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‘Faster, simpler and easier to understand’  
 
Following a review of the BBC’s governance processes in July 2011, Lord Patten, 
Chairman of the BBC Trust, stated that the complaints process should be “faster, 
simpler and easier to understand”.1 
  
The review identified ways of improving the complaints system including: 
 

• Ensuring that the BBC has an appropriate way to listen to the views of its 
audiences and consider their feedback. 

• Apologising quickly when appropriate and responding to the issues 
raised. 

• Improving the coordination of complaints handling activity across the 
BBC.  

• Improving standards of openness and transparency in complaints 
handling, making clear where complainants should go to complain about 
BBC broadcast content or services (including in what circumstances 
complainants may complain to Ofcom), and demonstrating clearly how 
issues raised have been addressed. 

• Streamlining the appeals process, ensuring the test the Trust will apply to 
assess appeals is clearer to complainants.  

 
The BBC Trust then held a public consultation in March 2012 on changes proposed 
to the Complaints Framework and associated procedures to meet these 
requirements. The results of this consultation and associated audience research are 
summarised below and set out in more detail later in this document. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
                                                 
1http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/about/how_we_govern/governance_review/ 
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The Complaints Framework and procedures 
 
 
When the Trust set the Complaints Framework and procedures in 2008 it aimed to 
make it easier for audiences to understand what to do when they wished to 
complain to the BBC. Since then there has been a growth in complaints to the BBC 
from over 123,000 in 2007/8 to around 240,000 in 2010/11.  
 
94% of initial complaints to the BBC are currently being replied to within 10 working 
days. For many audience members this is a good service but when problems occur 
the Trust is aware that it can frustrate complainants.  Some have found the system 
too slow, some find it too confusing and complicated and others feel that although 
the BBC has agreed that a mistake was made, in appropriate circumstances it could 
have said sorry earlier. This is why the BBC is committed to changing and improving 
its procedures.  
 
All complaints about the BBC must first be dealt with by BBC management (stage 1). 
Sometimes there is more than one exchange of correspondence at stage 1. So for 
example, the Editorial Complaints Procedure has a stage 1a for a first reply from the 
BBC and a stage 1b where programme makers may give a second reply to answer 
complaints in greater detail.  
 
Complainants who are still unhappy at the end of stage 1 may be able to complain 
to senior BBC management to have their complaint looked at in more detail at a 
second stage (stage 2). The BBC has set up a special unit called the Editorial 
Complaints Unit (ECU) to investigate editorial complaints at stage 2. It is not in a 
programme making division of the BBC and is independent of programme makers.  
 
The BBC Trust is the final arbiter in the BBC for complaints. The Trust is the 
sovereign body of the BBC. It takes appropriate complaints on appeal.  For editorial 
and general complaints this is known as stage 3. Complaints about the Trust go 
straight to the Trust to reply to and do not go through BBC management.  
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Results of consultation - summary 
 

The Complaints Framework consultation set out the details of the changes the Trust 
proposed and asked licence fee payers for their views. There were 336 responses to 
the consultation. For each proposal, the online consultation questionnaire asked 
respondents whether they agreed with the approach or if they had any further 
comments.  

The Trust also commissioned audience research designed to complement the 
consultation process. The research consisted of 10 two-hour workshops and 
participants represented a broad cross-section of licence fee payers from different 
life stages, socio-economic groups, ethnic and social backgrounds. 
 
Both the consultation responses and the audience research were broadly supportive 
of the proposals. Following review of the proposals in light of the results of the 
consultation, the Trust decided to approve the proposals and the associated changes 
to the Complaints Framework and associated procedures at its meeting on 24 May 
2012.  
 
There were three changes to the proposals: 
 

• BBC staff will forward letters of complaint to BBC Audience Services for 
response when they are initially directed elsewhere as opposed to returning 
them to the complainant and advising them of the correct address. (It 
remains the case that other areas may log and reply to complaints 
addressed to them but will no longer be required to.) (pages 5-7) 

 
•  The Executive has confirmed that it will read all complaints received about 

online material outside of the 30 working day limit for lodging an appeal in 
order to determine whether there were sufficient grounds for investigating 
them notwithstanding. The procedure now sets out:  

 
o that there is no limit for first party complaints about content currently 

published on a BBC website but the BBC may decline to consider 
such a complaint if it is no longer practicable and cost-effective  to 
investigate it and adjudicate upon it fairly  
 

o that if you make a complaint about online content you should make it 
within 30 working days of the date when it first appeared online; the 
BBC may consider complaints received beyond that deadline but only 
if it is satisfied that there were good reasons for the delay, that the 
matter complained about was serious, as judged against the BBC’s 
editorial standards, and that it is practicable and cost-effective to 
investigate it and adjudicate upon it fairly (page 16-17) 

 
• The Trust Unit will aim to take decisions on whether or not an appeal should 

proceed to the Trust within 40 working days, and this will be set out in the 
procedures (pages 18-19) 
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The new complaints framework (protocol E3 – see supporting documents) sets out 
how everyone – complainants, BBC staff and the Trust – should expect complaints 
to be handled within a BBC complaints process.  
 
The new procedures will come into effect on 26 June 2012. The BBC’s new policy for 
handling complaints will be reviewed in six months time and the outcomes 
published. Thereafter the Trust will undertake a mystery shopping exercise in 2013 
to test the way complaints are being handled. The results of the exercise will be 
published in 2013.  
 
Below we set out each proposal that was consulted on, a summary of the key 
findings from the consultation and the audience research and the Trust’s response 
to the issues raised.  
 
The full audience research report can be found here: 
http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/our_work/complaints_framewor
k/audience_research.pdf 
 

http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/our_work/complaints_framework/audience_research.pdf
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Responses to the Complaints 
Framework Consultation 
proposals 
 

Consultation Proposal 1 - Tracking and speeding 
up Editorial and General Complaints 

 

Issue: 
 
Complaints come into the BBC in a number of different ways. Most (an estimated 
98%) come in via the central BBC Audience Services operation. The rest come into 
programme offices, to controllers or to other executives. Every area receiving 
complaints is responsible for logging them and answering them directly. This throws 
up a number of issues. The BBC is not sure that all complaints are always logged on 
the system, so complaints estimates may not be accurate. Responses to the same 
issues result in duplication of effort by different areas and may not be consistent 
across the BBC and across independent production companies. Complaints can be 
lost or answered late because a production office may have disbanded after a 
production or a complaint is sent to someone who does not work at the BBC but 
simply appeared on a programme. Resources are being expended in programme 
offices logging and answering complaints whilst BBC Audience Services could do this 
instead, freeing up BBC producers to make programmes and online content.   
 
Consultation proposal:  
 
Create a clearer route for editorial and general complaints via BBC Audience Services 
and encourage complainants to use it.  This is to ensure that all complaints are 
tracked in the system, while encouraging complainants to contact BBC Audience 
Services in the first instance will reduce the incidence of mishandling, making the 
system faster for complainants.  
 
Consultation and audience research responses: 
 
197 (66%) of the online responses agreed with the suggested approach and 79 
(26%) did not.  Some respondents felt that by pointing complainants to Audience 
Services at stage 1, programme makers would not be as accountable to audiences. 
They felt that programme makers should still be able to respond directly to 
complaints and have sight of the issues. Some were concerned that centralising the 
complaints handling process may cause delays. Safer Media and some other 
respondents suggested all complaints at stage 1 should get a single consolidated 
programme reply instead of a first reply from Audience Services and a second from 
the programme team. Several responses had criticisms of the current system e.g. 
some referred to the 1500 character limit for online complaints as being too 
restrictive. (Concerns about the current system are addressed below under other 
issues.)  
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The audience research indicated the vast majority of participants were supportive of 
this proposal, however, participants had a strong negative reaction to the suggestion 
that letters of complaint which were not sent to Audience Services but were sent to 
other parts of the BBC would be sent back to complainants. 

Trust conclusions:  

Accountability  

The BBC Trust is clear that programme-makers will be aware of complaints relating 
to their programme, the BBC Audience complaints logs are available to all staff and 
shared with programme teams and programme makers will feed into many 
responses provided by BBC Audience Services. Complaints at stage 1b (when 
complainants reply to the initial response from BBC Audience Services and ask for a 
further reply) will continue to have input from the programme team.  

Timeliness 

The Trust sets timescales for replying to complaints, and the BBC’s performance 
against these targets as well as number of complaints received is reported on 
publicly in the Annual Report and Accounts2. Performance is regularly reviewed and 
reported to the Trust. The BBC Trust considers that using a centralised procedure 
will speed up rather than delay complaints. There will be a review by the BBC 
Executive six months after the implementation of the changed procedures on the 
impact of the changes which will be reported to the Trust and the outcomes 
published.  

Efficiency 

The Trust accepts that some respondents would prefer to have only one response at 
stage one direct from programme makers. However with over 200,000 complaints a 
year this would drain resource away from programme making.  The current system 
ensures complaints get a quick first answer and, as necessary, a more detailed 
second reply. 

Trust decision: 

The Trust notes the high level of support for this proposal shown by the consultation 
and audience research. They are convinced that the greater centralisation of 
complaints handling will provide a more efficient, accurate and user-friendly process 
for licence fee payers. It will also provide clarity within the BBC on complaints 
handling and allow programme teams to concentrate on programme making, while 
still having the chance to feed into complaints responses at the “1b” stage and for 
larger numbers of complaints received on the same issue. Other areas may reply to 
complaints addressed to them (in which case they will be expected to log them), but 
will no longer be required to. 

 

                                                 
2 http://www.bbc.co.uk/annualreport/ 
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The Trust has therefore decided that the proposal should be approved. However 
there is one change. The BBC Executive had suggested that letters of complaint 
received in areas other than BBC Audience Services should be returned to their 
senders, with appropriate information about how to pursue their complaint. 
Audience Research indicated that licence fee payers were concerned about this 
approach. The Trust agrees and BBC staff will forward letters of complaint to BBC 
Audience Services for response when they are initially directed elsewhere.  
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Consultation Proposal 2 - Speeding up the handling 
of a number of Editorial or General Complaints on 
the same subject 

 
Issue: 
 
The BBC can receive a number of complaints about the same issue or programme.  
This is increasingly the case because of the growth of social media.  This has meant 
that complainants can alert others to their concerns, urging them to complain too, 
and the ease of making a complaint through the internet means that the BBC often 
faces a rapidly-growing number of complaints about the same issue. Tailoring 
individual replies can cause considerable delay to all complainants.  
 
Consultation proposal:  
 
Speed up the complaints process for a number of complaints about the same subject 
by normally bringing together (consolidating) the handling at all stages of the BBC’s 
processes so that one generic response is sent out to all complainants.   
 
Consultation and audience research responses: 

149 (50%) of the online responses agreed with the suggested approach and 125 
(42%) did not. The main concerns from respondents who did not agree with this 
approach were on similar lines that (i) individual points will be lost (ii) the quality of 
response may be compromised and (iii) queries as to what level of complaints would 
warrant this. Respondents also wanted to ensure that all complaints were treated 
with the same seriousness. Some argued that the number of complaints is an 
indication of the seriousness of the concern and that this should be reflected in the 
consideration of the complaint. Some suggested that the BBC should use social 
media to respond when appropriate. There were also some queries as to whether 
complainants would be able to appeal this decision. 

Most participants in the audience research were supportive of this proposal and felt 
that, with the increase of online complaints, particularly through social media, they 
would expect this to be essential.   

Trust conclusions:  

Quality  

The Trust appreciates the understandable concerns from some respondents that 
their individual points may not be addressed in one generic reply and that the 
quality of the reply will fall. However, the Trust is clear that such a process should 
ensure that the key points are covered and replied to more swiftly than might 
otherwise be the case.  
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Complainants will also have the chance to reply or escalate their complaint and 
identify any issues which they feel have wrongly been excluded to stage 2 and to 
the Trust.  

Threshold for a generic response  

The Trust considers that there are benefits in terms of both speeding up complaints 
and in saving on resource to using this process on the same or similar complaints 
whether there are a great many or simply a number of complaints on the same 
issue. Every case is different and for that reason it is not helpful to define a specific 
number at which this will occur.  

Accountability 

The Trust recognises that whether one complaint or many complaints are received 
on an issue, the matters raised may equally be very serious and the BBC therefore 
reads and assesses each complaint on its individual merits whether or not it is 
replied to generically.   

Transparency 

To aid transparency complainants will be informed that their complaint is being dealt 
with in this way and why and the number of complaints received may be published 
on the BBC complaints website. The number of complainants who appeal to the 
Trust will be published. The BBC does at times use social media to address 
complaints. 

Right to complain about receiving a generic reply  

The Trust considers that, given the rationale behind the procedure set by the Trust 
for dealing with a number of complaints on the same subject (and which 
complainants will be aware of from the outset given the wording in the relevant 
procedure and the response they will receive when they submit their complaint), it 
would not be necessary or appropriate for the Trust to take or to provide a 
mechanism for the Trust to receive appeals solely on the basis of the BBC's use of 
this procedure for mass complaints. 

Trust decision:  

The Trust notes most audience research participants, and 50% of the consultation 
respondents, were in support of this proposal. It is important to make sure the 
complaints system is prepared for what may be a continually increasing volume of 
complaints. Being able to group together complaints on the same or similar issues is 
a sensible measure for the BBC to take and will ensure that complainants are dealt 
with in a timely way. This represents value for money for licence fee payers. The 
Trust is confident that, as complainants will be able to escalate their complaint if 
they are not satisfied with the initial response they receive; individual points of 
complaint will not be lost. The ability for a complainant to escalate matters should 
also act as a further assurance of quality of response.  The Trust has therefore 
decided that the proposal should be approved with no change. 
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Consultation Proposal 3a - Focusing resources on 
substantive Editorial and General Complaints 

 
Issue:  
 
One of the key difficulties for the BBC is identifying swiftly the most serious 
complaints amidst other incoming complaints and investigating them thoroughly. 
Part of the role of a Chief Complaints Editor (which was an outcome of the 
Governance review) is to ensure the identification and fast investigation of such 
complaints. But that is not a total solution. In the period from April to September 
2011 the BBC received 172 requests a week to have a complaint looked at again 
after an initial reply had been sent out at stage 1. Such requests in relation to 
editorial complaints must be referred to programmes, so the impact of the 
complaints process on staff who make content is considerable. Trivial return 
complaints form around a third of all Stage 1b return complaints and a quarter of 
the total case load of complaints staff. Dealing with these complaints takes time 
away from handling serious complaints at all stages of the process and causes 
delays.  

 
Consultation proposal:  
 
Focus resource on dealing with substantive complaints more quickly by ending 
correspondence on trivial, misconceived, hypothetical, repetitious or otherwise 
vexatious complaints but by also offering in such cases an appeal to the Trust so 
that there is a way of ensuring that complaints have not been closed down in error.  
 
Consultation and audience research responses: 
 
86 (29%) of the online responses agreed with the suggested approach and 187 
(63%) did not. It should be noted that a number of responses to the online 
consultation arose from a campaign concerned that the expedited procedure (and, in 
particular, the reference to "repetition") would potentially block certain groups from 
making their complaints. A further 10% said ‘no’ to the proposal without any further 
explanation. This has meant that this proposal has the most significant difference 
between the consultation responses and the audience research, which indicated 
strong support for any proposals aimed at minimising the costs associated with 
dealing with serial and/or trivial complainants.  
 

A number of respondents to the consultation and in the research groups were 
concerned as to who would be the judge of what was ‘trivial’ or ‘vexatious’. (There 
was some confusion as to what the word ‘vexatious’ meant. Some thought it meant 
getting angry.) Others have asked how this might affect the disabled. Respondents 
were concerned these decisions should be published. Some respondents questioned 
whether the Trust “disagreed” with BBC management on complaints decisions. Some 
respondents felt that the BBC could avoid unnecessary complaints if people were 
pointed to the Editorial Guidelines and asked to focus on where there had been a 
breach. 
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Trust conclusions:  

The Trust is clear that complaints about coverage of particular areas which are 
repeatedly in the news are not repetitious simply because a new complaint has been 
raised about a fresh item of coverage. This is aimed at complainants who raise the 
same issue repeatedly either with regard to one item or programme or across 
several items of programmes time when they have been informed the complaint will 
not be upheld.  

All complaints will still get an initial stage one response. It is when the complainant 
asks for a further reply that the decision will be made as to whether further 
investigation should be undertaken or not. If it is decided that the complaint is 
trivial, misconceived, hypothetical, repetitious or otherwise vexatious and will not be 
investigated further, the complainant will be provided with the reason for this by the 
BBC. BBC Audience Services or the area handling the complaint will take the decision 
as to whether something raises a substantive issue or not. While the BBC Executive 
makes the initial decision complainants have the right of appeal to the Trust if they 
feel this decision was wrong. Reasonable adjustments will be made where a 
complainant explains that they have a disability.  

The Trust is the final arbiter within the BBC on a complaint and puts the BBC and 
complainants on equal footing.  Details of appeals which are upheld (as well as 
those which are not) are published on the Trust’s website.3  

While some complainants may be aware of and reference the BBC’s Editorial 
Guidelines4, the Trust does not feel that this is necessary to making a complaint and 
that such a measure would increase the complexity of the process for many. 

Trust decision:  
 
The Trust notes that the audience research was strongly supportive of this proposal. 
While it notes the concerns raised by consultation respondents, the Trust is clear 
that this proposal is not designed to block a particular topic from receiving attention 
through the complaints process. It is about ensuring that the BBC is able to focus its 
resources on substantive complaints. 

Individual complainants may have the procedure applied to them if their complaint 
or complaints prove trivial, misconceived, hypothetical, repetitious or otherwise 
vexatious. They always have the right of appeal to the Trust if they are not satisfied 
with this, which will allow the Trust immediate oversight of the process is action.  

The Trust will also ask for records of the number of complainants to whom this 
procedure is applied to be kept and the subjects which are covered by this 
procedure to be reported to them on a regular basis. This will mean that the Trust 
would become aware and could intervene if this process was not being used 
appropriately within the BBC. The numbers and subject areas will be published in 
the Trust’s complaints bulletin. 

                                                 
3 http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/our_work/complaints_appeals/editorial/2012/appeal_findings.shtml 
4 http://www.bbc.co.uk/guidelines/editorialguidelines/guidelines/ 
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Consultation Proposal 3b - Focusing resources on 
substantive Editorial and General Complaints 

 
Issue: 
 
There is not currently a process in place for dealing with complainants who write to 
the BBC and use gratuitously abusive or offensive language. 
 
Consultation proposal:  
 
Focus resource on dealing with substantive complaints more quickly by ending 
correspondence with these complainants if they do not resubmit their complaint 
having removed this language.  Also offer in such cases an appeal to the Trust so 
that there is a way of ensuring that complaints have not been closed down in error.  
 

Consultation and audience research responses:  
 
215 (72%) of the online responses agreed with the suggested approach and 58 
(19%) did not. The main concern among respondents was how the BBC would 
define what constitutes abusive or offensive language.   

All audience research groups were very supportive on this issue, with occasional 
caveats about the policy being used as an excuse to cut off complainants who may 
be making a valid point or be frustrated.  Some believed such complainants should 
not be given a second chance. Some suggested that it might be appropriate for the 
BBC to issue some guidance as to what constitutes unacceptable language. 

Trust conclusions: 

Reasonable Adjustments 

The Trust is aware of the need to ensure that those who explain they have a 
disability and require an adjustment are given a reasonable adjustment.  

Transparency 

The Trust does not think it is necessary to ask the BBC to publish a guide as to what 
is unacceptable language. Explanations on what constitutes abusive or offensive 
language can be indicated to complainants who use such language where necessary.  
Quoting offensive language used in content in order to make a complaint will not 
constitute a reason to refuse to answer a complaint.  

Trust decision:  

The Trust is confident that there is general support for taking a firm line with those 
who use gratuitously abusive or offensive language. It has decided that the proposal 
should be approved given that complainants will have the option to send in their 
complaint without the offensive language and given the safeguard of appeal to the 
Trust.  
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Consultation Proposal 3c - Focusing resources on 
substantive Editorial and General Complaints 

 
Issue: 
There is not currently a KPI in place for responding to complainants who come back 
to stage 1 to escalate their complaint (Stage 1b). 

Consultation proposal:  
Setting the time by which the BBC should aim to reply to complainants who come 
back to stage 1 to escalate their complaint (Stage 1b) at 20 working days for simple 
complaints and 35 working days for complex complaints. This should speed up 
handling.  
 

Consultation and audience research responses:  
210 (70%) of the online responses agreed with the suggested approach and 60 
(20%) did not. There was some confusion around this proposal as some had 
interpreted it as a deadline that was being imposed on complainants, rather than on 
the BBC to respond to complainants. Aside from this misunderstanding the 
responses were positive. Some suggested that it be made clear this is an estimated 
time of response, rather than a guaranteed one. RadioCentre recommended that the 
guidelines should be made explicit that this does not include ‘holding responses’ or 
‘recognition of receipt’. In addition some respondents felt that the response time 
should be quicker in the digital age, and that complainants should be notified if their 
response will take longer. A further response suggested a swifter time of 2 weeks 
for current affairs and specific rules in elections referendum campaign. Also, some 
respondents wanted to know if this figure would be reported on and published. 

This was not separately covered by audience research.  

Trust conclusions: 

The complaints process will be clear that these are timeframes that the BBC is 
aiming to achieve and that in complex cases it may take longer to receive a 
response. The BBC will be expected to send a holding response if this is the case. 
The timeframe will run from receipt of the complaint. The Trust is aware that some 
complainants expect a faster turnaround with a complaint submitted by the web 
then timeframes currently suggested for this stage of the procedure.  However the 
Trust considers that it must be right to allow the BBC the time suggested for a 
second reply given that the complaint will involve replies from the BBC Divisions 
many of whom will be involved in making content.  

Trust decision:  

The Trust notes the high level of approval for this proposal from the consultation 
respondents. The Trust recognises that there will be times when a speedier 
response will be required, and expects programme makers and divisional complaints 
leads to exercise discretion and fast track time sensitive substantive complaints. 
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Achievement against these response times will be reported to the Trust and 
published in the Annual Report and Accounts5.  

The Trust has decided to approve this proposal.  

                                                 
5 http://www.bbc.co.uk/annualreport/ 
5 The 20 to 35 working day time limits will take effect in January 2013 on a date agreed with the BBC 
Trust after implementation and review of the new procedure. 
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Consultation Proposal 4 - Focusing resources on 
current Editorial Complaints 

 
Issue:  
 
Currently complaints about BBC websites can be taken at any time however long 
after publication, unlike broadcast editorial content.  Thus, for example, a complaint 
about a report on the News at Ten O’clock must be made within 30 working days of 
broadcast; but a complaint may be lodged about the same report embedded in a 
story on the BBC News website at any point even if the news story is long past. 
Resource can be taken up examining a past news story as opposed to focusing on 
current issues.    
 
Consultation proposal:  
 
Focus resources on current complaints by normally accepting complaints about 
online content within 30 working days of the date stamp on the page (but BBC 
management has discretion to take a complaint outside the timeframe if there is 
good reason to do so). There will be a right of appeal by the Trust so that there is a 
way of ensuring that complaints have not been closed down in error.  

 
 
Consultation response and audience research:  
 
146 (49%) of the online responses agreed with the suggested approach and 125 
(42%) did not. The audience research results were more positive, but this was the 
only proposal where groups grew less positive as a result of issues which emerged 
during discussion. There were four main areas of debate: 

o A) Time limit: Some considered that in principle if the BBC is currently 
publishing material it should receive complaints about that material from 
those who may come across it after the 30 working days. Others either 
felt the 30 day limit was too short, seemed ‘arbitrary’ or would lead to a 
large number of complaints being rejected.  

o B) Current promotion of content: There were concerns about how this 
time limit would be imposed in instances where online content had been 
promoted on other BBC services after the 30 day period. For example, if 
audiences are directed to a web article via a programme repeat, on 
iPlayer or by a link contained in a more recent article.  

o C) Judgment of serious issues: Although the proposal allows for 
discretion as to which complaints are accepted outside of the 30 days 
there were concerns about when and how this discretion might be 
exercised and that serious issues could be missed.   
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Trust conclusions: 
 
Trustees are aware that there is a balance to be struck here between the need to be 
responsive to audience complaints and the need to ensure resource is directed at 
current content. The limit of 30 working days from publication to lodge a complaint 
brings on-line in line with the period for lodging a complaint about broadcast 
material where experience has shown the vast majority of complaints are made 
within this period.  However in view of the reservations about this proposal which 
emerged from the consultation, the Trust discussed with the BBC Executive how it 
proposed to operate it in practice.   
 
The Trust was reassured that all complaints received outside the 30 day limit would 
be read, in order to determine whether there were sufficient grounds for 
investigating them notwithstanding.  
The Trust and Executive agreed that it was appropriate to consider first party 
complaints if it was practicable to investigate them and adjudicate upon them fairly 
and third party complaints about serious matters if there was good reason for the 
delay and it was practicable and cost effective to investigate and adjudicate upon 
the complaint fairly. This intention was not adequately reflected in the procedure 
and was not transparent. As a result the Executive was asked to consider fresh 
wording by CAB. 
 
Trust decision:  

The wording of the complaints procedure has been altered as follows, with 1.2 and 
1.3 being new paragraphs: 

How to complain 
Stage 1a: What happens first when I make a complaint?  

 

1.1 You should make your complaint within 30 working days of the date 
on which the content was broadcast or first published in a BBC 
owned magazine. If you write after that time, please explain why your 
complaint is late. Exceptionally, the BBC Executive may still decide to 
consider your complaint, but only if it decides there was a good reason for 
the delay. 

1.2 If you make a first party complaint about content currently published on a 
BBC website there is no time limit, but the BBC may decline to consider it if it 
is no longer practicable and cost-effective to investigate it and adjudicate 
upon it fairly. 

1.3 Otherwise if you make a complaint about content currently published 
on a BBC website you should make it within 30 working days of the 
date when it first appeared online. The BBC may consider complaints 
received beyond that deadline but only if it is satisfied that there were good 
reasons for the delay, that the matter complained about was serious, as 
judged against the BBC’s editorial standards, and that it is practicable and 
cost-effective to investigate it and adjudicate upon it fairly. 
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The Trust considers that this change, underpinned by the ability to appeal to the 
Trust, should provide an assurance to licence fee payers that complaints about 
online material more than 30 days old will be dealt with appropriately. The Trust 
also note that few complaints are currently received outside this 30 day period and 
feel that the proposal is appropriate to manage potential growth in visitors to the 
BBC’s website and those reviewing its archive who may identify non-substantive 
issues out of time. To further assure licence fee payers the Trust has asked the BBC 
to review and report to the Trust on this process six months after implementation, at 
which point they will be provided with examples of the types of complaints 
considered, turned down and appealed. The outcomes of this review will be 
published.  

With this change and review in place, the Trust has decided that this proposal is 
approved. 
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Consultation Proposal 5a – Explaining the process 
more clearly 
 
Issue:  

Some processes delay the complaint but do not offer much benefit, and there are 
parts of the procedures which are not clear. By clarifying them we hope to give 
complainants the information they need to understand how to take a complaint to 
the BBC at any level.  

 
Consultation proposal:  

Explain the process more clearly including setting out:  
 

a. in the overall framework what the BBC Trust and what the BBC 
Executive (management)‘s responsibilities are; 

b. in the annexes to the framework what complaints the BBC will not 
take and how trivial, misconceived, hypothetical, repetitious or 
otherwise vexatious complaints are dealt with; 

c. in the Editorial Complaints Procedure which parts of the BBC will deal 
with stage 2 complaints;  

d. in the fair trading procedure that the level of investigation will be fair 
and proportionate having regard to the nature and seriousness of the 
issues raised; and 

e. in the Trust’s appeals processes how a decision will be taken as to 
whether the appeal will progress to the Trust; how that decision can 
be challenged; what the time frame is for an appeal to the Trust 
regarding Television Licensing; and how the Trust may investigate 
and decide a complaint  

 
Consultation and audience research response: 

185 (62%) of the online responses agreed with the suggested approach and 86 
(29%) did not. There was an emphasis on ensuring clear language in responses. 
The negative responses to this proposal did not make substantive points about the 
proposal but tended to be negative about BBC procedures in general. This was not 
separately covered in audience research.  

Trust conclusions: 

The Trust notes that the majority of respondents to the consultation were in favour 
of this proposal. They also note that those who responded negatively tended to 
make points about the system as a whole as opposed to this proposal.  

 

 



 

19 
 

Trust decision:  

 

The Trust believes that clarification of the procedures should help all complainants 
navigate the system and be aware of how the appeal system will operate. In 
addition the Trust has added the requirement that the Trust Unit should aim to take 
decisions on whether or not appeal should proceed to the Trust within 40 working 
days. This will be reported upon in the ARA. 

The Trust has therefore decided to approve this proposal.  
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Consultation Proposal 5b – Removing redundant 
and ineffective parts of the process at Stage 2 of 
the Editorial Complaints Procedure  

 
Issue: 

As with 5a, some processes delay the complaint but do not offer much benefit.  
 
Consultation proposal: 

End the obligation on the ECU to write letters setting out what the complaint is 
about prior to investigating and instead give all complainants a chance to comment 
on the finding before it is finalised. 

Consultation and audience research response: 

198 (66%) of the online responses agreed with the suggested approach and 62 
(21%) did not.  

There were some responses which indicated they were happy with the current 
system and had concerns that this proposal would mean complainants would not 
have the opportunity to check with the ECU that all aspects of their complaint are 
being handled. There were also some suggestions that not clarifying the terms of 
the ECU’s handling at an early stage could lead to delays in the process later on.  
However, the majority of respondents agreed with the approach and that to receive 
a swift acknowledgement was important. 

There were some mixed audience research responses to the ECU providing parties 
with a draft response, with some viewing the proposal very positively and others 
feeling that it would unnecessarily generate extra work and potentially undermine 
the authority of the ECU.   

Trust conclusions: 

The Trust understands that a complainant may consider his or her appeal has not 
been understood but considers that this can be rectified if a complainant explains 
this to the ECU when the complainant receives the draft finding. Complainants will 
also have the opportunity to appeal to the Trust.  

Trust decision:  

The Trust notes that the majority of respondents were in support of this proposal. 
The Trust also notes that this means the BBC will be able to save resources in its 
complaint handling at the ECU level thus delivering value for money as well as speed 
up complaint handling.  

The Trust has therefore decided that this proposal is approved 
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Consultation Proposal 6 – Setting a more detailed 
complaints procedure about how to complain 
about handling and the Trust, Trust Unit and 
Trustees  

 
Issue:  

 
The process for dealing with complaints about the way a complaint has been 
handled and complaints about the Trust, Trust Unit and Trustees has not previously 
been clearly set out. That has delayed complaints while the Trust Unit decides how 
best to handle them. Sometimes complaints have not been handled as the 
complainant expects from their reading of the procedures. This procedure is being 
changed to give more detail.  

 

Consultation proposal:  

Set a clear procedure for complaints about handling and complaints about the Trust, 
Trustees and the Trust Unit.   

 

Consultation and audience research response:  

232 (78%) of the online responses agreed with the suggested approach and 32 
(11%) did not. There was a very positive response to this proposal. Some 
respondents suggested that a visual diagram, such as a flow chart, would be useful 
to complainants.  

This was not separately covered in audience research.  

Trust conclusions: 

Following a suggestion from a respondent, the Trust will publish a flow chart version 
of the process. 

Trust decision:  

The Trust has decided to approve the proposal.  
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Other issues raised in the consultation  
Ease of use 
Issue: Several responses referred to the 1500 character limit when submitting a 
complaint online (stage 1a). Those who referred to it believed it was not always 
possible to make a complaint in that amount of space. 

Trust response:  
The BBC Executive has reported that before the character limit was in place 95% of 
online complaints were under 1500 characters. This therefore affects a small 
percentage of complaints. The BBC complaints website makes clear that 
complainants can submit a complaint by post or phone as well as through the 
website. The Trust feels that as complainants have the option of telephoning or 
writing a letter the current 1500 character limit is not unreasonable and will assist 
the BBC in having a publishable overnight log of complaints and comments to 
circulate to programme teams for their information and to ensure issues are dealt 
with speedily. The character limit also restricts the practice of including multiple 
complaints in one submission which make complaints handling difficult and increases 
the risk that a complaint will not be fully answered. 
 

Issue: Some respondents would prefer to be able to reply directly to the email they 
received from Audience Services instead of using the webform on the complaints 
website to ask for a further reply (stage 1b), 

Trust response: 

The Trust appreciates that it is simpler at first sight to use ‘reply’ than to access the 
complaints website afresh. However the use of the webform allows BBC Audience 
Services to gather the information they require to be able to respond to the 
complaint efficiently and keep records accurately. This system also means that 
complainants who submit their complaint through this website are sent an automatic 
acknowledgement within hours which attaches a copy of their complaint for their 
records which the Trust is aware is important to complainants as evidence that the 
BBC has received the complaint. The Trust is satisfied that this system best meets 
the needs of both the BBC and licence fee payers and therefore it does not propose 
to require the BBC to change this procedure.  

Issue: some respondents were unhappy that having complained by phone initially 
they had been asked to fill in a webform when they had asked for a further reply 
(stage 1b). 

Trust response: 

The Trust is aware that for some complaining by phone is simpler than doing so in 
writing. The Trust wishes to make it clear that the BBC will make reasonable 
adjustments at any stage if a complainant explains they have difficulty with writing. 
However when a complainant has expressed dissatisfaction with the first reply from 
the BBC it is important to have the reasons in writing if possible to prevent 
misinterpretation of the reason the complainant has escalated their complaint when 
the complaint is passed to the BBC Divisions for a fuller reply.  
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At this stage in an editorial complaint the BBC is expending programme making 
resources on answering a complaint and it is important to try and understand what 
the issue is. For these reasons the expectation that a complaint will be put in witting 
at stage1b if possible will remain.  

 
Transparency 

Issue: There were suggestions that there could be a fresh website or a BBC 
programme dedicated to complaints to allow them all to be seen by the public.  

Trust response: 

The Trust appreciates that the public want to know the outcome of complaints. The 
Trust considers that it is important that the public are aware of corrections and the 
outcome of significant complaints. This is why the BBC is launching a corrections 
page as part of this review. The complaints website also publishes details of recent 
public responses from the BBC to significant complaints, as well as monthly 
summaries of the main editorial complaints issues received by the BBC. With 
complaints running at over 200,000 a year however it would take a disproportionate 
amount of resources to monitor and publish all complaints and responses. A decision 
to commission a programme on complaints would be a matter for the BBC Executive 
but a programme could not cover all complaints. The BBC currently broadcasts 
Feedback on Radio 4, Points of View on BBC One and NewsWatch on the BBC News 
Channel. These are also available on line. 

Issue: complainants should be able to go directly to Ofcom after stage 1 of the 
complaints process. 

Trust response:  

The BBC’s Royal Charter and Agreement6 sets out how complaints should be dealt 
with. This explains that the BBC Executive is responsible for answering complaints in 
the first instance, with all appeals that raise matters of substance having the right of 
appeal to the Trust as final arbiter within the BBC.  However is important that 
complainants know when they can go to Ofcom for a reply. The one page 
complaints guide (which is being produced as one of the outcomes of this review), 
explains when complaints can go to Ofcom and will be published on the BBC 
complaints website7 on 26 June 2012 titled “Where to complain”. 

Issue: the complaints process should be added to iPlayer.  

Trust response:  

The Trust is satisfied that the BBC’s Complaints website is the right place for the 
complaints process and related complaints information to be kept so that licence fee 
payers can find all necessary information and links (eg links to Ofcom) in one place.  

 

                                                 
6 http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/about/how_we_govern/charter_and_agreement/index.shtml 
7 http://www.bbc.co.uk/complaints/ 
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Next steps 
 
The BBC will launch the revised Complaints Framework and procedures on 26 June 
2012. The Trust will review implementation of the procedures in six months time. 
There will also be a further mystery shopping exercise to test the operation of the 
complaints process in practice in early 2013. 


