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Summary 

 

The Alex Dyke Show has been broadcast on Radio Solent between 10am and 1pm for the 

past five years.  It is a phone-in programme intended to encourage comment and prompt 

debate. On 12 August 2015, the programme asked for calls about breast-feeding.  The 

spring-board for this was a report which had had considerable coverage in the previous 

day’s papers about a mother who had posted a picture of herself online which showed 

her breastfeeding her own son and also her friend’s son.  This was supplemented by Alex 

Dyke’s account of his own experiences and he reported that he had seen a woman 

breastfeeding in public the previous day.  

 

In introducing the subject, the presenter referred to the woman, whom he had seen 

breastfeeding while on a crowded bus.  He made the following comments:   

 

She was quite a big girl… and she starts to breastfeed her baby on the bus.  I didn’t 

know where to look.  She’s putting me in an embarrassing situation.  …I wanted to look 

away but the bus was packed, there was nowhere else to look.   

 

Breast feeding’s unnatural – I just, I mean, I know it’s natural, but it’s kind of 

unnatural…  I mean, it was OK in the stone-age when we knew no better… We don’t 

want it in public, do we fellas.  …I just think a public area is not the place for it – and 

fellas don’t like it – they may say they do – they may, they want to be supportive of their 

wives and partners. Of course they do, and there’s nothing more important to them than 

their baby’s health.  But, it’s not a great look – and there’s plenty of formula out there 

now – with all the same kind of calcium and vitamins in it … are you with me?  

 

In discussion with phone-callers he made the following comments:  

 

Some women see this as their rite of passage – and they’re the kind of women that 

would be on Women’s Hour now...  … I think it’s a special kind of breed of women, 

women who are like history teachers, or geography teachers, you know, the librarian 

types, the ones with moustaches. “I’m a woman, I’m getting them out, and I’m going to 

feed the world with milk”…  

 

… I blame the earth mothers, you know the ones I mean, the ones with the moustaches, 

the ones who work in libraries, the ones who wear hessian.  Those ones, they’re always 

on Radio 4 on Women’s Hour.  They’re the ones who are, who are just pushing the 

boundaries and making the rest of us feel uncomfortable.   

 

…I’m saying that they’re the ones who are giving it a bad name – you wouldn’t get your 

yummy mummies doing it would you?  

 

Do you think that women…  should have signs, you know like when cars break down 

they put those little triangles out behind the cars.  … do you think they should have a 

breastfeeding sign around their neck?   
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…Or maybe a breastfeeding hat, a hat they wear [laughter] you know, no I’m being 

serious [name of caller]. You know, “I may breast-feed”?  … Like a little beanie hat; 

“Beware, I may breastfeed”.  

 

Breastfeeding.  Is it natural – or maybe it’s not, in this day and age? … 

 

There’s a huge new – I don’t know how new – there’s a huge web gathering called 

Mum’s Net and producer [name of producer] and I, we’re after the yummy mummies on 

this show, and you wouldn’t get yummy mummies, you wouldn’t get WAGs, breastfeeding 

in public.  

 

Caller: So it’s all right is it, if they’re good looking, but not if they’re not, is that what 

you’re saying…  

 

AD: Kind of – but I don’t, it’s not that I want to gawp, that’s not really what I’m saying, 

I’m saying that those women wouldn’t do it, because they’re very image conscious and 

they know it’s not a good look… 

 

The women who often do it, they’re the ones who look like they’re Brownie pack leaders, 

do you know what I mean, they look like they drive Morris Minor woodies, those kind of 

women. … you know the kind I mean… 

 

When speaking to one particular caller, the presenter said:  

 

I bet your husband agrees with me, he’s just scared of you. …Crikey, poor bloke in that 

car.   

 

And when talking to a subsequent caller, referred back to the earlier conversation and 

stated:  

 

Dear me, I think I hit a hormone just now …Look, I’m telling it like it is, blokes don’t like 

it, they don’t like it in public.  Was it [name of caller] earlier?  I’m sure her husband’s 

scared stiff of her and he won’t tell her what he really thinks. 

 

The Executive reported the output as being in breach of the Editorial Guidelines at the 

Editorial Standards Committee on Thursday, 10 September 2015.  ESC Trustees 

requested a written report into the breach.   

 

Trustees considered that phone-in programmes were a valuable forum for 

connecting with audiences, they tapped in to the likely topics of conversation 

and allowed the BBC to engage with audiences.  Trustees acknowledged that 

presenters had editorial freedom about the choice of subjects they discussed 

and considerable leeway to provoke opinion, for example, they could choose 

to use humour, exaggeration and play devil’s advocate.  Trustees considered 

all these devices were well understood and accepted by audiences.   

 

However in this instance, they considered the comments stepped significantly 

beyond what would have been deemed acceptable by listeners.  They noted in 
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particular repeated derogatory stereotypical comments about the appearance 

of the kind of women who might breastfeed.  Trustees also considered the 

treatment of one caller in particular was derogatory.  

 

The Committee considered this was a serious breach of the Editorial 

Guidelines for Harm and Offence and for Fairness, Contributors and Consent.   
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Background  

 

Phone-in programmes are a significant element of radio output; they allow audiences to 

engage with the BBC, bring a wide range of views to air and play a significant role in the 

requirement that the BBC should “represent the UK, its nations, regions and 

communities”.  

 

The Executive has stated that, before the programme aired, the producer and presenter 

discussed the approach they would take to the subject and decided that they would focus 

on how uncomfortable the presenter had felt when he was on a crowded bus with a 

woman who was breastfeeding.   

 

A wide range of views were brought to air on this subject via phone calls, emails and text 

messages.  Some contributors agreed with the initial statement that seeing women 

breastfeeding in public made them feel uncomfortable.  A good number said that it was 

reasonable for women to breastfeed in public, but that it should be done discreetly.  

Some callers – male and female – disagreed very strongly with the presenter.  They 

disagreed with his view that what men were “really thinking” was that they disliked 

breastfeeding in public, they disagreed with his comments that it was ‘unnatural’ and they 

disagreed with his comments about the kind of women who might breastfeed in public.  

Their contributions included the following:  

 

I actually disagree with your opinion that blokes think it’s wrong to be done in public.  I’ve 

got no problem at all with it.  … it’s a perfectly natural thing and I’m fully supportive of 

women being able to breast feed in public.  

 

I’ve got no idea how you’re classifying women like that.  I think that’s a travesty that 

you’re actually trying to classify women like that.  There’s plenty of mothers out there 

who aren’t in that particular band … 

 

I genuinely think you’re off the mark on this one… So it’s all right, is it, if they’re good 

looking, but not if they’re not, is that what you’re saying? … It is the most natural thing in 

the world… I don’t have a problem with this breast-feeding thing – I think it’s totally 

natural … maybe I’ve just got a much more focused attitude. 

 

What we need is you to shut up, you stupid man… to say it’s not natural… it’s very 

narrow minded of you… You’re stupid and wrong.  I am incensed, I’m shaking, I’m so 

angry at you.... you are totally, totally wrong and old fashioned. 

 

The presenter later posted the following message on his personal Facebook page, which 

had around 2000 followers:  

 

"I have had a few complaints from angry mums. We all know breast is best. 

 

"My point was fat chavvy mums with their boobs out on buses isn't a good look. A classy 

discreet mum is absolutely fine." 

 

That post was subsequently removed and another post was published:  
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Well I really don't want to offend anybody. I love babies I have three children myself … 

 

As always there are a few who ruin it for others. We all know the ones I mean. They do 

it in a loud animated way and once they have grabbed your attention they look at you as 

if to say 'what you lookin' at?'. 

 

I'm not talking about all these mums on here that have read it on a blog and do it in a 

tasteful way, but if I've got folks talking about it that's got to be good." 

 

On Thursday, 13 August, the presenter broadcast an apology:  

 

Yesterday on the show I spoke about breastfeeding. The comments that I made during 

that programme were unacceptable and I would like to apologise for any offence caused. 

 

The BBC issued the following statement:  

 

Following unacceptable comments made on air yesterday, Alex Dyke has been suspended 

pending an investigation, so he will not be on air tomorrow. 

 

On 14 August, the BBC published the following statements on its Corrections and 

Clarifications online page:  

 

Alex Dyke, BBC Radio Solent, 12 August 2015 

 

Complaint 

We received complaints from listeners who were unhappy with comments Alex 

Dyke made during a phone-in on breastfeeding on his programme. 

 

Response 

It has been made clear to Alex Dyke that comments he made during a phone-in 

on breastfeeding on his BBC Radio Solent show this Wednesday 12th August 

were unacceptable. He has since made the below on-air apology on Thursday 13th 

August, and has not been on air today: “Yesterday on the show I spoke about 

breastfeeding. The comments I made during the programme were unacceptable and I 

would like to apologise for any offence caused.” 

 

On 19 August, the BBC stated:  

 

Following serious consideration Alex Dyke will return to BBC Radio Solent 

tomorrow. 

 

Alex has been told in no uncertain terms that his comments were unacceptable, 

and he has apologised for any offence caused on and off air. 

 

Alex Dyke returned to his programme on 20 August and issued a further apology:  
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On Wednesday’s show last week I made comments which, on reflection, were comments 

which were misguided, ill-judged and showed a lack of understanding and empathy with 

women who breastfeed. I have had time away from my radio show, and had space to 

think about what I said. I’d like to once again, say I’m sorry for any offence these 

remarks caused, and know they were unacceptable. I have read many of the points of 

view sent to me and I’ve learnt a lot from the many conversations I’ve had in the last few 

days. Today is not the right time to revisit the topic, but it is something we will do at 

some point in the future. 

 

 

The Finding 

 

Trustees noted the relevant Editorial Guidelines were those that related to Harm and 

Offence and to Fairness, Contributors and Consent – the appropriate sections are set out 

in Annex 1.  Trustees wished to understand more about the editorial decision making 

prior to broadcast, the editorial controls during broadcast and action taken by the 

Executive since transmission.  They sought a written report from the Executive into the 

output.  This made the following points:  

 

 The Alex Dyke programme was well established with a loyal audience.  Listeners 

would have been aware that he often began a phone-in by making a comment that 

was bizarre or controversial in order to seek responses from listeners and 

accepted that he often made “far-fetched” comments to provoke a response.  

 

 The subject of the phone-in was agreed between the presenter and the producer.  

It was decided that his starting point should be his own experience – in particular, 

that he had felt uncomfortable because of the woman who was breastfeeding on a 

crowded bus.  

 

 The production team attempted to set up interviews with experts on 

breastfeeding to allow them to contribute to the programme and, during 

transmission, a separate editorial figure also suggested an expert who might be 

able to take part – however, none of them was free to contribute to the output.  

 

 The audience would have expected to hear comments that might be provocative 

or exaggerated, but on this occasion comments made by the presenter went well 

beyond what would have been acceptable to the audience. 

 

 It was not acceptable that the only challenges to the views of the presenter came 

from listeners – there should have been additional editorial content to counter his 

standpoint. 

 

 The production team should have intervened during the broadcast and further 

training had been carried out with the production team about editorial control 

during live output.  

 

 It was possible that the comments by the presenter at the beginning of the 

programme had deterred women who were breastfeeding from coming forward.   
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 The following morning, senior editorial staff discussed the concerns that had been 

raised with the presenter – who was already aware about the coverage that had 

followed the broadcast.  He accepted that the output had caused a good degree of 

offence and broadcast an apology at the end of the midday news.  

 

 It was decided he should be suspended for a period of time to allow the BBC to 

review the situation and for any necessary training and feedback to be given.  

 

 Additional training took place during the following week, including further 

conversations with the Editor and “listening back” sessions and training with the 

production team. 

 

Trustees considered that phone-in programmes were of great value to audiences because 

they provided a forum that allowed a range of different views to be expressed; they 

helped radio stations build their relationships with their audiences and they allowed 

people who might not otherwise contribute to BBC output to play a role in the national 

conversation.  

 

They considered that audiences generally understood the degree of leeway enjoyed by 

presenters to provoke comment and to refer to their own experiences in order to 

inform the debate.  They considered that phone-in presenters might adopt a particular 

pose that could appear to be confrontational in order to challenge listeners and lead to 

more callers contacting the station.  They acknowledged that, as with all live, unscripted 

output, there was a good degree of skill in keeping the conversation moving forwards, 

drawing out listeners’ comments and eliciting a range of thoughts and opinions.  

 

They noted that the Royal Charter and accompanying Agreement between the Secretary 

of State and the BBC drew a distinction between the role of the BBC Trust and that of 

the BBC Executive Board, led by the Director-General. “The direction of the BBC’s 

editorial and creative output” is defined as a duty that is the responsibility of the 

Executive Board under paragraph 38, (1)(b). They noted that decisions about which 

subjects to discuss in phone-in programmes were matters which rested with the 

Executive.  They considered that the subject of people’s thoughts about breastfeeding in 

public and how it might be done was a reasonable one for the programme team to 

choose and did not itself raise an issue against the Editorial Guidelines.  

 

However, they noted several comments made by the presenter that related to the kind of 

woman who might breastfeed in public and how she might look.  They noted comments 

that suggested this sort of woman was not attractive, was likely to be overweight, to have 

an excess of facial hair, to wear particular kinds of clothes, to have a certain kind of 

public-sector job, to drive a certain type of car and listen to particular radio output.  

Conversely, audiences were informed that “yummy mummies” and “WAGs” would not 

be likely to breastfeed in public because “they know it’s not a good look”.   

 

They noted that the Editorial Guidelines for Portrayal allowed for the use of a stereotype 

that “has been exaggerated for comic effect” and acknowledged that this had been the 

presenter’s intention throughout the broadcast.  However they noted the Editorial 
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Guidelines made clear there was a risk that “audiences may find casual or purposeless 

stereotypes to be offensive”.  

 

They considered that on this occasion, there was insufficient editorial justification to 

support the repeated use of this stereotype.  They noted the view from the Executive 

that some callers who were themselves breastfeeding mothers might have been deterred 

from calling the station because of the stereotypical descriptions used.  While it was not 

possible to have information about people who might have called but had been put off, 

they noted that no voices from women who were breast-feeding mothers had featured in 

the output.   

 

Trustees noted one particular exchange between a mother of four who very strongly 

disagreed with the presenter.  The exchange included the following:  

 

Caller: What we need is you to shut up, you stupid man…  it’s perfectly natural.  … to 

say it’s not natural, … it’s very narrow minded of you.  …You’re stupid and wrong.  I am 

incensed, I’m shaking, I’m so angry at you….  

 

 AD: The yummy mummies wouldn’t do it… 

 

 Caller: …how do you know… 

 

AD: ‘Cos I know yummy mummies… 

 

Caller: …well I wasn’t actually an ugly bunny, and I used to do it but nobody knew... you 

are totally, totally wrong and old fashioned.  

 

AD: I bet your husband agrees with me, he’s just scared of you ‘cos you’re…  

 

Caller: He does not ... 

 

AD: Yes he does, of course he does….  

 

Caller:  …he does not, he thinks it’s wonderful breastfeeding. He does not agree with 

you at all he thinks you’re an idiot, a narrow minded idiot. 

 

AD:  …I’m telling you, your husband agrees with me, he’s just scared of you…  stick him 

on…  

 

Caller: He’s driving 

 

AD: Ok, well sounds like you do all the driving in your family…  

 

 [after call has ended]  

   

AD: Crikey, poor bloke in that car…   
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AD: …Dear me, I think I hit a hormone just now …Look, I’m telling it like it is, blokes 

don’t like it, they don’t like it in public.  Was it [name of caller] earlier, I’m sure her 

husband’s scared stiff of her and he won’t tell her what he really thinks…  

 

AD: It was that [name of caller] in that car wasn’t it.  I bet they were off out for the day 

and the dad there, I didn’t get his name poor bloke, I bet they were really looking 

forward to their day out and now she’s going to be in a right mood for the rest of the 

day, and he’s going to be blaming me, thinking, if she hadn’t phoned in for that phone 

in…  

 

Trustees considered the caller had succeeded in making a valuable contribution to the 

programme.  However, they noted she described she was ‘shaking’ with anger when she 

began speaking.  The considered the tone of the exchange was antagonistic and noted 

that the presenter too subsequently acknowledged the exchange might upset her for the 

rest of the day.  They noted that, after the call had finished, the presenter made several 

references back to the caller when she was not in a position to respond.  He referred to 

her husband as a “poor bloke” stated that he was likely to be “scared stiff” of the caller 

and said that, in having the exchange, he had “hit a hormone”.  

 

Trustees noted the Harm and Offence Guideline related to Humiliation and Intimidation:   

 

…unduly intimidatory, humiliating, intrusive, aggressive or derogatory remarks aimed at 

real people (as opposed to fictional characters or historic figures) must not be celebrated 

for the purposes of entertainment.  Care should be taken that such comments and the 

tone in which they are delivered are proportionate to their target. 

 

They also noted the Fairness, Contributors and Consent Guideline related to Intimidation 

and Humiliation:  

 

We must treat our contributors and potential contributors with respect.  We must not be 

unduly intimidatory, humiliating, intrusive or aggressive to contributors, either to obtain 

their consent or during their participation in our output. 

 

They considered the output went significantly beyond what was acceptable in an exchange 

with a member of the public who had called the BBC to take part in a debate.  They 

considered the tone of the exchange was particularly heated and confrontational and 

noted that, subsequently, derogatory comments had been made about the caller and, by 

extension, her husband, at a point when she was unable to respond.  Trustees considered 

this was in breach both of the Guidelines for Harm and Offence and also for Fairness, 

Contributors and Consent.  

 

Trustees noted the sequence of events leading up to the programme’s transmission. They 

noted that there had been a failure of editorial control on the day for a prolonged period. 

Trustees noted the series of actions that had been put in place by the Executive.  They 

considered the Executive’s actions had been a reasonable and appropriate response to 

the breach.  There had been an on air apology , an apology to those who had written in 

to complain,  retraining for the presenter and for production staff involved and additional 

editorial controls had been applied to the programme.  
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They noted that phone-in programmes made up a significant element of local radio 

broadcasting.  They encouraged all local radio stations to carry out regular reviews of 

output with presenters and with programme teams.  They considered this was a valuable 

way of understanding which elements of a broadcast had been particularly successful and 

which could be improved and was a particularly useful way to share expertise across a 

programme team.  

 

Trustees considered that phone-in programmes were a valuable forum for 

connecting with audiences, they tapped in to the likely topics of conversation 

and allowed the BBC to engage with audiences.  Trustees acknowledged that 

presenters had editorial freedom about the choice of subjects they discussed 

and considerable leeway to provoke opinion, for example, they could choose 

to use humour, exaggeration and play devil’s advocate.  Trustees considered 

all these devices were well understood and accepted by audiences.   

 

However in this instance, they considered the comments stepped significantly 

beyond what would have been deemed acceptable by listeners.  They noted in 

particular repeated derogatory stereotypical comments about the appearance 

of the kind of women who might breastfeed.  Trustees also considered the 

treatment of one caller in particular was derogatory.  

 

The Committee considered this was a serious breach of the Editorial 

Guidelines for Harm and Offence and for Fairness, Contributors and Consent.   
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Annex 1 - Relevant Editorial Guidelines     

 

Harm and Offence 

 

5.1 - Introduction 

 

The BBC aims to reflect the world as it is, including all aspects of the human experience 

and the realities of the natural world.  In doing so, we balance our right to broadcast 

innovative and challenging content, appropriate to each of our services, with our 

responsibility to protect the vulnerable and avoid unjustifiable offence. 

 

Creative risk-taking is a vital part of the BBC's mission.  However, in all our output, the 

greater the risk, the greater the thought, care and planning required to bring creative 

content to fruition.  We must be sensitive to, and keep in touch with, generally accepted 

standards as well as our audiences' expectations of our content, particularly in relation to 

the protection of children.  Audience expectations of our content usually vary according 

to the service on which it appears. 

 

When our content includes challenging material that risks offending some of our audience 

we must always be able to demonstrate a clear editorial purpose, taking account of 

generally accepted standards, and ensure it is clearly signposted.  Such challenging material 

may include, but is not limited to, strong language, violence, sex, sexual violence, 

humiliation, distress, violation of human dignity, and discriminatory treatment or language.  

 

Generally Accepted Standards 

 

The Agreement accompanying the BBC Charter requires us to apply "generally accepted 

standards so as to provide adequate protection for members of the public from the 

inclusion of offensive and harmful material". The understanding of what constitutes 

'generally accepted standards' will evolve over time and will be informed by relevant 

research.  Applying 'generally accepted standards' is a matter of judgement, taking account 

of the content, the context in which it appears and editorial justification. 

 

Audience Expectations  

 

5.4.1 – We should judge the suitability of content for our audiences, including children, in 

relation to the expectations of the likely audience, taking account of the time and day on 

which it is available, the nature of the service and the nature of the content. 

  

Live Output 

 

5.4.19 – We need to assess the risks when broadcasting live output and take any 

appropriate steps to mitigate them.  If problems occur in live output, they should be dealt 

with promptly and sensitively. 

 

Humiliation and Intimidation 
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5.4.32 – BBC content must respect human dignity.  Intimidation, humiliation, intrusion, 

aggression and derogatory remarks are all aspects of human behaviour that may be 

discussed or included in BBC output.  Some content can be cruel but unduly intimidatory, 

humiliating, intrusive, aggressive or derogatory remarks aimed at real people (as opposed 

to fictional characters or historic figures) must not be celebrated for the purposes of 

entertainment.  Care should be taken that such comments and the tone in which they are 

delivered are proportionate to their target. 

 

Portrayal 

 

5.4.38 – We aim to reflect fully and fairly all of the United Kingdom's people and cultures 

in our services.  Content may reflect the prejudice and disadvantage which exist in 

societies worldwide but we should not perpetuate it.  In some instances, references to 

disability, age, sexual orientation, faith, race, etc.  may be relevant to portrayal.  However, 

we should avoid careless or offensive stereotypical assumptions and people should only 

be described in such terms when editorially justified.  

 

5.4.39 – When it is within audience expectations, we may feature a portrayal or 

stereotype that has been exaggerated for comic effect, but we must be aware that 

audiences may find casual or purposeless stereotypes to be offensive  

 

6. Fairness, Contributors and Consent  

 

Intimidation and Humiliation 

 

6.4.24 – We must treat our contributors and potential contributors with respect.  We 

must not be unduly intimidatory, humiliating, intrusive or aggressive to contributors, 

either to obtain their consent or during their participation in our output.  


