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Lonely Planet  

A Review of BBC Worldwide’s Acquisition and Ownership  

 

Reasons for the review  

 

In March 2013, the Trust approved the sale of Lonely Planet. Given the scale of the 

financial loss to BBC Worldwide (BBCW), it asked the Executive to commission a review 

of lessons learnt and report to the Trust with its findings. Although the report was 

primarily to advise BBC management and the Trust, the Trust committed to publish 

findings and conclusions. 

 

The review, led by BBC Non-Executive Director Brian McBride and assisted by an external 

consultant, sought to answer three key questions in relation to the acquisition and 

ownership of Lonely Planet: 

 

1. Looking at the original purchase decision and the acquisition plan on which it was 

based, what lessons are there for future investments and M&A 

 

2. What were the reasons why Lonely Planet did not meet the financial projections 

set out in the acquisition plan and what lessons can be learnt about identifying 

and dealing with under-performance of any of BBCW’s businesses; and 

 

3. What are the lessons with regard to growing BBCW’s digital businesses and 

investing in business models, sectors and geographies where the BBC and/or 

BBCW do not have an established position? 

 

Context 

 

The BBC’s Audit Committee has reported its findings to the Trust. The Trust and the BBC 

Executive will now use the findings of this valuable report to deliver improvements to the 

strategy and oversight of the BBC's commercial operations. Mistakes were made and we 

will learn from them. 
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The report acknowledges that a number of changes have already been implemented, in 

particular noting that significant changes have been made to BBCW’s governance, 

mission and strategy so as to ensure that an acquisition like this will not happen again. 

 

The financial under-performance of Lonely Planet that the report addresses should be 

viewed against the backdrop of sustained strong performance from BBCW as a whole. Its 

revenues and profits continued to grow achieving cumulative headline profits of £800m 

during this period, and generating £1bn in total returns to the BBC. We will seek to use 

the findings from this review not only to address the weaknesses identified in relation to 

Lonely Planet but also to build further on BBCW's successful track record in delivering 

dividends to the BBC and benefits for licence fee payers. 

 

Findings and conclusions  

 

Introduction 

 

BBC Worldwide (BBCW) acquired 75% of Lonely Planet in 2007 and the remaining 25% 

in 2011 for a total of A$277m (£132m), invested some £20m during its ownership and 

sold it in 2013 for A$75m (£52m), thereby realising a significant loss on its investment. 

In 2009 the BBC Executive Board (the EB) carried out a Commercial Review of BBCW for 

the BBC Trust (the Trust), which was followed in 2012 by a New Commercial Framework 

for the BBC’s and BBCW’s activities. As a result of these reviews significant changes have 

been made to BBCW’s governance, mission and strategy, all of which would make a 

repeat of the Lonely Planet experience unlikely. 

 

Given the scale of the losses in relation to Lonely Planet, the Trust asked the EB to 

conduct a review of the acquisition. The purpose of this review is to see what lessons 

can be learnt about the acquisition, ownership and sale of Lonely Planet that could 

usefully be applied to BBCW’s activities in the future. Although M&A is not currently part 

of BBCW’s strategy, the company has a broad range of businesses, which it needs to 

develop, manage and grow and, where necessary, make potentially sizeable 

investments, and it is important to ensure that the risks of financial losses in the future 

are minimised. Furthermore, e-commerce and digitisation are important to the future 

success of BBCW and the BBC and it is important that the whole organisation embraces 
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these challenges in a more co-ordinated way than was evident from the Lonely Planet 

experience.  

 

Summary of lessons learnt 

 

Acquisition 

 

 The forecasts on which the valuation was based were too aggressive, especially as 

regards the unproven online businesses 

 

  An EBITDA margin of 30% was highly optimistic 

 

 BBCW seemed to get carried away with deal momentum and there should have been 

an effective mechanism in place to ensure that it did not end up over-paying 

 

 Not enough downside analysis was done of the potential impact of a faster decline in 

books and of not achieving the very optimistic online forecasts 

 

 The put was badly structured: the vendors received the original acquisition price 

when they exercised the put, despite the significant under-performance of the 

business 

 

 Negative public reaction to the deal should have been better anticipated and 

appropriate measures put in place to deal with it 

 

Ownership 

 

 Integration of Lonely Planet was too slow. Actions which were taken two years or 

more after the acquisition, such as migrating the website to London and reducing 

costs and matching the cost base to where the revenues were being made, should 

have happened immediately 

 

 The task of migrating Lonely Planet’s business on to other platforms, especially 

online and TV, was substantially under-estimated 
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 BBCW and the BBC were not sufficiently joined up, for example getting Lonely Planet 

successfully online was dependent on connecting to bbc.com and monetising the 

content through advertising but bbc.com was delayed and then decided to build its 

own travel vertical   

 

 There was not enough scrutiny by the BBCW Board and the EB of the financial 

performance of Lonely Planet 

 

 Throughout its ownership of Lonely Planet there was a bias to positive in the 

reporting on performance, despite evident signs that all was not well.  

 

 There was a lack of accountability for the management and integration of Lonely 

Planet immediately following the acquisition and for some considerable time after 

that, until the situation was properly addressed in late 2011 and 2012 and led 

ultimately to the sale of the company in 2013 

 

Digital Migration 

 

 The initial digital strategy for Lonely Planet focused on moving content online to build 

scale and traffic and then monetise it with advertising. It also relied on the BBC to 

re-launch bbc.com with Global News and US websites, which were delayed. These 

delays had a negative impact on Lonely Planet’s ability to generate meaningful 

advertising revenue, which was a key assumption of the digital acquisition plan 

 

 The acquisition of Lonely Planet required BBCW and the BBC to work in a way that 

was counter-intuitive to normal practice. In other words, the BBC normally produces 

the content and BBCW markets and sells it internationally, whereas the Lonely Planet 

deal meant that BBCW had to make/create something and get the BBC to use it, 

which it was reluctant to do, preferring to create its own content (e.g. its own travel 

channel).  

 

 Lonely Planet/BBCW was too slow in reacting to fast-changing markets. It seemed to 

lack a team experienced in online travel and e-commerce which would have enabled 

more effective decision-making and quicker reaction to the revenue opportunity, with 

the result that Lonely Planet might have adopted the TripAdvisor model or 

successfully ridden the subsequent social accommodation wave.  
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Recommendations 
 

1. All information relating to material investment proposals, together with a thorough 

analysis of the pros and cons of the proposed investment, including a detailed 

discussion of base case, upside and downside financial projections, should be shared 

in an open and transparent way with, and fully understood by, everyone who is 

involved in the decision-making and approval process.  

 

2. Although the BBC supported BBCW in its acquisition of Lonely Planet, the fact that 

certain aspects of the acquisition plan, which required close collaboration with and 

action by the BBC, were not successfully executed suggests that the BBC and BBCW 

should work more closely together in the future to analyse, vet, recommend and 

approve investments by BBCW, as well as agreeing post acquisition mutual 

dependencies and action plans. This should ensure not only that all necessary input 

from the relevant people has been obtained and the investment rationale and 

financial case for any investments are understood and have been approved and 

bought into by all the relevant parties, but that those parties are then clear about 

who is responsible for delivering on the agreed investment plan. Looking ahead, the 

BBC and BBCW also need to address the apparent skills gap in relation to e-

commerce which the ownership of Lonely Planet highlighted, if they are going to 

work together to grow and successfully digitise and monetise elements of the BBC 

business in the future. 

 

3. Once investment decisions are taken, there needs to be clarity about, and 

accountability for, the operational and financial performance of the investment. 

Investments should be closely monitored, robustly scrutinised and people held to 

account for performance against plans. BBCW needs better and more regular key 

performance indicators (KPIs) to ensure that adequate information is made available 

to everyone responsible for managing and overseeing each investment. Delegating 

day-to-day management of businesses is necessary in a large organisation like 

BBCW, but so is providing effective scrutiny and oversight. 

 

4. Once a commercial investment is made it is important that the whole of the BBC 

stands behind it, including in the face of any negative external comment. The BBC 

and BBCW operate in a fast-moving business environment and it is important that 

the organisation has a culture that supports innovation and investment, is not afraid 

to take appropriate risks and stands fully behind investment decisions once they are 
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taken. This requires there to be an explicit understanding and agreement between 

the EB and BBCW that any dependencies on the BBC can be supported (e.g. 

Barcelona and the FM platform pipeline; Earth and the NHU content pipeline). This 

did not happen on Lonely Planet to the extent it should have and the strength of the 

adverse public reaction to the acquisition seemed to take some parts of the BBC by 

surprise and weakened support for and focus on the business post transaction. 

 

5. BBCW needs better and more informed scrutiny/oversight by the EB. The new 

governance structures being defined for BBCW by the EB should address this. There 

also needs to be clarity about what/when/how BBCW matters should be referred to 

the Trust. 

 

Conclusions 
 

The purpose of this review is to draw a line under the acquisition of Lonely Planet. In 

doing so, it should not be forgotten that, although BBCW’s remit has changed such that 

another acquisition like this probably could not happen, the rationale made sense at the 

time and was in line with the agreed strategy for BBCW, which was being encouraged by 

the BBC and the Trust to be creative in finding ways of generating additional growth and 

revenues. 

 

It is worth noting that BBCW’s acquisition of Lonely Planet was done at a time when a 

number of media companies were keen to attract new audiences and were buying digital 

assets, such as ITV’s purchase of Friends Reunited and News Corp’s of MySpace. Reports 

from the press at the time suggest that ITV sold four years later at a loss of £150m, and 

that News Corp lost over $500m when it sold MySpace six years after acquiring it. 

 

It is also evident that some factors beyond BBCW’s control played a material part in the 

financial under-performance of Lonely Planet against the acquisition plan, namely the 

significant and unforeseen appreciation of the A$, the Global Financial Crisis and 

structural pressures in the book retailing market.  

 

It is also clear that notwithstanding these factors beyond its control, BBCW could have 

done a better job in the acquisition and management of Lonely Planet. If the lessons are 

learnt and the recommendations of this review are followed then BBCW, appropriately 

and effectively monitored by the EB, should be better positioned to develop, manage and 

grow its wide range of commercial businesses for the benefit of the whole of the BBC.  




