC regarding the Eleventh Appeal 

16.12. The ESC considered the issues within its terms of reference that had been raised by the 

Eleventh Appellant on appeal and made the following findings: 

a. Firstly the ESC considered whether an oral hearing (that is with the presence of the BBC 

management and the appellant) was required in this case. 

The ESC agreed that it did not consider that it would be assisted by an oral hearing. 

b. The ESC considered whether the Executive handling of this case at stages one and two of 

the complaints process might amount to a breach of the Editorial Guideline on 

Accountability, the Complaints Framework or procedure for consideration of editorial 

complaints.  

The ESC concluded that the replies received by the Eleventh Appellant at stages one 

and two of the complaints process had been appropriate and did not find that any 

breach of the Editorial Guideline on Accountability or procedure for consideration of 

editorial complaints or of the Complaints Framework had been established in this case. 

c. The ESC considered whether the Guideline on impartiality applies to the issues raised by 

the appellant and, if so, what due impartiality requires in this case. 

The ESC did not agree that religious content must be balanced within a particular 

programme by the expression of non-religious views or by an equivalent non-religious 

programme elsewhere. 

The ESC found that due impartiality applies to religious output but due impartiality 

does not require that the content should be described as an expression of opinion or 

that it requires a right of reply (unless the slot was dealing with a subject in a way 

where this would normally be required, for example because allegations had been made 

of wrong doing, iniquity or incompetence or because a strong and damaging critique of 

an individual or institution had been laid out). 

The ESC did not agree that due impartiality requires the expression of religious beliefs 

to be considered in and of themselves controversial.   

The ESC did not agree that the fact that the choice of contributors for Thought for the 

Day is limited to those of religious faith amounts, in itself,  to a breach of the BBC 

Editorial Guideline on impartiality.  The ESC added that, whilst it may be acceptable 

for religious contributors to reflect on topical issues, in cases where a position is given 
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on a controversial subject then it is probable that due impartiality will require that an 

appropriate balance is achieved.   

d. The ESC considered whether the exclusion of non-religious commentators on Thought for 

the Day amounts to discrimination and unfair treatment of those with a non-religious 

perspective within the context of the Editorial Guidelines. 

The ESC did not agree that the exclusion of non-religious commentators on Thought 

for the Day amounts to discrimination and unfair treatment of those with a non-

religious perspective within the context of the Editorial Guidelines. 

e. The ESC considered whether Thought for the Day breached any other Editorial 

Guidelines. 

The ESC concluded that Thought for the Day did not breach other Editorial 

Guidelines. 

f. The ESC considered whether any remedial action is required in this case.   

The ESC did not consider that any remedial action is required in this case.  

The ESC stated that it is a question of editorial discretion for the Executive as to how 

religious and non-religious views and contributors are featured in BBC programming.   

ESC FINDING - NOT UPHELD 

The findings of the GAP regarding the Eleventh Appeal 

16.13. The GAP considered the issues within its terms of reference that had been raised by the 

Eleventh Appellant on appeal and made the following findings: 

a. Firstly the GAP considered whether an oral hearing was required in this case? 

The GAP agreed that it did not consider that it would be assisted by an oral hearing. 

b. The GAP considered whether that the Executive handling at stages one and two of the 

complaints process of issues in this case  might amount to a breach of the Complaints 

Framework or procedure for consideration of general complaints. 

The GAP concluded that the replies received by the Eleventh Appellant at stages one 

and two of the complaints process had been appropriate and did not find that any 

breach of the procedure for consideration of general complaints or of  the Complaints 

Framework had been established in this case. 

c. The GAP considered whether a slot exclusively for religious contributors is consistent 

with the Public Purposes. 
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The GAP found that the Public Purpose requirements and existing underlying Public 

Purpose Remit and Plan do not limit or prevent the BBC broadcasting religious content 

that excludes non-religious contributors.   

d. The GAP considered whether the Executive is meeting the Public Purpose Remit and 

Purpose Plan by featuring non-religious content in mainstream programming. 

The GAP concluded that the BBC's approach to featuring non-religious content and 

contributors in mainstream programming is consistent with the BBC Public Purpose 

Remit to reflect religious and other beliefs. 

e. The GAP considered whether there had been a breach of the Public Purpose. 

The GAP concluded that there had not been a breach of the Public Purpose in this 

case. 

f. The GAP considered whether the exclusion of non-religious commentators on Thought 

for the Day amounts to discrimination and unfair treatment of those with a non-religious 

perspective within the law. 

The GAP noted the findings of the ESC that the content and remit of Thought for the 

Day is religious and that the BBC is entitled as a matter of editorial discretion to 

feature religious programming in the UK Public Services.  The GAP also noted the 

independent and privileged legal view obtained for the Trust on the application of law 

in this context. 

The GAP did not agree on the basis of the information provided to it that the exclusion 

of non-religious commentators on Thought for the Day amounts to discrimination and 

unfair treatment of those with a non-religious perspective within the law. 

g. The GAP considered whether any remedial action is required in this case 

The GAP did not consider that any remedial action is required in this case.  

GAP FINDING - NOT UPHELD 

17. TWELFTH  APPELLANT 

17.1. The Twelfth Appeal was submitted to the Trust on 4 May 2009.  The Twelfth Appellant 

challenged the exclusion of non-religious contributors from Thought for the Day. 

Stage one and two complaints to the Executive 

17.2. The Twelfth Appellant submitted a stage one complaint regarding Thought for the Day on 4 

January 2009.  He stated that Thought for the Day is incongruous in a news programme and 

that denying non-religious people a right to have their say on Thought for the Day is wrong 

and contrary to the Editorial Guideline on impartiality.  He also asserted that he considered 
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the religions featured to be deeply offensive to those who believe in human dignity and 

essential, basic freedoms.  He stated that the slot should either be stopped or a non-faith-based 

opinion be heard in the slot.  

17.3. The Controller of Radio 4 replied to the Twelfth Appellant on 9 January 2009, repeating the 

statement made to iPM on 7 January 2009. This stated that he considered it reasonable on 

balance to continue the slot using religious contributors only.  The Controller of Radio 4 

explained that broadening the brief of Thought for the Day from Christian and other religions 

with significant UK membership would detract from the distinctiveness of the slot. He also 

stated that within Thought for the Day a careful balance is maintained of voices from different 

Christian denominations and other religions with significant membership in the UK and that 

non-religious voices are heard elsewhere in Radio 4 output. 

17.4. The Twelfth Appellant submitted a stage two complaint on 10 January 2009.  He did not 

accept the suggestion that balancing religious contributors nor that featuring non-religious 

voices in other programming achieved actual balance.   The Twelfth Appellant objected to the 

implication that a non-faith perspective might affect the spiritual nature of the slot.   He also 

stated that religious contributors were being afforded a privilege that non-religious 

contributors were not by being given an unchallenged opportunity to speak.   

17.5. The Twelfth Appellant chased for a response in February and received holding responses 

from the Executive on 27 February 2009 and 11 March 2009.  The Director of BBC Audio 

and Music provided a stage 2 response to the appellant on 18 March 2009, rejecting his 

complaint.   He stated that the views expressed by the Controller of Radio 4 were those of the 

BBC and that he did not believe Thought for the Day to contravene the BBC's editorial 

guidelines on bias and impartiality. The Director of BBC Audio and Music referred to the 

balance achieved across other BBC programming but did not directly address the Twelfth 

Appellant's suggestion that an separate unchallenged slot for atheists was necessary in order 

to achieve balance. 

17.6. The Twelfth Appellant emailed the Director of BBC Audio and Music on 22 March 2009 to 

state that he remained dissatisfied.  He questioned why the BBC seemed to believe that to 

balance "secular concerns" we need to hear from someone with a religious viewpoint.  He 

added that, if the purpose of Thought for the Day is to provoke thought and reflect upon 

events, then why are humanist and non-faith voices not heard? 

17.7. The Twelfth Appellant chased for a response on 4 May 2009 and was informed on 20 May 

that the Trust had no record of a stage 3 response being submitted.  The Executive sent a 

further email on 20 May 2009, explaining the complaints process and copying the Trust so 
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that the matter might be progressed.  Due to administrative oversight, the Trust Unit did not 

register that the complaint had been submitted to stage three and so did not action further 

consideration of the matter until 20 October 2009. 

Appeal to the Trust 

17.8. The Trust Unit emailed the Twelfth Appellant on 20 October 2009 to address the handling of 

his appeal.  That email set out the Trust Unit understanding of the issues raised by the appeal, 

namely that: 

a. Thought for the Day does not meet the Editorial Guideline on Impartiality because it 

excludes non-religious contributors; 

b. the appeal does not raise any other issue regarding a particular broadcast of Thought 

for the Day or to say that it breaches other Guidelines or laws; 

c. the appeal does not raise any other ground of challenge, for example regarding the 

handling of the complaint by the Executive or by the Trust. 

17.9. The Twelfth Appellant replied on 20 October 2009 to confirm that he would like his appeal as 

summarised by the Trust Unit to be considered by the Committees on 5 November and that he 

objected to the fact that Thought for the Day welcomes only people of religious viewpoints as 

contributors.  

The findings of the ESC regarding the Twelfth Appeal 

17.10. The ESC considered the issues within its terms of reference that had been raised by the 

Twelfth Appellant on appeal and made the following findings: 

a. The ESC considered whether the Guideline on impartiality applies to the issues raised 

by the appellant and, if so, what due impartiality requires in this case. 

The ESC found that Thought for the Day is a stand alone strand and a reflection 

on the issues of the day from a faith perspective.  It  concluded that Thought for the 

Day is religious in content   The ESC confirmed that the approach to due 

impartiality had to be adequate and appropriate to such a slot. The ESC found that 

due impartiality in this context does not require the more rigorous approach to due 

impartiality expected of news and current affairs.  Due impartiality does, however, 

apply to the slot's content and will vary according to the subject under discussion.   

The ESC did not agree that the fact that the choice of contributors for Thought for 

the Day is limited to those of religious faith amounts, in itself, to a breach of due 

impartiality.  The ESC added that, whilst it may be acceptable for contributors to 

reflect on topical issues, in cases where a position is given on a controversial 
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subject  it is probable that due impartiality will require that an appropriate balance 

is achieved.   

b. The ESC considered whether the exclusion of non-religious commentators on 

Thought for the Day amounts to discrimination and unfair treatment of those with a 

non-religious perspective within the context of the Editorial Guidelines. 

The ESC concluded that the exclusion of non-religious commentators on Thought 

for the Day did not amount to discrimination and unfair treatment of those with a 

non-religious perspective within the context of the Editorial Guidelines. 

c. The ESC considered whether Thought for the Day breached any other Editorial 

Guidelines. 

The ESC concluded that Thought for the Day did not breach any other Editorial 

Guidelines. 

d. The ESC considered whether  any remedial action is required in this case and 

considered the following points made by the appellant that: 

i. Thought for the Day should be cancelled; or 

ii. Non-religious contributors should be allowed to participate in Thought for the 

Day. 

The ESC did not consider that any remedial action is required in this case.  

The ESC stated that it is a question of editorial discretion for the Executive as to 

whether a slot commenting on an issue of the day from a faith perspective should 

be featured in BBC programming.   

ESC FINDING - NOT UPHELD 

The findings of the GAP regarding the Twelfth Appeal 

17.11. The GAP considered the issues within its terms of reference that had been raised by the 

Twelfth Appellant on appeal and made the following findings: 

a. The GAP considered whether a slot exclusively for religious contributors is consistent 

with the Public Purposes. 

The GAP found that the Public Purpose requirements and existing underlying Public 

Purpose Remit and Plan do not limit or prevent the BBC broadcasting religious content 

that excludes non-religious contributors.   

b. The GAP considered whether the Executive is meeting the Public Purpose Remit and 

Purpose Plan by featuring non-religious content in mainstream programming. 
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The GAP considered that the BBC's approach to featuring non-religious content and 

contributors in mainstream programming is consistent with the BBC Public Purpose 

Remit to reflect religious and other beliefs. 

c. The GAP considered whether there had been a breach of the Public Purpose. 

The GAP concluded there had not been a breach of the Public Purpose in this case. 

d. The GAP considered whether the exclusion of non-religious commentators on Thought 

for the Day amounts to discrimination and unfair treatment of those with a non-religious 

perspective within the law. 

The GAP noted the findings of the ESC that the content and remit of Thought for the 

Day is religious and that the BBC is entitled as a matter of editorial discretion to 

feature religious programming in the UK Public Services.  The GAP also noted the 

independent and privileged legal view obtained for the Trust on the application of law 

in this context. 

The GAP did not agree on the basis of the information provided to it that the exclusion 

of non-religious commentators on Thought for the Day amounts to discrimination and 

unfair treatment of those with a non-religious perspective within the law. 

e. The GAP considered whether  any remedial action is required in this case and considered 

the following points made by the appellant that: 

i. Thought for the Day should be cancelled; or 

ii. Non-religious contributors should be allowed to participate in Thought for the 

Day. 

The GAP did not consider that any remedial action is required in this case.  

GAP FINDING - NOT UPHELD 
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APPENDIX ONE 
EXTRACTS FROM THE BBC EDITORIAL GUIDELINES 

 
The BBC Editorial Guidelines can be accessed in full at: 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/guidelines/editorialguidelines/ 
 
 
Religion 
 
Introduction 
 
The BBC respects the fundamental human right to exercise freedom of thought, conscience and 
religion, this includes an individual's freedom to worship, teach, practise and observe. At the same 
time, we recognise our duty to protect the vulnerable and avoid unjustified offence or likely harm. We 
aim to achieve this by ensuring our output is not used to denigrate the beliefs of others.  

Religion editorial principles 

We will ensure that the beliefs and practices of the great world faiths are described accurately and 
impartially.  

We will ensure the religious views and beliefs of an individual, a religion or religious denomination 
are not misrepresented, abused or discriminated against, as judged against generally accepted 
standards.  

We will reflect an awareness of the religious sensitivity of references to, or uses of, names, images, 
the historic deities, rituals, scriptures and language at the heart of the different faiths and ensure that 
any use of, or verbal or visual reference to them are treated with care and editorially justified. 
Examples include the Crucifixion, Holy Communion, the Koran, and the Jewish Sabbath.  

We will respect the religious sensitivity surrounding the observance of holy days and the principal 
festivals of the various faiths so that unnecessary offence is avoided by material that might be more 
acceptable at other times.  

In output dealing with the religious views and/or beliefs of a religion or religious denomination as the 
central subject, we should make clear both the identity of the faith and the purpose of the output. It 
should not be used to recruit. Contributors should not be allowed to undermine or denigrate the 
religious beliefs of others. 

We should treat any claims made in our religious programmes for the special powers or abilities of a 
living person or group, with due objectivity. Such claims should not be made when significant 
numbers of children may be expected to be watching television or when children are particularly 
likely to be listening to the radio, or in online content likely to appeal to a high proportion of children. 

Comedy and satire always have the potential for offence. Specialist advice is available from the 
Religion and Ethics department and from colleagues in the World Service as well as Editorial Policy. 

 
Impartiality & Diversity of Opinion 
 
Introduction 

Impartiality lies at the heart of the BBC's commitment to its audiences. It applies across all of our 
services and output, whatever the format, from radio news bulletins via our web sites to our 
commercial magazines and includes a commitment to reflecting a diversity of opinion. 
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The Agreement accompanying the BBC's Charter requires us to produce comprehensive, authoritative 
and impartial coverage of news and current affairs in the UK and throughout the world to support fair 
and informed debate. It specifies that we should do all we can to treat controversial subjects with due 
accuracy and impartiality in our news services and other programmes dealing with matters of public 
policy or of political or industrial controversy. It also states that the BBC is forbidden from expressing 
an opinion on current affairs or matters of public policy other than broadcasting. 

Special considerations apply during the campaign periods for elections. 

In practice, our commitment to impartiality means: 

• we seek to provide a properly balanced service consisting of a wide range of subject matter 
and views broadcast over an appropriate time scale across all our output. We take particular 
care when dealing with political or industrial controversy or major matters relating to current 
public policy.  

• we strive to reflect a wide range of opinion and explore a range and conflict of views so that 
no significant strand of thought is knowingly unreflected or under represented.  

• we exercise our editorial freedom to produce content about any subject, at any point on the 
spectrum of debate as long as there are good editorial reasons for doing so.  

• we can explore or report on a specific aspect of an issue or provide an opportunity for a single 
view to be expressed, but in doing so we do not misrepresent opposing views. They may also 
require a right of reply.  

• we must ensure we avoid bias or an imbalance of views on controversial subjects.  

• the approach to, and tone of, BBC stories must always reflect our editorial values. Presenters, 
reporters and correspondents are the public face and voice of the BBC, they can have a 
significant impact on the perceptions of our impartiality.  

• our journalists and presenters, including those in news and current affairs, may provide 
professional judgments but may not express personal opinions on matters of public policy or 
political or industrial controversy. Our audiences should not be able to tell from BBC 
programmes or other BBC output the personal views of our journalists and presenters on such 
matters.  

• we offer artists, writers and entertainers scope for individual expression in drama, arts and 
entertainment and we seek to reflect a wide range of talent and perspective.  

• we will sometimes need to report on or interview people whose views may cause serious 
offence to many in our audiences. We must be convinced, after appropriate referral, that a 
clear public interest outweighs the possible offence.  

• we must rigorously test contributors expressing contentious views during an interview whilst 
giving them a fair chance to set out their full response to our questions.  

• we should not automatically assume that academics and journalists from other organisations 
are impartial and make it clear to our audience when contributors are associated with a 
particular viewpoint.  

Achieving impartiality 
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Impartiality must be adequate and appropriate to our output. Our approach to achieving it will 
therefore vary according to the nature of the subject, the type of output, the likely audience 
expectation and the extent to which the content and approach is signposted to our audiences. 

Impartiality is described in the Agreement as "due impartiality". It requires us to be fair and open 
minded when examining the evidence and weighing all the material facts, as well as being objective 
and even handed in our approach to a subject. It does not require the representation of every argument 
or facet of every argument on every occasion or an equal division of time for each view. 

News, in whatever form, must be presented with due impartiality. 

Controversial subjects 

In the United Kingdom controversial subjects are issues of significance for the whole of the country, 
such as elections, or highly contentious new legislation on the eve of a crucial Commons vote, or a 
UK wide public sector strike. 

In the nations and regions of the UK, controversial subjects are those which have considerable impact 
on the nation or region. They include political or industrial issues or events which are the subject of 
intense debate or relate to a policy under discussion or already decided by local government. 

In the global context, some controversial subjects such as national elections or referendums will 
obviously have varying degrees of global significance but will be of great sensitivity in that country or 
region in which they are taking place. We should always remember that much of the BBC's output is 
now available in most countries across the world. 

We must ensure a wide range of significant views and perspectives are given due weight in the period 
during which a controversial subject is active. Opinion should be clearly distinguished from fact. 
When the issues involved are highly controversial and/or a decisive moment in the controversy is 
expected we will sometimes need to ensure that all of the main views are reflected in our output. This 
may mean featuring them in a single programme, or even a single item. 

BBC online sites covering controversial subjects may offer links to external sites which, taken 
together, represent a reasonable range of views about the subject. We should normally try to ensure 
that when we link to third party sites this does not give strong grounds for concern that this breaches 
the law or the BBC Editorial Guidelines on harm and offence. 

Any approach by a government department to relay official messages or information films which 
involve a degree of public or political controversy must be referred to Chief Adviser Politics. 

Where BBC content or the BBC is the story 

Our reporting must remain accurate, impartial and fair even when our content, or the BBC itself, 
becomes the story. We need to ensure that our impartiality is not brought into question and presenters 
or reporters are not placed in potential conflict of interests. It will be inappropriate to refer to either 
the BBC as "we" or the content as "our". There should also be clear editorial separation between those 
reporting the story and those responsible for presenting the BBC's case. 

Impartiality in series 

In achieving impartiality a series of programmes on the same service may be considered as a whole. 
The Agreement states that in this case due impartiality does not require absolute neutrality on every 
issue or detachment from fundamental democratic principles. For this purpose there are two types of 
series: 
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Programmes dealing with the same or related issues, within an appropriate period and clearly linked. 
In this case a series can include a strand with a common title, or two programmes (such as a drama 
and a debate about the drama) or a season of programmes on the same subject. These programmes 
need to achieve impartiality across the series or over a number of programmes within the series. The 
intention to achieve impartiality across a number of programmes should be planned in advance and 
normally made clear to the audience when the first programme is transmitted or when practicable. 

Programmes dealing with widely disparate issues from one programme to the next but also clearly 
linked as a strand with a common title. These should normally achieve impartiality within individual 
programmes, or across two or three editorially linked programmes, rather than across the strand as a 
whole. 

We can not achieve impartiality in this context by ensuring other views will be heard on other 
services. 

Impartiality & drama 

When drama realistically portrays living people or contemporary situations in a controversial way it 
has an obligation to be accurate and to do justice to the main facts. If the drama is accurate but is a 
partisan or partial portrayal of a controversial subject we should normally only proceed if we believe 
that its insight and excellence justify the platform offered. Even so we must ensure that its nature is 
clearly signposted to our audience. When a drama is likely to prove particularly controversial we must 
consider whether to offer an alternative view in other output on the same service. 

Personal view, authored programmes & websites 

We have a tradition of allowing a wide range of individuals, groups or organisations to offer a 
personal view or opinion, express a belief, or advance a contentious argument in our programmes or 
on our websites. Personal views can range from the outright expression of highly partial views by a 
campaigner, to the authored view of a specialist or professional including an academic, scientist, or 
BBC correspondent, to those expressed through contributions from our audiences. Each can add to the 
public understanding and debate, especially when they allow our audience to hear fresh and original 
perspectives on well known issues. 

Content reflecting personal views, or authored by an individual, group or organisation, or contributed 
by our audiences, particularly when dealing with controversial subjects, should be clearly signposted 
to audiences in advance. 

Personal view and authored programmes and websites have a valuable part to play in our output. 
However when covering controversial subjects dealing with matters of public policy or political or 
industrial controversy we should:  

• retain a respect for factual accuracy.  

• fairly represent opposing viewpoints when appropriate.  

• provide an opportunity to respond when appropriate for example in a pre-arranged discussion 
programme.  

• ensure that a sufficiently broad range of views and perspectives is included in output of a 
similar type and weight and in an appropriate time frame.  

It is not normally appropriate for BBC staff or for regular BBC presenters or reporters associated with 
news or public policy related programmes to present personal view programmes on controversial 
subjects. 
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Online we may provide people with information and a place to meet and campaign on specific issues 
including matters of political or industrial controversy or matters relating to current public policy. 
However it is important that we observe the following: 

• the BBC cannot endorse or support any personal views or campaigns.  

• there should be a clear distinction between BBC content and content created by our users. It 
should also be clear what resources we are providing.  

• users should not campaign explicitly for or against political parties or candidates. This is 
particularly important in the period before an election (usually 25 working days before polling 
day).  

• the site should not be used to promote commercial campaigns or fundraising.  

• broadcast coverage of campaigns featured on a BBC site should treat these campaigns in 
exactly the same way as any other campaigns.  

• candidates in a forthcoming election must not contribute to the site. 

 
Accuracy 
 
Introduction 
 
The BBC's commitment to accuracy is a core editorial value and fundamental to our reputation. Our 
output must be well sourced, based on sound evidence, thoroughly tested and presented in clear, 
precise language. We should be honest and open about what we don't know and avoid unfounded 
speculation. 
For the BBC accuracy is more important than speed and it is often more than a question of getting the 
facts right. All the relevant facts and information should be weighed to get at the truth. If an issue is 
controversial, relevant opinions as well as facts may need to be considered. 
We aim to achieve accuracy by: 

• the accurate gathering of material using first hand sources wherever possible.  
• checking and cross checking the facts.  
• validating the authenticity of documentary evidence and digital material.  
• corroborating claims and allegations made by contributors wherever possible.  

Gathering material 
We should try to witness events and gather information first hand. Where this is not possible, we 
should talk to first hand sources and, where necessary, corroborate their evidence. 
We should be reluctant to rely on a single source. If we do rely on a single source, a named on the 
record source is always preferable. 
We should normally only rely on an agency report if it can be substantiated by a BBC correspondent 
or if it is attributed to a reputable national or international news agency. 
We should record our interviews with sources wherever possible. In circumstances where recording 
might inhibit the source, full notes should be made, preferably at the time, or if not, then as soon as 
possible afterwards. 
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Finding contributors 
We should not rely on outside bodies to find contributors for us. In particular, we should not use 
agencies who deal with actors and performers to find people to talk about matters outside their 
specific profession or experience. It can be useful to contact news and other specialist agencies but 
any information or contacts they supply must be verified. 
We should not use third party websites, especially those that help people wanting to appear in the 
media, except when seeking contestants or audiences for entertainment programmes. 
 
Advertising for contributors 
We should only advertise for contributors to factual and factual entertainment programmes as a last 
resort when other research methods have been exhausted. When we do use adverts or make appeals 
within programmes we must word them carefully to avoid bringing the BBC into disrepute. 
There are risks in advertising for contributors whether using posters or personal adverts in 
newspapers, specialist publications, or the internet. The people who reply are self-selecting and may 
seek to appear regularly as "serial guests". We need to screen out those who are unsuitable or 
dishonest and those prone to exaggeration. 
It may be appropriate for entertainment programmes to advertise for contestants and audiences. Even 
then all appropriate checks should be made to screen out unsuitable or untruthful contributors. 
The proposed wording of all written adverts, including those for entertainment programmes, must be 
referred to the relevant divisional representative or for Independents to the commissioning editor. 
Any proposal to use a chat room or message board to find contributors must be referred to the relevant 
divisional representative or for Independents to the commissioning editor. 
 
Checking contributors 
We should make checks to establish the credentials of our contributors and to avoid being "hoaxed". 
The precise nature of these checks should be appropriate to the nature and significance of their 
contribution and the genre. 
 
We should consider whether it is appropriate to make more in depth checks about people who are the 
main subject of, or who are to make a significant contribution to, the programme. This may include 
ensuring they are interviewed and if necessary checked by, more than one member of the production 
team using a combination of the following: 

• documentary evidence to validate their identity and story.  
• corroboration from people other than those suggested by the contributor.  
• self declaration of personal information which may bring the BBC into disrepute, for 

example, criminal convictions or political affiliation. Asking some contributors to consent to 
a Criminal Records Bureau check may also be considered.  

[…] 

Identifying sources 
We should normally identify on air and online sources of information and significant contributors, as 
well as providing their credentials, so that our audiences can judge their status. 
[…] 
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Misleading audiences 
We should not distort known facts, present invented material as fact, or knowingly do anything to 
mislead our audiences. We may need to label material to avoid doing so. 
 
Accountability 
 
Introduction 
 
The BBC is accountable to its audiences. Their continuing trust in the BBC is a crucial part of our 
contract with them. We will act in good faith by dealing fairly and openly with them. 
 
We are open in admitting mistakes when they are made and encourage a culture of willingness to 
learn from them. 
 
We will use the BBC's online presence to provide proper reporting to the public on complaints we 
have received, and actions we have taken. (www.bbc.co.uk/complaints/). 
[…] 
 
Editorial Integrity and Independence 
 
Introduction 
 
The BBC's global reputation is based on its editorial integrity and independence. Our audiences need 
to be confident that our decisions are influenced neither by political or commercial pressures, nor by 
any personal interests. We must not undermine these values by any actions which could bring the 
BBC into disrepute. 
 
Editorial integrity and independence editorial principles 

1. We must be independent of both state and partisan interests.  
2. We must not endorse or appear to endorse any other organisation, its products, activities or 

services.  
3. We should not give undue prominence to commercial products or services.  
4. There must be no product placement in programmes.  
5. We should ensure that on air and online credits are clearly editorially justified.  
6. We must not unduly promote BBC or BBC related commercial products and services on our 

public service outlets.  
7. The outside activities of people working for the BBC, including presenters, must not improperly 

influence BBC programmes or corporate decision making.  

There are specific issues concerning BBC commercial services for audiences in the UK and around 
the world. See Advertising and Sponsorship on BBC Commercial Channels Guidelines and BBC 
Online Guidelines: Commercial Services. 

[…] 


