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Background 

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

it is essential to its independence that the BBC retains the public‟s trust as an impartial 

and accurate purveyor of news and programming. The BBC is required to deliver duly 

accurate and impartial news by the Royal Charter and Agreement and to treat 

controversial subjects with due accuracy and impartiality. The Trust‟s role is to ensure this 

obligation is being fulfilled. 

The Trust approves the BBC‟s Editorial Guidelines, which explain that: 

“Impartiality lies at the heart of public service and is the core of the BBC‟s 

commitment to its audiences. It applies to all our output and services – television, 

radio and online…..we must be inclusive, considering the broad perspective and 

ensuring the existence of a wide range of views is appropriately reflected”. 

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 through a rigorous review which can, when deemed necessary, 

lead to behavioural change. 

This will be the Trust‟s fourth impartiality review. Previous reviews looked at the coverage 

of business (2007); network news and current affairs coverage of the nations (2008) and 

science (2011).  

Past reviews have therefore concentrated on predominantly domestic issues. This year‟s 

momentous events in the Middle East, continuing to unfold throughout the year, have 

thrown the spotlight on international coverage, and the Trust would like to take the 

opportunity of concentrating on the Arab Spring in this year‟s review. The fast developing 

and long running interwoven series of events which constitute the Arab Spring presents 

significant challenges to impartial and accurate coverage for the BBC as it aspires to the 

highest standards of international reporting. 

BBC Guidelines Section 11, War, Terror and Emergencies also state (11.1) that: 

“The BBC has a special responsibility to… its audiences when reporting 

conflict....large numbers of people across the world access our services for 

accurate news and information. They also expect us to help them make sense of 

events by providing context and impartial analysis and by offering a wide range of 

views and opinions”. 

“At such times, when there may be conflicting information and opinions, and with 

reliable information hard to come by, we need to be scrupulous in applying our 

principles of accuracy and impartiality”. 

And the Introduction to Section 4, Impartiality, says: 

“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”. 

 

Scope of the review 

The uprisings which became known as the Arab Spring included protests in many 

countries, and were preceded by other uprisings notably in Iran in 2009. However for 

practical purposes this review will be confined to events beginning in Tunisia in December 
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2010 (when protests began) and following on from that, most notably in Egypt, Libya, 

Bahrain, Syria and Yemen. 

Content analysis will examine coverage during defined, limited weeks as agreed with 

independent academics carrying out the research, sampling past coverage of Arab Spring 

events as well as a limited period of future coverage, also as agreed with independent 

advisers.   

There will be a separate analysis of current affairs strands during the period of this review 

and the author will also be able to examine other output which he considers relevant. 

The review will cover 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. It will assess news and current affairs and factual output that 

refers to coverage of the Arab Spring and undertake the following:  

 In considering impartiality, to assess whether coverage of the Arab Spring offers a 

comprehensive and impartial view of events. In particular: 

o Has there been an omission of an important perspective which might 

jeopardise perceptions of the BBC‟s impartiality? 

o Has the coverage avoided reinforcing generalisations which lack relevant 

evidence?  

o Has the coverage given due weight to the many and diverse areas of an 

argument as it affects a particular uprising or conflict? 

 In considering accuracy, to assess whether coverage of uprisings or conflicts is 

duly accurate, well sourced, based on sound evidence, thoroughly tested and 

presented in clear, precise language, avoiding unfounded speculation. In particular, 

is coverage gained from social media sources appropriately tested and presented? 

 

Scope limitations 

 While impartiality is an important part of any assessment of programme quality, it 

is not the only factor. As this review focuses on impartiality and accuracy, it will not 

seek to draw broader conclusions about the quality of BBC output. Nor will this 

review draw conclusions from the quantity of coverage except where it is 

considered to have been a contributory factor affecting impartiality or accuracy. 

 The review will not include content from the BBC‟s local, regional and national 

services, or the World Service. The lessons that we hope to draw from this project 

will apply equally to all BBC services, as we assess content against the BBC‟s 

Editorial Guidelines.  

 

Approach 

The full BBC Editorial Guidelines (which can be found at 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/editorialguidelines/) set out how impartiality and accuracy are to be 

attained in BBC content. 

The Trust report will draw on an assessment from an independent author. To support the 

review, content research will be commissioned by the Trust from a university with 

expertise in conducting content analysis and in conflict and the media. Audience Research 
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will be commissioned to help assess the public understanding of coverage of the Arab 

Spring.  

The main workstreams of the review will include: 

 Content analysis 

 Author engagement with key stakeholders 

 Audience Research 

 Discussion with the BBC Executive 

The results of the author‟s engagement with key stakeholders, the Executive‟s submission, 

content research, Audience Research and other sources of evidence will be analysed and 

considered by the author before a final assessment is presented to the Trust. When 

publishing its final report the Trust will also publish the evidence gathered as part of the 

review, including the Executive‟s submission. 

 

Timetable 

Timing Action 

July 2011                                       Review announced 

October 2011                                Author appointed 

October 2011                                Terms of reference agreed 

Autumn 2011                                Content analysis and audience research 

begins 

Autumn 2011/Spring 2012            Author gathers evidence 

Autumn 2011/Spring 2012            Author‟s engagement work begins 

Spring/Summer 2012                    Analysis and report by author 

Summer 2012                                Assessment finalised and presented to the 

Trust                     

Summer 2012                                Executive response presented to the Trust 

Autumn 2012                                Report published                         

 

 


