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1 Executive summary 

1.1 Introduction 

The BBC Trust has commissioned its latest impartiality review on the BBC‟s coverage of the 

events collectively known as the „Arab Spring‟. The review, which is being overseen by 

independent expert Edward Mortimer, includes a content analysis as well as audience research.  

Jigsaw Research has undertaken the audience research component.   

The aim of this research was to explore how audience members perceive the BBC‟s coverage of 

the Arab Spring in terms of accessibility, impartiality and accuracy, as well as to determine how 

these factors are judged by audiences, what specific factors affect their views, and what if any 

differences are perceived to exist across different formats. 

The research programme comprised 10 extended (2 hour) focus groups, 8 of which were with 

members of the general population and 2 with people who have a direct connection to one of the 

countries involved. The groups were held in 5 locations – London, Birmingham, Cardiff, Glasgow 

and Belfast - between 17th and 25th January 2012.  In order to ensure respondents would be able 

to engage meaningfully in the topic, all were required to be BBC news consumers, regular 

consumers of international news and to have at least some awareness of the Arab Spring.  More 

details on the method and sample can be found in section 2. 

1.2 Key findings 

Audience members with at least some level of understanding of, and interest in, the Arab Spring 

were intentionally recruited for this research. Nonetheless, some aspects of the events were less 

well understood even by this relatively engaged group. These elements included the wider 

context and background, less iconic events and lower profile uprisings, as well as the outlook for 

the future. 

Most respondents claimed to be using a range of news sources, both in terms of brands and 

platforms.  The internet was an important source for many and the primary channel for younger 

audiences who reported using both mobile apps and fixed connections to access the news online.  

The roles of social and traditional media appears to be beginning to merge online, with 

audiences both consuming social media content on broadcasters‟ sites and broadcaster content 

on social media sites.    

It appears from the research that engaged audiences are „triangulating‟ their different news 

sources and seeking a range of perspectives in order to decipher the Arab Spring events from a 

variety of angles.  Thus, while the onus is still on broadcasters to provide high quality coverage, 

responsibility for determining the „truth‟ appears to be shared with engaged audiences. 

Accuracy and impartiality were amongst respondents‟ top priorities for reporting on the Arab 

Spring, but these qualities were often described using different terms. Accuracy was more 

commonly described as being „factually correct‟ and was perceived to require knowledgeable 

journalists on the ground, as well as fact checking, transparency and judicious use of images.  

Impartiality was more commonly known as being „unbiased‟, „balanced‟ or „neutral‟.  It was felt 

to rely on two main factors – balance in terms of perspectives shown and neutrality in terms of 

tone and language. 

There were also some additional audience priorities, apart from accuracy and impartiality; these 

included coverage which was emotionally engaging, accessible (normally referred to as „easy to 
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follow‟), informative and up-to-date. However, it was felt that these additional priorities need 

not, and should not, come at the expense of accuracy and impartiality.    

The BBC was generally regarded highly for its coverage of the Arab Spring including the 

impartiality and accuracy of reporting.  This was founded largely on the reputation and trust that 

the BBC enjoys.  

The BBC clips shown as stimulus in the research were also generally favourably perceived by all 

groups (including the „connected‟ audiences), however some variability between individual clips 

was perceived. In addition, some of the competitor clips, which were included for comparison, 

were also highly regarded in terms of accuracy and impartiality. 

More specifically, in the general public groups there was an interest both in the effect the events 

might have on the UK, and in the role of the UK government in the events.  Most respondents did 

not spontaneously perceive any pro-democratic stance from the BBC in its coverage of the Arab 

Spring. When prompted about whether such a perspective would be acceptable, the majority of 

the general public groups did not find this to be problematic, as long as the previous regime‟s 

point of view was still put across fairly. 

There was a slightly different perspective on the BBC‟s coverage coming from some respondents 

in the „connected‟ groups. Whilst they acknowledged that the BBC was a leader in international 

news, they tended to be less interested in, and less supportive of, a focus on the UK impacts of 

international news events such as the Arab Spring.  Some in the connected audiences groups also 

felt they had identified a „pro-democratic‟ stance from the BBC and tended to be less supportive 

of this position. This is because they felt being supportive of democracy was too close to a „pro-

western interests‟ position which they perceived to be a form of bias.  

Overall, from all of the feedback received, an audience check-list for the BBC‟s coverage of the 

Arab Spring has been compiled and is included below (points are in no particular order of 

importance as all are priorities). Points 5 and 6 explicitly deal with impartiality, while point 7 

covers accuracy.  The other points primarily relate to other qualities which are valued by 

audiences, such as being emotionally engaging (points 1-4) and informative (point 8), although 

there are some points which span more than one quality.   

More detail on each of these qualities is included in the subsequent sections of this report. 

Audience check-list of desirable qualities for the BBC’s coverage of the Arab Spring 

1. Have journalists on front line and able to report first hand if possible 

2. Supplement first hand reporting with social media where appropriate, provided every 
attempt has been made to authenticate this 

3. Interview people on the ground, including both those directly involved and those affected, as 
well as different types of people (women and men, young and old etc.) 

4. Include footage of casualties if appropriate to conveying human cost, but not gratuitously 

5. Ensure that different perspectives are represented wherever possible (e.g. different interest 
groups, other parts of country, micro/individual or small group and macro/whole event or 
country etc.) and that sufficient air-time is given to different interests 

6. Use neutral tone and language in reporters‟ commentary(important to convey emotion but 
this should be mainly through direct footage and interviewees) 

7. Make every effort to check facts and provide qualifications where there is any uncertainty  
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8. In longer analysis pieces, provide: 

o Broader background, such as context and factors leading to events as well as specific 
triggers  

o Assessment of wider impacts of events – both locally and on the UK  

o Forecasts about future possibilities and what may come after 
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2 Introduction 

2.1 Background 

Ensuring the impartiality and accuracy of the BBC‟s content is a key priority for the BBC Trust.  

The Trust approves the BBC‟s Editorial Guidelines which explain that impartiality is “the core of 

the BBC‟s commitment to its audiences.”  Alongside approving the BBC‟s editorial framework, 

the Trust has to ensure that it is properly applied.  Impartiality reviews allow the Trust to 

examine the BBC‟s impartiality in a specific area of output in detail.   

Whilst recent impartiality reviews by the Trust have concentrated predominantly on domestic 

issues, the latest impartiality review is on the BBC‟s coverage of the momentous events taking 

place in the Middle East and parts of North Africa which are collectively known as the „Arab 

Spring‟. The current review, which is being overseen by independent expert Edward Mortimer, 

includes a content analysis as well as audience research.  Jigsaw Research was commissioned to 

undertake the audience research component which is the subject of this report.   

For practical purposes, this review has been confined to events beginning in Tunisia in December 

2010 and, following on from that, in Egypt, Libya, Bahrain, Syria and Yemen.  The scope of the 

review includes the BBC‟s UK network television and radio broadcasts, the BBC‟s online content 

and content from the BBC‟s international English language television service, BBC World News.  

However, the review has not included content from the BBC‟s local, regional and national 

services, or the World Service.    

2.2 Research objectives 

The aim of the audience research was to explore how audience members perceive the BBC‟s 

coverage of the Arab Spring in terms of: 

 How accessible the BBC‟s coverage of the Arab Spring is to its audiences 

 The extent to which the BBC‟s coverage of the Arab Spring is perceived to be partial or 
impartial 

 The perceived accuracy of the BBC‟s coverage of the Arab Spring 

 How both impartiality and accuracy are judged by audiences 

 What are the specific factors that affect their views on the BBC‟s Arab Spring coverage 

 What if any differences are perceived to exist across different formats 

2.3 Research approach 

The research programme comprised 10 extended (2 hour) focus groups, 8 of which were with 

members of the general population and 2 with people who have a direct connection to one of the 

countries involved. The groups were held in 5 locations – London, Birmingham, Cardiff, Glasgow 

and Belfast.  The research was conducted between 17th and 25th January 2012.   

In order to ensure respondents would be able to engage meaningfully in the topic, all 

respondents were required to: 

 Be BBC news consumers 

 Be at regular consumers of international news and current affairs 

 Have at least some awareness of the Arab Spring 
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Beyond this, groups were segmented by respondents‟ age, socio-economic grade (SEG) and level 

of understanding of Arab Spring; this understanding was categorised as follows: 

 High understanding required unprompted recall, „good‟ claimed understanding and 
ability to provide a detailed unprompted description 

 Moderate understanding required unprompted recall, „some‟ claimed understanding and 
ability to provide some unprompted description 

 Lower understanding required no unprompted recall, „a bit‟ of claimed understanding 
and ability to provide some unprompted description 

Each group was mixed in terms of gender and represented other variables of interest such as 

different BBC platforms used, different BBC approval levels, those who also use alternative 

broadcasters for international news, and different ethnicities and faith groups. A full group 

matrix is included below.   

Group Understanding SEG Age Location 

1 High ABC1 Under 40 London 

2 High C2DE Under 40 Cardiff 

3 High ABC1 40+ Glasgow 

4 Moderate C2DE 40+ Birmingham 

5 Moderate ABC1 Under 40 Cardiff 

6 Moderate C2DE 40+ Belfast 

7 Lower C2DE Under 40 Glasgow 

8 Lower ABC1 40+ Belfast 

9 High/connected Mixed Under 40 – parents born  in 
relevant country (second 
generation) 

London 

10 High/connected Mixed Over 40 –respondent born in 
relevant country (ex pat)  

London 
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3 Research findings 

3.1 Audience understanding of the Arab Spring 

As mentioned in the previous section, the sample for this research was intentionally skewed 

towards people with at least some understanding of the events in order for them to be able to 

meaningfully comment on the BBC‟s coverage of it. These findings therefore should be 

interpreted as being views of relatively engaged audiences compared to the national average. 

The respondents in this research appeared to be interested in the Arab Spring story both in terms 

of the general drama of unfolding momentous world events and also more specifically the 

relevance to the UK (although connected audiences did not want coverage to be too UK-centric). 

There was also a tendency to make connections between the Arab Spring and other past and 

present international news events such as the death of Osama Bin Laden and the Israeli-

Palestinian conflict.  

The respondents in this research tended to be aware of the following facets of the Arab Spring: 

 That the term „Arab Spring‟ refers to a series of connected events involving a number of 
countries (Egypt, Libya and Tunisia were the best known of these at the time of the 
research) 

 That the Arab Spring has included some iconic events such as the Egyptian uprising in 
Tahrir Square and civil war in Libya which culminated in the death of Muammar Gaddafi  

 That the conflicts had been triggered, amongst other reasons, by disaffected youth 
protesting against difficult economic conditions and historic repression, using social 
media to help in their mobilisation efforts 

 Some also knew that the Arab Spring movement began in Tunisia, with the suicide of a 
market trader, and that the most recent events (at the time of the research) included 
the conflict in Syria and Egyptian elections 

However, there tended to be less awareness of: 

 The wider context and background to the events, beyond the specific triggers 

 The less iconic aspects (e.g. elections, monitoring efforts, diplomatic activity) 

 The less high profile civil uprisings and protests taking place elsewhere in the Middle East 
and in North Africa 

 Those countries where there were particular dangers for journalists and/or reporting 
restrictions 

 What is likely to come next or the consequences of the conflicts 
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3.2 International news sources including on the Arab Spring  

As mentioned, all respondents were required to be regular consumers of international news.  It 

was apparent in the research that most consumed their international news from a range of 

different sources. For example, most people turned to a number of different domestic 

broadcasters.  International brands (e.g. CNN, Al Jazeera etc.) also featured in a number of 

people‟s repertoires. The range of sources that people were able to access for their international 

news has been facilitated by cable and satellite TV, as well as the internet.   

In terms of platforms, TV predominated because of the value placed on visual images for 

important news stories such as the Arab Spring. Radio also had a place, mainly for older people 

and higher SEG groups who felt it enabled a greater depth of analysis.  However, for others radio 

was of limited use because it was unable to provide the visual imagery they sought. 

In addition, the internet was an important complementary source for the majority of 

respondents.  It was valued for providing the latest rolling updates as well as for enabling more 

information on a particular story to be sought.  Younger age groups tended to rely on the 

internet as their main channel for news and they accessed news via mobile applications on smart 

phones and tablets, as well as fixed internet connections. It was not just broadcasters that were 

followed on the internet but also social media (including both broadcasters on social media sites 

and social media on broadcasters‟ sites).   

“If I feel I want more information on it and it‟s a subject that‟s of interest to me I‟ll 

Google it or read up on it on the app.” 

Glasgow, lower understanding, under 40 

“What I like about the website is that it takes you places, you know.  There are links… 

that will take you somewhere else and you can just, sort of, expand and find out as 

little or as much as you want to.” 

Glasgow, high understanding, 40+  

“Also, I like it if they get someone who‟s taken their phone and used the pictures.  Then 

you see it happening and they say they can‟t confirm that this happened.  That adds a 

wee bit of realism to it.” 

Belfast, moderate understanding, 40+ 

“This is probably the first major international news story that you‟ve actually heard 

from all the different countries‟ (people), what they‟re feeling and thinking.  There‟s 

been a lot more freedom for them to express themselves, whether it‟s through Twitter 

or blogs or other modern communications.” 

London, high understanding, under 40 

Given the range of brands and platforms available, a typical behaviour appeared to be to seek 

out a range of sources and „triangulate‟ these, in order to provide different perspectives on a 

given story.  In this way, respondents felt that they would be able to „make their own minds up‟.  

Thus, although there was still felt to be an onus on broadcasters to provide the best possible 

quality of coverage, the responsibility for determining the „truth‟ of a story appeared to be 

shared between broadcasters and (engaged) audiences in this research. 



 

 

Impartiality review of BBC‟s coverage of Arab Spring  

Prepared for: BBC Trust 10 

 

“It‟s a bit of a choice really, so you can get all the bits you prefer from all these 

different sources, analyse them yourself and get one story out of it.” 

London, connected expats, 40+ 

“Yes, overall (I use a variety of sources) to get a picture of everything…if you see the 

other side of it too then you might come to a bit of a neutral viewpoint I guess.” 

London, connected second generation, under 40 

“I think I tend to take all the news that I heard and read and see with a pinch of salt so 

I like to view and try and just have a lot of different sources just to get to my own 

opinion.” 

Glasgow, lower understanding, under 40 

 

3.3 Audience priorities including accuracy and impartiality 

Impartiality, accuracy and accessibility each emerged without prompting as audience priorities 

for the coverage of the Arab Spring.  It is worth noting, however, that these specific terms were 

not commonly used:  

 Impartiality was more commonly referred to as being „unbiased‟, „balanced‟ or 

„neutral‟: 

“They need to report the story without giving too many of their own opinions.” 

London, connected second generation, under 40 

 “If they could get a report and give all this side‟s reasons and all that side‟s reasons 

and what they‟re trying to get from it.” 

Glasgow, lower understanding, under 40 

 Accuracy was more often regarded as being „factually correct‟ or as „using verified 

information‟: 

“That what they‟re telling you is factual and should be backed up with a reporter who‟s 

there on the spot and maybe an interview with a local person, so you can actually see 

first hand as close as they can be to whatever the story is.” 

 Belfast, moderate understanding, 40+ 

 Accessibility tended to be known as being „easy to follow‟ or „easy to understand‟: 

“It‟s sort of breaking the story down.  It‟s giving you the detail, but not too much detail 

where you‟ll switch off… a lot of it is about the language they choose to use…layman‟s 

terms.” 

Cardiff, moderate understanding, 40+ 
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There were also felt to be other important attributes for reporting of international events such 

as the Arab Spring; these included being: 

 Emotionally engaging: 

“I think it has more impact if it‟s coming straight from the people who are involved in 

it.  Like when you see these people and they‟re all chanting and crying and screaming in 

street protests.” 

 Cardiff, high understanding, under 40 

 Informative and educational: 

“On the positive side, there was quite a lot of background information as to the root 

causes of the unrest, which I thought was good.”  

Belfast, moderate understanding, 40+ 

 

 Up-to-date: 
 

“Just like when Osama Bin Laden was caught and then within minutes we‟ve heard he‟s 

dead.  Just how the news changes so rapidly and how reports were coming in from 

writers, it was coming from the BBC World News and it was coming from Sky. How it 

just filters in so quickly.” 

London, high understanding, under 40 

3.4 How accuracy, impartiality and other priorities are judged  

Respondents felt that it was difficult for audiences to judge broadcasters‟ performance on 

impartiality and accuracy, particularly with respect to reporting on international events which 

are relatively distant to most people‟s lives in the UK.   

“It‟s very difficult, I think, to put a value on that because it is so distant from where we 

live. Unless you‟ve actually got a relative living in that country you wouldn‟t know 

whether it‟s biased or accurate or not.” 

Belfast, moderate understanding, 40+ 

Therefore it came down in large part to trusting that broadcasters had the correct motivations, 

the right level of professionalism, and had taken all reasonable steps to deliver impartiality and 

accuracy.  The strength of the broadcaster‟s brand and reputation appeared to be a key 

determinant of such trust. There were also some indicators or proxies that respondents used to 

judge these qualities as highlighted below. 

3.4.1 Accuracy 

It was regarded as being difficult for broadcasters to guarantee accuracy with new or fast-

moving events such as the Arab Spring, where the true picture could take some time to emerge.  

As mentioned above, making the best efforts to ensure accuracy was felt to suffice.   

It was also felt that the mixing of social media footage with official reporting made accuracy 

even more difficult to judge.  Reports using social media footage could raise questions amongst 

respondents about the provenance and authenticity of the footage. However, notwithstanding 

this, audiences were supportive of incorporating social media content into official broadcasts as 
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it was acknowledged that this was often the first or only material available; it was also felt to 

help convey the human impacts of the conflicts (and thereby contributed to their emotional 

engagement). 

The sorts of qualities which were perceived to demonstrate that efforts had been taken to 

ensure accurate reporting include: 

 Having knowledgeable reporters „on the ground‟ and as close to the action as possible 

 Fact-checking breaking stories to ensure accuracy is not compromised by pressures to 
bring stories to air quickly 

 Checking the provenance and authenticity of social media or other external footage 

 Being transparent about areas of uncertainty (e.g. by stating where assertions could not 
be verified, or using qualifying terms such as „apparently‟) 

 Showing as many images of impacts on the ground as possible as „seeing is believing‟ 
(whilst there were differences of opinion as to how graphic it is acceptable for images of 
casualties to be, there generally appeared to be some level of desensitisation about 
graphic content for the audiences we spoke to) 

 Ensuring that the images have „minimal editing‟ and are as close to „primary evidence‟ 
as possible (potentially influenced by the contribution of social media, respondents often 
referred to the perceived rawness of footage as being indicative of accuracy) 

 

“I think accuracy often comes later.  What you get at first is a search for facts… it‟s an 
aspiration for accuracy, but at the time it can be quite confused.” 

London, high understanding, under 40 

“I don‟t think you can ever get 100% of the truth.  There are always things that are hidden 
within the governments…. So it‟s surface accuracy.  It shouldn‟t be like „Gaddafi‟s dead‟, 
then two days later, „no he‟s alive‟.  They‟re [the media are] so quick to report it without 
any accuracy as they just want to give out news.” 

London, connected second generation, under 40 

“I think when you see live footage you do tend to feel it‟s more accurate than if it‟s just 
the reporter stood there saying „this is what happened earlier, we didn‟t see it but we‟ve 
been told that‟s what happened‟.  When you see the live street fighting, people running 
around, you kind of think it really happened because it‟s right there in front of you.” 

Cardiff, moderate understanding, under 40 

3.4.2 Impartiality 

There were perceived to be a number of challenges to impartial reporting of the Arab Spring.  

These included the complexity of having to cover numerous countries and events, each of which 

typically involved a range of interest groups rather than simply two sides. In addition, following 

exposure to some clips (see section 3.5.2 and 3.5.3 for more detail), some respondents identified 

reporting restrictions, presence of minders, and poor access to the official position, as additional 

challenges.   

Overall, there were two main factors that were perceived by audiences to demonstrate efforts 

to be impartial: 

 Showing  a range of perspectives, including different interests/sides, those affected as 
well as directly involved, different parts of the country, and both a micro (individual 
people) as well as macro (wider population) view. The micro and macro view applied 



 

 

Impartiality review of BBC‟s coverage of Arab Spring  

Prepared for: BBC Trust 13 

literally as well as figuratively; for example, audiences wanted to see close-up shots of 
protesters as well as wide angle shots showing the size of the crowd. 

 Being neutral, which was perceived to require careful use of language and tone, the 
avoidance of over-simplification and critical judgement, and clearly separating fact from 
opinion in reports 

 

“You can get as close to neutrality as possible by trying to show all sides of the story… Also 
if you‟re not neutral then that means you are using key psychological words that would 
prompt you to believe that they‟re evil, or that one side is worse than the other.” 

London, connected second generation, under 40 

“It‟s very important, not being biased to either party and obviously just reporting, you 
know, from both perspectives.  So that we, as an audience, can make our own informed 
decisions.” 

London, high understanding, under 40 

3.4.3 Other priorities 

Up-to-date news coverage was important but tended to be expected as it was felt that 

competition between broadcasters, as well as the contribution of the internet and social media, 

meant that news stories reach audiences almost instantaneously these days.  

Being emotionally engaging was perhaps the single greatest priority for audiences overall. 

Without this there would not be sufficient incentive for audiences to follow stories of 

international events such as the Arab Spring that are relatively remote from most people living in 

the UK.   Emotional involvement was felt to be achieved by captivating story-telling from 

broadcasters, as well as through the use of images and interviews that capture the mood of the 

story and convey the human angle.     

 “I appreciated being in the middle of the confusion, because it explains, I think, a little bit 
of the craziness of it. Rather than a higher level filtered version…When there is news there 
are facts and then there is the human element of what has actually happened to the 
people.”  

London, under 40, high understanding 

“Speaking out to the people who were there and who were celebrating when things went 
right for them and showing their disgust and anger when things weren‟t going right for 
them.  You could see it in their faces, not just in what the reporter says but from the 
people.”  

Belfast, 40+, moderate understanding 

“I did get a strong sense of a raw kind of emotion and real passion from the people.”  

London, under 40, connected 

Importantly, audiences did not regard emotionally engagement to be at odds with accuracy 
and impartiality in the coverage of the Arab Spring. This is because they expected the 
emotion to be conveyed directly from the footage of the events and interviews with people 
who are affected on the ground, rather than via the tone or language of the journalists. In 
fact, being emotionally engaging in a story was felt potentially to enhance audience‟s ability 
to form a judgement on accuracy and impartiality. For example, some of the same features 
of news reporting which helped audiences to feel emotionally engaged were also mentioned 
as being integral to perceptions of accuracy; these included having knowledgeable reporters 
on the ground and showing images of the impacts on the ground (e.g. casualties) as „seeing is 
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believing‟. “It‟s difficult because it‟s so distant to where we live.  Unless you‟ve actually 
got a relative living in that country you wouldn‟t know whether it‟s biased or not accurate.”  

Belfast, Moderate Understanding, 40+ 

“I think when you see live footage you do tend to feel it‟s more accurate than if it‟s just 
the reporter stood there, saying:„ this is what happened earlier. We didn‟t see it, but we‟ve 
been told that‟s what happened.‟ When you see the live street fighting, people running 
around, you kind of think it really is happening because it‟s right there in front of you.”  

Cardiff, Moderate Understanding, 40 

 

For coverage to be fully engaging, a requirement was also identified for audiences to be 

informed and educated about the background and context to events, as well as provide forecasts 

for the future and indicate any local relevance to the UK (e.g. NATO involvement, oil prices, 

regional stability etc.). However, it was also broadly understood that a main TV news bulletin 

does not always have the time to provide wider context or deeper background, given the need to 

round up all of the day‟s main news. It was therefore suggested that context could also be 

gathered by the audience via other sources such as online.   

Whilst some felt it was important to avoid over-simplification and leading of audiences, there 

were others (primarily those who were less well informed and confident about the events) who 

would prefer broadcasters to give them a more definitive steer as to the „truth‟.  This was 

another tension and trade-off to emerge from this research.  

 

3.5 Expectations and perceived performance of BBC 

3.5.1 General expectations and unprompted perceptions of BBC 

All British broadcasters were trusted by most respondents in our research to deliver impartial 

and accurate coverage of news events including the Arab Spring.   

The BBC stood out to some as a particular leader, both because of its global news gathering 

reputation and also, to a lesser extent, due to specific expectations related to the licence fee.   

By contrast, there was some perception that the need for ratings could potentially drive 

„sensationalism‟ from commercial broadcasters.  A minority (who tended to be those without 

direct experience) also expected international broadcasters to have some national or regional 

bias.  

“The BBC, I think it‟s got a duty to reflect the truth of the news…They‟ve got a duty to try 
and give some sort of balanced view as well.” 

Glasgow, high understanding, 40+ 

“I personally believe that the BBC sets the standard globally for the news and media 

generally.” 

London, high understanding, under 40 

“I would tend to trust the BBC more than other corporations.  I tend to think that they‟re 
quite unbiased, the BBC and their reporting of things.” 

Belfast, moderate understanding, 40+ 
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“(The BBC‟s) reporters are quite honest as well.  You never know, do you?  But they come 
across as being quite honest most of the time, quite sincere.” 

Cardiff, high understanding, under 40 
 

This largely favourable assessment of the BBC by general population audiences was tempered by 

some criticisms about a perceived blending of fact and opinion in some BBC reports. 

“I think sometimes the BBC confuses news, as in reporting what‟s going on, facts, with 
endless commentators and opinion.” 

London, high understanding, under 40 

Those audiences with a direct connection to countries involved in the Arab Spring tended to be 

more critical of the BBC than the general population groups.  One reason for this was that they 

felt that the BBC could not be dissociated from the British government and Western interests.  

Some connected audiences also felt that the BBC and indeed all Western broadcasters were too 

selective in terms of the countries and events they focused on. However, most in the general 

population groups did not share these views.  

 “The BBC tells us their version and understanding of what goes on there…they‟re speaking 
on behalf of the UK and the West in general.” 

London, connected expats, 40+ 

“I want them to be bit more transparent about some other countries.  They are very 
selective.  Some they tell us so much about and some others they keep quiet about, like 
Saudi Arabia and Bahrain.  Those people, they should be exposed really.” 

London, connected expats, 40+ 

3.5.2 Clips shown in groups 

It was also felt to be important that respondents were able to provide their views on the BBC‟s 

coverage after being exposed to actual content rather than purely based on recollection.  The 

BBC clips shown came from TV and radio news bulletins broadcast in the UK. The selection also 

included a selection of clips from news bulletins from other broadcasters (Sky, C4, ITV and Al 

Jazeera), in order to put the BBC‟s coverage in a broader context. 

Two reels of clips, each lasting approximately 30 minutes, were prepared.  The two reels were 

rotated between the groups so that half the groups saw Reel 1 and half saw Reel 2.  Both reels 

contained a clip of early BBC News coverage of Tunisia as well as more recent coverage of Egypt 

(from November 2011) by BBC and other broadcasters. Reel 1 additionally focused on BBC News 

reports from Libya across 2011, and Reel 2 focused on BBC News reports from Egypt in February 

2011.  The other broadcasters covered also varied between reels (Sky and C4 clips on Reel 1; ITV 

and Al Jazeera clips on Reel 2).   

Respondents were asked to feed back their views after each clip; they highlighted key positives 

and negatives and also evaluated each clip specifically in terms of accuracy and impartiality.   

The role of the reels was not to provide a detailed assessment of individual content but to add to 

the overall understanding of audience perceptions of the BBC‟s accuracy and impartiality with 

respect to the Arab Spring. The full list of clips shown in each reel is summarised below. 
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Reel 1 – List of clips

Clip order 

when played

Date Programme Description

Tunisia

1 13th Jan BBC One News at Ten Early days package Adam Mynott

Libya

2 19th Feb BBC One News at Ten Bridget Kendall package on early fighting

3 21st Aug BBC One News at Ten Rupert Wingfield Hayes on push from Zawiya into 

Tripoli

4 7th June BBC Radio 4 Today 

Programme

Wyre Davies package on difficulty of judging 

effectiveness of bombing campaign

Egypt

5 22nd Nov BBC One News at Ten Jeremy Bowen package

6 22nd Nov Sky News at 10pm Tim Marshall live from Cairo

7 22nd Nov Channel 4 News at 7pm Jonathan Rugman live from Cairo

 

 

Reel 2 – List of clips 

Clip order 

when played

Date Programme Description

Tunisia

1 13th Jan BBC One News at Ten Early days package Adam Mynott

Egypt

2 28th Jan BBC Radio 4 Today 

Programme

Jon Leyne on Muslim brotherhood

3 11th Feb BBC One News at Ten Jeremy Bowen package

John Simpson analysis segment

Frank Gardner report

Egypt

4 22nd Nov BBC One News at Ten Jeremy Bowen package

5 22nd Nov ITV News at 10pm John Irvine from Cairo

6 22nd Nov Al Jazeera English at 9pm Gerald Tan from Cairo & Alexandria

 

3.5.3 Perceptions of BBC’s coverage following the clips 

In general, audiences felt that the BBC‟s coverage of the Arab Spring, as depicted in the clip 

selection, was strong on both accuracy and impartiality.  One of the main factors contributing to 

this positive impression was the perception that the BBC has experienced and knowledgeable 



 

 

Impartiality review of BBC‟s coverage of Arab Spring  

Prepared for: BBC Trust 17 

journalists reporting from the front-line. As mentioned earlier, those clips which had reporters 

on the ground and substantial footage of „real people‟ also tended to be seen as the most 

emotionally engaging. 

“He was there reporting in the thick of it.  It wasn‟t like the camera had been sent in to 
capture footage and he was somewhere else quite safe.  He was there interviewing people.  
Right there in the middle of things really.” 

Cardiff, moderate understanding, 40+ 

“There was the reporter on the ground interviewing and involved with the rebels, and it 
gave a good insight into their retreat.” 

Belfast, low understanding, under 40 

“The BBC had a really good correspondent in Egypt… He was very, very accurate.  He knew 
the people on the ground and I think the BBC has a tremendous advantage to have people all 
over the world.” 

Glasgow, high understanding, 40+ 
 

In addition, having knowledgeable journalists on the ground was felt to enable the BBC to 

provide informative contextual information and to interrogate the evidence thoroughly in order 

to decipher stories. 

“There was a lot of background information on the root causes of the unrest which I thought 
was good.” 

Belfast, moderate understanding, 40+ 

“It was excellent coverage and the reporter was asking difficult questions and certainly 
didn‟t believe what he was being shown.” 

Birmingham, moderate understanding, 40+ 

 

In some reports, journalists who were „on the ground‟ were evidently subject to restrictions, 

such as in reporting from Libya where some reporters in Tripoli were allowed out only for official 

visits accompanied by government „minders‟.  Reports produced under these conditions were by 

their nature seen as more limited in terms of wider insight, however audiences felt that these 

reports were still of value because of the investigative and questioning nature of the reporting. 

In reports of this nature, the key requirement for audiences was that it be made clear what the 

restrictions were.   

 

However, there were also perceived to be some variations in the impartiality and accuracy of the 

BBC‟s coverage: 

 On the whole, early days coverage (from January/February 2011) was perceived not to 
achieve the same standards of accuracy and impartiality as later coverage (November 
2011); in particular, the later reports were felt to present more perspectives and to 
adopt a more measured (less euphoric) tone. Respondents recognised that, in some 
cases, factors such as the fast-moving nature of the events, the presence of reporting 
restrictions or the mode of engagement from the regime, or a reliance on social media 
might have limited the ability of the reporting to be fully accurate or to demonstrate 
impartiality. In most of these cases they felt the BBC had done its best to make this clear 
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 Some of the more analytical pieces from across the clips were perceived to veer too 
much over to opinion and therefore partiality 

 Some of the coverage was felt not to present alternative viewpoints or to give them 
sufficient air-time 

 

“No actual journalist (was on site).  It was really relying on social media footage so we can‟t 
really be sure what was going on.” 

Birmingham, moderate understanding, 40+ 

“I feel as with the BBC that there‟s almost too much personality involved in the coverage.” 

Cardiff, high understanding, under 40 

“Something that I noticed was really quite emotive language.  I noted the „panic in their 
voices‟ and „scenes are unnerving‟.” 

London, connected second generation, under 40 

“People are angry at the bombing but I see it as them trying to make things seem worse 

than they actually are, trying to make us think the worst.” 

Belfast, lower understanding, under 40 

“Because they were standing with the protesters. There were also a lot of security forces 
in the background, but he didn‟t speak to any of them even though the ministers spoke on 
television to the nation…he didn‟t even say, try to speak to a government official to try to 
get their point of view, to see what they‟re doing with it, is there anything going on? To 
me it was all one-sided for the people.” 

Belfast, moderate understanding, 40+ 

“Again, (it was taken from) the viewpoint of the protestors.  So it was all sort of like this 
bad, bad regime and those poor, poor protesters; which I am sure is very, very true, but it 
would have been interesting to find out a little more about why the regime things this is 
all happening and what they feel, you know, towards it.” 

London, high understanding, under 40 

 

In general, all of the later coverage from Egypt in November 2011, both from the BBC and other 

broadcasters, scored highly in terms of both accuracy and impartiality. However, it was two of 

the other broadcasters‟ clips which particularly stood out to audiences as exemplars on 

impartiality:  

 The Sky clip was favourably assessed for its perceived neutral and „matter-of-fact‟ tone, 
as well as for its succinct consideration of possible future scenarios 

 The Al Jazeera clip was also highly regarded for its perceived neutrality. Positive factors 
included the use of direct translations rather than reporters summarising what 
protesters were saying to them, more airtime being given to the head of the ruling 
military council General Tantawi, and the bulletin covering more than one location in 
Egypt 

(Because of the practical limitations in terms of time available in the group, it was not always 

possible to show respondents all the relevant packages from each broadcaster‟s bulletin. It is 

therefore possible that other BBC coverage which was not shown in the research also 

demonstrates these qualities.) 
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3.5.4 Views specifically on democratic values and reporting of UK impacts  

BBC‟s Guidelines Section 4, Impartiality, says that “due impartiality is often more than a simple 

matter of „balance‟ between opposing viewpoints.  Equally, it does not require absolute 

neutrality on every issue or detachment from fundamental democratic principles.”  

In the research, a minority spontaneously noted that they had perceived a pro-democracy 

position from the BBC in its coverage if the Arab Spring.  The research then specifically 

prompted respondents to explore whether any challenges were perceived for the BBC in covering 

events which involved struggles between non-democratic governments and parts of the 

population.   

Upon prompting, most but not all felt that it was acceptable for British broadcasters including 

the BBC to view a move away from dictatorship towards democracy as a positive development.  

However, even those who were broadly supportive of this felt that it was important from an 

impartiality perspective that: 

 The views of the previous regime were still covered in the reporting 

 A pro-democracy position was not conflated with pro-UK or Western interests 

 There was some awareness and acknowledgement of how the western position on the 
regime may have changed over time 

 There was sufficient analysis of what comes next, including questioning of whether the 
new situation could be worse than what had gone before 

Some felt that these conditions had not always been met in the sample of clips shown.   

The wider general public groups tended to welcome what they saw as the BBC demonstrating 

both the impact of events on the UK, and the role of the UK and the West in the events 

reported.   

More generally (beyond the specific clips shown), though, some connected audiences felt that 

British broadcasters including the BBC demonstrate a pro-UK/Western agenda in their reporting 

which they felt was not always kept distinct from any pro-democratic stance.  
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4 Conclusions 

4.1 Context and comparisons to previous research 

As mentioned previously, those taking part in this research were specifically recruited to have an 

interest in international news and some awareness of the Arab Spring events. Therefore, the 

findings do not represent the views of the UK population as a whole but that of „engaged‟ 

audiences.  

The specific nature of the sample notwithstanding, the relationship of audiences with 

international news stories appears to differ in some respects from that observed the last time an 

impartiality review was undertaken into the BBC‟s international news coverage. This earlier 

research was undertaken as part of the impartiality Review in 2005 on the BBC‟s coverage of the 

Israeli-Palestinian conflict1, with a sample of people who had a range of different levels of 

knowledge about that subject. While comparisons should take into account the different sample 

definitions, there are nonetheless some notable differences between the two studies: 

 A larger repertoire of news brands are being consumed by those taking part in the Arab 
Spring research, including international as well as local broadcasters (facilitated by 
cable/satellite TV and the internet)  

 There is, not surprisingly, a much greater reliance on the internet, via both mobile apps 
and fixed connections, and including both broadcasters and social media 

 There appears to be a tendency, amongst engaged audiences for the Arab Spring story at 
least, to „triangulate‟ various news sources in order to provide different perspectives on 
a given story 

 There is also therefore some difference in the relative role of broadcasters and 
audiences, with responsibility for determining the „truth‟ of a story shared between 
broadcasters and these (engaged) audiences to a greater extent than was the case in the 
previous impartiality research 

 Some level of desensitisation about graphic images is also indicated in this research, 
compared to the audiences who were involved in 2005 

4.2 Importance of qualities and perceived BBC performance 

The research has confirmed that impartiality, accuracy and accessibility are each regarded as 

important qualities by audiences, both generally and specifically in relation to the reporting of 

the Arab Spring.  Accuracy was perceived to be demonstrated by having knowledgeable 

journalists on the ground, as well as fact checking, transparency and judicious use of images.  

Impartiality was felt to be evidenced by two main factors – balance in terms of perspectives 

shown, and neutrality in terms of tone and language. 

There are also some additional reporting priorities for audiences; these included being up-to-

date, informative and emotionally engaging.  It is appears from this research some of these 

priorities could potentially be at odds with each other, and will need careful balancing by the 

BBC.  For example: 

                                                 
1 Members of the research team were also involved in the audience research for the 2005 BBC Governors‟ 
impartiality review on the BBC‟s coverage of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and are therefore able to make 
direct comparisons. The research report can be found on the Trust‟s website. 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/our_work/govs/olr_audienceresearch.pdf 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/our_work/govs/olr_audienceresearch.pdf


 

 

Impartiality review of BBC‟s coverage of Arab Spring  

Prepared for: BBC Trust 21 

 The pressure to be up-to-date may reduce the opportunity to check accuracy  

 The audience demand for analysis about what might happen next could potentially 
conflict with being accurate or impartial 

 The need to be emotionally engaging, if not interpreted correctly, could potentially 
conflict with being strictly impartial 

 Some less knowledgeable audiences may prefer for broadcasters to give them a steer on 
the „truth‟ which also potentially conflicts with being impartial  

The BBC was generally regarded highly for its coverage of the Arab Spring, including the 

impartiality and accuracy of reports, founded largely on the reputation and trust that the BBC 

enjoys. The BBC clips shown as stimulus in the research were also generally favourably regarded, 

however some variability between individual clips was perceived. In addition, some of the 

competitor clips, which were included for comparison, were also well regarded in terms of 

accuracy, impartiality and accessibility. 

4.3 Check-list of audience priorities 

The views expressed by audiences in the research have been aggregated into an overall check-

list of desirable qualities for the BBC‟s coverage of the Arab Spring.  The points, which are in no 

particular order of importance relate to different audience priorities. Points 5 and 6 explicitly 

deal with impartiality, while point 7 covers accuracy.  The other points primarily relate to other 

qualities which are valued by audiences, such as being emotionally engaging (points 1-4) and 

informative (point 8).  However, some of the points contribute to more than one quality; for 

example, having journalists on the frontline contributes to perceptions of accuracy, as well as 

making coverage more emotionally engaging.  

Whilst this list should be seen as the ideal, audiences recognised the challenges for every story 

to meet all of the criteria. They also acknowledged that it was difficult for people without a 

direct connection to the Arab Spring to judge the performance of broadcasters such as the BBC 

on impartiality and accuracy on a day-to-day basis.  Therefore, they felt it was likely that, rather 

than assessing these qualities on every occasion, audiences would also rely on track record, 

general reputation and trust as their proxies in „real life‟. 

 

Audience check-list of desirable qualities for the BBC’s coverage of the Arab Spring 

1. Have journalists on front line and able to report first hand if possible 

2. Supplement first hand reporting with social media where appropriate, provided every 
attempt has been made to authenticate this 

3. Interview people on the ground, including both those directly involved and those affected, as 
well as different types of people (women and men, young and old etc.) 

4. Include footage of casualties if appropriate to conveying human cost, but not gratuitously 

5. Ensure that different perspectives are represented wherever possible (e.g. different interest 
groups, other parts of country, micro/individual or small group and macro/whole event or 
country etc.) and that sufficient air-time is given to different interests 

6.  Use neutral tone and language in reporters‟ commentary(important to convey emotion but 
this should be mainly through direct footage and interviewees) 

7. Make every effort to check facts and provide qualifications where there is any uncertainty 
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8. In longer analysis pieces, provide: 

o Broader background, such as context and factors leading to events as well as specific 
triggers  

o Assessment of wider impacts of events – both locally and on the UK  

o Forecasts about future possibilities and what may come after 
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APPENDIX  
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A. Discussion guide 

IMPARTIALITY REVIEW OF BBC’S ARAB SPRING COVERAGE 

FINAL DISCUSSION GUIDE 19.01.12 

Objectives are to ascertain:   

 How accessible the BBC’s coverage of the Arab Spring is to its audiences 

 The extent to which the BBC’s coverage of Arab Spring is perceived to be partial or impartial  

 The perceived accuracy of the BBC’s coverage of Arab Spring 

 How both impartiality and accuracy are judged by audiences  

 What are the specific factors which affect their views on the BBC’s Arab Spring coverage 

 What if any differences are perceived to exist across different formats 

20-25 

mins 

Introductions and warm-up 

 Moderator initial explanation of purpose of research: 

o BBC Trust periodically commissions independent reviews of its coverage of 
certain important areas or topics – will reveal more on the nature of the 
current review shortly 

 Moderator explanation of research process:  

o Two hour session 

o Not a test 

o Views confidential/taping 

o Introduce any observers 

o Everyone contribute/fair say/respect differences 

o Will be viewing and discussing clips during part of the group 

o Housekeeping (mobiles off, refreshments, toilets, fire procedures) 

 (Paired) respondent introductions: 

o Name and brief personal background 

o What sources do you regularly access for international news and current 
affairs (broadcasters, formats, specific channels/programmes)?  

o Are there different roles for different sources?  Probe on roles of 
websites/how these are used 

 Warm-up discussion: 

o What notable international events are recalled from past year or so? – FLIP 
CHART 

o What qualities are personally most important in news and current affairs 
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coverage of these types of international events?  - FLIP CHART 

o (IF IMPARTIALITY NOT MENTIONED RAISE) AND PROBE:  How important is 
impartiality, how would you describe it in your own language and how do you 
judge it?  

o (IF ACCURACY NOT MENTIONED RAISE) AND PROBE: How important is 
accuracy, how would you describe it in your own language and how do you 
judge it? 

20-

25mins 

Understanding of Arab Spring and initial views on its coverage in the media 

 Supplementary moderator explanation of purpose of research 

o BBC Trust is currently commissioning an independent review of BBC coverage 
of events that have been taking place in the Middle East and North Africa 
since December 2010 and are collectively known as the ‘Arab Spring’ 

o Research with audiences will form part of the review and we want to talk 
both to people who feel they have a good understanding of the events and to 
those who feel they only know a little 

 How much understanding do you feel you have of these events – good, some or only 
a bit? (SHOW OF HANDS) 

o How describe (e.g. to a friend, what words associate)?   

o What specifically recall (e.g. countries involved, specific uprisings, reason for 
conflicts)?   

o Do you tend to think of as linked or separate events? 

o Are you aware of any further events in the news in the last few weeks related 
to the Middle East and North Africa/Arab Spring? What are these? 

o Any views on which the most dangerous countries in ME/North Africa now 
and where there might be particular difficulties with reporting? 

 How personally interested and why/why not?  IF INTERESTED: Do you have any 
personal views or affiliations with respect to the events and, if so, what are they? 

 How did you find out about the events?  PROBE:  media sources (broadcasters, 
formats, channels/programmes) but also social media and word of mouth. Are these 
the same sources you would use for other types of news, for example UK or local 
news stories? Why/why not? 

 How do you feel that the media has portrayed the events of the Arab Spring 
generally? 

o What would you expect media coverage of events like these to provide? 

o What are the key messages you remember about the events? 

o What has worked well?  What should be different? 

o Has the level of coverage sufficient or not? 

o Have the right things been covered or not?  Are there any gaps?  What if 
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anything like to know more about? 

o Did you feel that the coverage you saw was fair to all parties involved? 

o Did you feel that you had enough information about the background and 
causes of the uprisings, and about the wider regional or global significance of 
the events? 

o Would you have similar comments about international news in general, or 
not? How much is specific to the Arab Spring events? 

 How do different media sources (broadcasters, newspapers, websites, formats, 
channels/programmes) compare in terms of their coverage of the Arab Spring 
events? 

o Similarities and differences 

o Any stand out as better/worse and why? 

o Any stand out as more or less impartial or accurate? (USE GROUP’S OWN 
LANGUAGE TO DESCRIBE) 

o Do you have similar expectations of accuracy and impartiality for all the 
different media sources, or are some different? How does the BBC in 
particular compare to other broadcasters? And then within the BBC, would 
you expect anything different from BBC TV, BBC radio, and the BBC website? 
From different programmes or reporters? 

 

60-80 

mins 

Assessment of stimulus 

 Moderator introduction 

o Now going to show some specific examples of news and current affairs 
coverage of Arab Spring, focusing on certain events in Tunisia, Egypt and 
Libya. Most of these taken from BBC (mix of TV, radio, online) but also some 
examples from other broadcasters included for comparative purposes. 

o We have included a range, but this is only a selection of events and 
programmes from across the Arab Spring, so not all countries or events will 
be included. 

o Interested in your general opinions on the examples but also particularly in 
your views on the impartiality and accuracy of the coverage as this is the 
focus of the review 

o Going to hand out some individual recording sheets.  After each clip please 
note down anything that stood out either positively and negatively, and 
finally then give an overall score out of 10, as far as you are able to judge, for 
impartiality and a score out of 10 for accuracy (USE GROUP’S OWN 
LANGUAGE TO DESCRIBE).  Then we will discuss as a group 

o Hand out timeline so events are contextualised for respondents prior to 
viewing clips 

 After each BBC clip: 
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o Does anyone remember watching news coverage of these events at the time? 

o How did you feel when you watched that clip today? 

o What were the key messages you thought it was trying to get across? 

o What stood out positively and negatively, and why? 

o Overall, how accurate do you feel it was, and why?  

o Overall, how impartial do you feel it was, and why? 

o Any suggested improvements? 

 Show comparative clips in one job lot and then focus on how they compare 

o Key similarities and differences 

o Which best for accuracy? Which best for impartiality? Why? 

o Which preferred overall and why? 

 Show website screen-grabs and explain that the first is the BBC’s overall page for the 
Arab Spring, and the second is a selected ‘live text’ page from the 22nd of November, 
the same day as the last three clips they saw 

o What do they think about these pages? What stood out positively and 
negatively and why? 

o Do they offer anything the TV and radio coverage doesn’t? What might the 
BBC web pages be used for compared to other formats? 

o  Are there any differences in the way information is presented online? Are the 
same factors important as for TV and radio? Why/why not? 

 Summing up stimulus overall 

o How does the BBC’s coverage across different formats and 
channels/programmes compare? 

o How does the BBC’s coverage overall compare to other broadcasters? 

o  Do you expect the BBC coverage of these events to be different in any way 
from other broadcasters? Why/why not? 

o Overall, and as far as you are able to judge, which clips did you think felt most 
and least impartial and which felt most and least accurate? Why? 

o Any suggested improvements? 

o PROBE AS REQUIRED: Overall, how was accuracy judged/what criteria were 
used to evaluate accuracy? Collect spontaneous perceptions, but if not 
mentioned ask about whether it was felt that reports: 

 were based on reliable evidence/avoided unfounded speculation 

 were presented in clear and understandable language  

 presented any content from other broadcasters or social media 
sources (YouTube, mobile phone footage) appropriately?  

o PROBE AS REQUIRED: Overall, how was impartiality judged/what criteria 
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were used to evaluate impartiality? Listen for mentions of/prompt if not 
mentioned about: 

 any bias or BBC point of view which is perceived 

 any perspectives which are felt to be missing 

 the explanation of different points of view or ideologies (e.g. 
protesters vs. governments vs. wider public opinion in the relevant 
country) 

 the weight given to leaders or spokespeople of different strands of 
the protest movement (e.g. Muslim Brotherhood vs. young/middle 
class/English speakers)  

 the level of analysis and context given (including regional/global) 

 the tone of voice and the role of different reporters 

 the choice of interviewees/contributors (e.g. academics, experts vs. 
people on the streets)  

 transparency on any reporting restrictions or the situation of reporter 
(e.g. when embedded with rebels, accompanied by “minders” etc.)  

 any challenges associated with reporting Britain’s involvement e.g. via 
NATO 

 More general discussion (not limited to clips): 

o In some cases, the news programmes shown were reporting on fast-moving 
or uncertain events. How did you think the BBC’s coverage dealt with this 
environment? Do you think there is anything they could have done better? (If 
needed, prompt with an example, e.g. the reporting of numbers of casualties 
and of protesters in many of the clips) 

o Were these clips overall typical of what you recall from coverage of Arab 
Spring over the past year or so?  

o (If not raised) Did you get the impression from these clips, or from any other 
coverage you remember, that the BBC itself had a particular view about the 
events? If yes, what do you think that view was? (If not mentioned) Did you 
feel any of the BBC’s coverage implied that a move away from military 
dictatorship towards a liberal democracy would be a good thing? If yes: What 
made you think this? How do you feel about this? 

o REFRESH GROUP WITH EVENT TIMELINE AGAIN. We only focused on 3 
countries in the clips, but what do you think about weight given to different 
parts of Middle East and North Africa in actual BBC coverage?  What do you 
think about the extent of coverage which links events in events in different 
countries/discusses Arab Spring as a whole?  
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20 mins OPTIONAL – IF TIME AND REQUIRED TO ADD TO UNDERSTANDING ONLY:  

Audience-led guidelines for coverage of Arab Spring 

 Task 1: 

o IN 3 BREAK-OUT GROUPS: Develop a set of up to 5 practical dos and don’ts 
each for the BBC to achieve optimal accuracy and impartiality.  THEN PRESENT 
BACK AND DISCUSS AS WHOLE GROUP 

 Task 2: 

o AS WHOLE GROUP: Overall, what is most important to you in BBC’s coverage 
of Arab Spring? Develop 5 overarching principles for BBC’s coverage of Arab 
Spring – need to consider impartiality and accuracy but final selection and 
ranking is own choice. MODERATOR TO FLIPCHART AND THEN AGREE 
RANKING OF TOP 5 

 


