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Management Summary October 2007 

 

1. Background 
 
The Audience Engagement Protocol is one of the documents that the Trust must produce in 
order to set out how it plans to engage with audiences and make sure they are at the heart 
of decision-making in the future. The Trust have consulted on the Audience Engagement 
Protocol using a number of methods, including interactive qualitative events involving 
members of the public and BBC Trustees. The objectives of the events were:  
• To work through the ideas and issues in the draft protocol and provide qualitative 

feedback on them. 

• To generate further ideas for how people would like to engage with the Trust. 

• To understand the engagement needs of particular sub-groups within the population 
(demographic differences, but also differences between attitudinal and behavioural 
segments we have identified in previous quantitative research). 

• To involve the audience in some of the more complex dilemmas around engagement and 
seek their considered views. 

Opinion Leader was commissioned to organise and undertake this strand of the 
consultation.  This document is a summary of the approach taken and the main findings. 
 

2. Approach 
A deliberative event involving members of the public and BBC Trustees was selected as an 
effective and appropriate way of consulting with licence fee payers, particularly less engaged 
people, about protocols for engagement. The research involved a half day deliberative 
Forum with 48 people in Oxford and three smaller two and a half hour regional workshops 
of 12 participants each in Glasgow, Belfast and Cardiff. 
 
There are a number of reasons why deliberative events, rather than a traditional qualitative 
research approach, were recommended. A deliberative event has the advantage of providing 
people with information, for example, about the role of the BBC Trust and why it wants to 
engage with people. It also provides more time to conduct creative exercises with people to 
help them come up with ideas for how the BBC should engage with them and provide more 
developed, thought through and in-depth responses.  
 
A demographically representative sample of the local population was recruited for each 
event.  The representative quotas used included: gender; age; socioeconomic group; digital 
take-up and internet access. Participants were also chosen to represent a range of 
favourability and attitudes towards the BBC (based on people seeing themselves as 
‘stakeholders’, ‘consumers’ or ‘don’t cares’ in relation to the BBC). The numbers of black 
and minority ethnic participants were up-weighted to ensure that minority engagement 
needs and views were captured. 
 
The format of the Forum included a mix of plenary and smaller table discussions.  In the 
table discussions, participants worked in groups of 10, each with a facilitator. Issues 
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discussed followed an agreed framework.  Participants were also periodically convened into 
plenary sessions to hear general briefings and feed back on the results of their own 
deliberations.  The regional workshops followed the same framework, but without the table 
discussion and plenary format, instead they were presented with information and responded 
in group discussion.  
 
Each event was attended by national Trustees or Trust representatives, including Chairman 
Sir Michael Lyons at the Oxford Forum. Participants were financially incentivised to take part 
in the events.  Questionnaires were completed by all participants at the start and end of the 
sessions. 
 
A number of different exercises and approaches were designed to answer the objectives for 
the events, these include: 
• Creative exercises designed to help participants imagine how BBC Trust’s engagement 

could develop in the future; 

• Exploration of other ways in which people engage and what the BBC Trust can learn 
from this; 

• Discussion of other brands’ engagement methods and their implications for BBC Trust; 

• Fictitious scenarios to bring out the complexity of some of the issues that the Trust might 
need to consult on; 

• Creating a prioritised list of engagement techniques that members of the public would 
like BBC Trust to use to consult with them. 

Following on from these exercises, Opinion Leader conducted thematic analysis of the 
events and developed a number of principles for the BBC Trust to follow in its consultation 
with members of the public. 

 
 

 3 



3. Main findings 
 
During the Forum and workshops we asked participants to develop their own ideas for 
engaging with the BBC Trust.  The following eight principles for Audience Engagement 
emerged from the discussions: 
 
• Spread the word 

• Give me a reason 

• Make it convenient 

• Provide feedback 

• Make it enjoyable 

• Localise it 

• Be clear and transparent 

• Not just one way 

 
Participants identified the first four of these as the most important. 
 

3.1 Spread the word 

The majority of participants had not heard of the BBC Trust before and even those who 
have heard of it tended not to know what it does. Some focused on the word ‘Trust’ and 
mistakenly believed this meant the BBC Trust is involved in financial management or 
charitable grant giving. 
 
Q: Which of these best describes how much you have heard, if anything, about the BBC Trust? 
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There was a strong desire for the BBC Trust to become more visible in terms of what it 
does and why it wants to engage. When asked what the BBC Trust could learn from other 
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brands in terms of engagement, Participants focussed on communications, naming brands 
which communicated ‘top down’ through advertising and marketing, and ‘bottom up’ 
through word and mouth and recommendations. 
 
A number of ideas were suggested for raising the public profile of the Trust and correcting 
any misconceptions: 
• A television programme showing ‘behind the scenes at BBC Trust’ which explains to 

people what they do and why they are important, 

• Trailers telling people about BBC Trust and how to get in touch if they want to give 
feedback, 

• Regular consultation information and polls published in the TV magazine and newspapers, 

• Building a closer connection with the public through having a well-known figurehead 
and/or building a distinct brand. 

 

3.2 Give me reason 

Participants say they are more likely to get involved if the issue has personal relevance and 
particularly if they are aggrieved. In discussing the scenarios, people found it hard to see how 
they would get engaged if they would not be personally affected by any proposed changes. 
 
A minority could also be motivated through an appeal to their citizenship and ‘doing good’. 
However, participants could see that encouraging wider participation was essential in terms 
of understanding the full ramifications to any changes in the BBC’s service. Participants 
believe incentives are a good way of achieving this and suggestions included: 
 

• Competitions, such as a simple prize draw or a commitment to put winning ideas into 
practice,  

• ‘Loyalty points’ for consulting which can build towards a tangible benefit, 

• Monetary incentives, such as a discounted licence fee. 

 

3.3 Make it convenient 

Participants admit that they don’t want to make a lot of effort to be involved.  They say they 
would be more likely to engage if the methods offered were quick and easy, for example: 
 

• Simple questions and short surveys offered on a freephone/freepost basis, 

• Digital red button surveys at the end of television programmes, 

• Link in with other social organisations that are already out there to get people’s views 
(for example, tenants’ associations, specific hobby/interest groups, parish councils and so 
on), 

• Putting information on the internet so people can access it on their own terms, 

• Putting questionnaires in with the licence fee reminder – ‘because you look at that 
anyway’, 
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• ‘Pop-in’ centres in central locations. 

 
Participants felt that having convenient ways to engage was particularly important for 
ensuring feedback about the scenarios that they felt less strongly about or which were less 
likely to affect them directly. 
 

3.4 Provide feedback 

If members of the public go to the trouble to participate it is essential that they receive 
feedback acknowledging this and telling them what the BBC Trust has done as a result and 
why: 
 

• ‘Thank you’ or feedback letters to people who made an effort to get involved and give 
their opinions, 

• Publicising the impact their views have made on programming (for example, by giving 
them credit before or after certain programmes), 

• Publicising the difference consultation has made on the BBC Trust website or in local 
Audience Council newsletters. 

 

3.5 Make it enjoyable 

Traditional consultation can feel like a chore rather than something that people will find 
enjoyable.   There were a number of suggestions to make engagement more ‘fun’ – and 
therefore more likely to attract participation and keep people involved: 
 
• Large scale fun events with activities for all ages, 

• Smaller scale social events where people can meet others,   

• Interactive activities and workshops, 

• Video booths in shopping precincts where people can step in and say what they think 
(like the Big Brother diary room), 

• E-flyers with funky designs that catch your attention (like lastminute.com). 

 

3.6 Localise it 

Localised engagement was a popular theme, particularly in the Glasgow, Belfast and Cardiff 
workshops as it was perceived to offer a more accessible, convenient and relevant approach.  
Specific suggestions included: 
 

• Travelling roadshow – perhaps with an entertainment element like the Radio1 Roadshow,  

• Face-to-face meetings with people who are locally accountable, 

• Radio/television feedback forums that travel around the country broadcasting views from 
all the regions (like Gardener’s Question Time), 

• Use the local news to get people interested and involved. 
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3.7 Be clear and transparent 

It is critical that engagement processes are clear and transparent to those involved.  
Participants are looking for assurance that the BBC Trust will take all opinions seriously.  
Conducting engagement exercises in the public domain, and publishing results, are each seen 
as important to demonstrating transparency.  Specific ideas include: 
 

• Question Time debate about the BBC, 

• Showing them how the rest of the public voted by publishing the results on the internet, 
in magazines and newspapers, 

• Online chatrooms which allow people to talk to BBC representatives and ask them 
questions. 

 

3.8 Not just one way 

It is seen as important that people are given different ways to participate to suit different 
needs, and levels of engagement.  This will help to broaden participation beyond just the 
‘usual suspects’.  Some specific ideas included: 
 

• Going to where people are to get feedback – for example a BBC Trust presence at sports 
events, universities, shopping centres and so on. 

• Allowing people to use various channels to provide feedback – including face to face, 
phone (via freephone number), text, email, post and the red button on digital remote 
control, 

• Having more in depth engagement forums for people who more interested, 

• Using traditional market research to include those less likely to give their opinions and 
harder-to-reach groups. 

 

3.9 Reactions to the draft protocol 

Participants were asked to respond to a number of ‘options for engagement’ emerging from 
the draft protocol for audience engagement drawn up by the BBC Trust.  This document 
contained a number of ideas for how best to involve the public in decision making. 
 
Participants welcomed ‘open to all’ interactive engagement such as webchats hosted by 
BBC Trust members, written and online consultations and public meetings.  They 
spontaneously suggested similar ideas during the earlier discussions. They recognise that this 
multi faceted approach to engagement gives different types of people a voice.  They also like 
the idea of having access to Trustees.  However there is concern that only particular types 
of people would take part - particularly in public meetings.  
 
Public consultations are considered important in ensuring that the BBC is accountable in 
the big decisions that are made.  Participants like the fact that the Trust publishes its 
decisions and the reasons behind them. On prompting, most people had only a limited 
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interest in actually taking part in formal consultations. Participants thought that excellent 
publicity around each consultation might help encourage them to take part and they 
question whether this happens currently as they have not heard of public consultations. 
 
Participants comment that targeted research in the form of quantitative and qualitative 
market research methods is important to ensure that BBC Trust engages with more than 
just the ‘usual suspects’.  Incentivisation is seen as one way of broadening engagement.  They 
recognise that they may not have participated in this research had they not been 
incentivised. Yet they are pleased to have been involved and believe that this research and 
their input is important. 
  
Listening to representative organisations is considered a good idea in the mix of other 
ideas.  As with targeted research it is necessary to ensure that the Trust gets to people that 
might not otherwise engage.  However some participants had questions as to what makes an 
organisation representative and wanted care to be taken when selecting the groups to talk 
to.  There is also a concern that minority groups might be ‘overrepresented’  
 
Participants want reassurance about the independence of the BBC Trust in the complaints 
and comments process.  Many are unsure about the Trust’s independence, especially as 
the ‘BBC’ is in the title. They are also unsure about how to submit a complaint.  Feedback 
about complaints is considered essential, even if it is in the form of an acknowledgement or 
thank you that the complaint has been registered. 
 
There is low awareness of Audience Councils though when people learn more about 
them they find the idea appealing. They like the idea that they are represented by other 
members of the public.  They welcome local representation and recognise variations in local 
requirements.  Some participants are interested in finding out how they can be involved.  
They also want the idea to be better publicised perhaps via publicity with the licence fee 
reminder or a running Audience Council participation system ‘like a Jury Service’. 
 

4. Conclusions 
A key concern arising from all the events was that participants were not aware of the BBC 
Trust or any of the current activities around audience engagement such as Audience 
Councils.  Participants were concerned that this meant that the current engagement 
mechanisms were not publicised well enough, were not wide reaching enough and perhaps 
were not taken seriously enough to actually influence decisions. 

 
Participants agreed that the top four priorities for engagement which would help address 
these concerns as well as improve the BBC’s service should be: 
 
• Spread the word: Greater visibility for the Trust: general awareness building and 

publicising specific consultations  

• Give me a reason: Make it relevant and motivating: include incentives and  competitions  

• Make it convenient: Make it quick, easy and accessible  

• Provide feedback: Thank for participation, publish/promote what has been done as a 
result and why  
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A final point worth noting is that the research process itself had a positive impact on those 
who were involved. The questionnaires filled out at the end of the events found that people 
had moved up the ‘engagement scale’, that is participants were more likely to consider 
themselves ‘stakeholders’ and were much more interested in being actively involved in 
having a say in what the BBC does.  This illustrates the point that effective engagement can 
engender a sense of empowerment and a desire to continue to participate in future.  
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