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Quality 

In the Council’s view, audiences in Scotland acknowledge and value the overall 

quality of BBC news. Accuracy and impartiality are seen as pervasive qualities. 

Among measures of quality spontaneously mentioned in audience engagement, “trust” 

is the most prominent: levels of trust in BBC news remain high.  

 

Many refer to journalism on Radio 4 as a benchmark of quality, with the qualification 

that its coverage of Scottish affairs is not as comprehensive as it could be. The 

Council’s submission to the Radio 4 review in 2011 noted “lack of proper coverage 

of Scotland” cited by many listeners and suggested that the network “address the 

whole of the UK”. The final review recommended that Radio 4 aim to increase 

appeal amongst different demographic groups and the ACS notes that Radio 4 

audiences in Scotland have strengthened significantly in recent years. In the last year, 

there has been a positive audience reaction to the redeployment of a high-profile 

Radio 4 presenter on Radio Scotland’s breakfast news sequence.  

 

However concerns about accuracy continue to feature. A recent example quoted by 

an audience member was a Farming Today item which featured “the Minister for 

Schools”: which Minister for Schools?   

 

Coverage of three major UK stories which took place in Scotland were quoted as 

examples of BBC news “at its best” – the crisis over the future of the petrochemical 

plant at Grangemouth in October, the BAE Systems job losses at Govan and 

Portsmouth in November, and the helicopter crash in Glasgow later that month. 

Coverage of another major story, the launch of the Scottish Government’s White 

Paper on Scotland’s Future on 26 November, was comprehensive but lacked the 

subsequent follow-up and analysis which might have been expected.  

 

Comments and concerns 

For some in the audience, the BBC is “not always a glowing exemplar”. For these, 

accuracy is seen to be compromised in places “to appear popular”, with “too many 

trivial stories being carried”. There is also comment that some of the news writing is 

“sensationalist and over-stated”.  

 

There are concerns about the quality of journalism on phone-in programmes. Some 

of the writing in news bulletins is said to be so concise that little information is 

actually communicated. Headlines sometimes gave the “wrong impression” of a story. 

In discussing television news, some viewers perceive an increasing number of news 

items which appear to be a response to or regurgitation of press releases, that the 

BBC offers an “establishment” perspective, and that there is an overall similarity 

between the BBC and ITV news agendas. Engagement with younger viewers found 

that some of them considered the “main news” to be “negative and depressing” and 

that they thought online news was “more informative”. 

 



Engagement in the Highlands suggested that some issues of local concern rarely if 

ever made it onto the BBC agenda. Agriculture, fishing and leisure use of the 

countryside were covered, but not topics like rural housing, land ownership, tourism 

or fish farming. The bigger picture is sometimes felt to be absent: “the UK is a net 

importer of both food and wood – yet the BBC focusses on conflicts between the 

farming and forestry sectors”. Some reporting of rural affairs appeared to adopt an 

urban perspective; and there were concerns about lack of balance in coverage of 

some issues, with wind-farm objectors said to be “well over-represented”.  

 

Some sections of the audience consider that some BBC news coverage can at times 

be sensationalist or tabloid in its approach. Examples of the former included 

instances where personal reactions had been sought from those close to victims of 

murder, and what was seen as “overuse” of violent footage in cases such as the 

Woolwich murder in May 2013. Examples of the latter included coverage of the 

winner of The Great British Bake Off on Radio 4’s The World Tonight. 

 

Audience concerns persist about interviewing styles: the balance between challenge 

and aggression is not always achieved. It was suggested that interviewees, including 

politicians, could be asked to adopt a code of practice for interviewing, to include 

agreement not to filibuster or avoid answering direct questions. There is also some 

desire for more new faces and voices to be sought for comment and reaction. 

 

Some elements of the output can be seen as not challenging enough. For some, 

Breakfast News is “dumbed down” and some consumer programmes can be viewed 

as “too sensational”. 

  

While global coverage is praised overall, some areas such as Latin America are seen 

as less well covered by the BBC. It was also said that not all major stories received 

the same level of in-depth analysis: interpretation/analysis of the Commons vote on 

military action in Syria in August was quoted as an example. There was also concern 

that coverage of some stories, such as the crisis in Syria, could “drift” as the political 

focus moved elsewhere. 

 

The referendum  

There were some concerns about referendum coverage. Some was seen as creative 

(Radio 5 live’s Victoria Derbyshire debate in September), but others have been 

considered by some as unimaginative or sensationalist (Question Time from Edinburgh 

in June). Audience engagement suggests a general feeling that the networks could 

have been more alert to the significance of the debate. While it is understood (by 

most) that the BBC cannot provide “answers”, it is felt that there is scope for 

further exploration of issues and analysis of the data and arguments, challenging and 

deconstructing the claims of experts and statistical evidence. There is an expectation 

among audiences in Scotland that the BBC – in addition to accurate and impartial 

reporting - play a role of “trusted guide” in a debate raising unprecedented questions 

about what can be “known” about the future. There is also an audience desire for 

the BBC to provide help in media literacy for sections of the audience such as newly 

enfranchised 16 and 17 year olds.   

 



There is some audience comment to the effect that BBC news and current affairs is 

overly focussed on party politics to the detriment of a wider social conversation. 

There was some audience criticism of the formats chosen for coverage of 

referendum issues: “It’s about giving a framework for people for form views, but the 

BBC often sets it up as a conflict situation”. 

 

Signposting other programmes in news items 

There are divided views about news stories which contain pointers to other BBC 

programmes.  Some see it as advertising, others that it is a helpful signpost to fuller 

treatment of an important story. Divided views too about BBC news including 

stories about other BBC programmes such as the winners of Strictly or Bake Off. 

 

Strengths  

A number of factors emerged from audience discussion as key BBC strengths in 

addition to the core value of “trustworthiness”. The personal authority of BBC 

specialist correspondents such as Robert Peston, Rageh Omaar, Frank Gardner, 

Reeta Chakrabarti, Jeremy Bowen and others is seen as a key strength. Some specific 

presenters were praised for combining challenge and restraint – Eddie Mair, Anita 

Anand and Mishal Husain. 

 

The attempt to provide context and at least some analysis was said to mark off BBC 

news from other broadcasters.   

 

Viewers also noted that the reach of BBC investigative journalism extends beyond 

the UK, with coverage of foreign stories with UK resonance meeting the BBC’s 

highest standards in BBC ONE’s Panorama reports on The Honeymoon Murder: Who 

Killed Anni? (in September) and Murder in the Alps (in October).  

 

A further strength was the ability to provide authoritative coverage of a major story 

at short notice, as when a helicopter crashed into a Glasgow pub killing 10 people in 

November.  

 

BBC news and other providers 

Feedback from younger audience groups indicates that many get news from Twitter, 

Vice and YouTube and not “conventional channels” which are perceived as “off-

putting”. It is clear that for some in the audience BBC news is connecting less well, 

and is perceived as “too mainstream and establishment”. This view may be 

disproportionately represented among younger people and “new Britons”. Other 

providers such as Al Jazeera and Channel 4 are seen as providing valuable alternative 

perspectives, and the latter a different level of depth.  

 

Channel 4 News at 1900 was also seen more generally as offering a wide range of 

stories and high-quality of analysis in a primetime slot – something not provided by 

BBC television. 

 

ITV/STV 

As noted above, there is some audience perception of a similarity of style and 

approach in the main evening news programmes from the BBC and ITV. While it was 



acknowledged that BBC news is ”generally less tabloid” than ITV, there was some 

audience comment that BBC news is “too politically correct” and “not challenging 

enough”.  

     

Overall range 

Audiences perceive the overall range of BBC news coverage as wide and appropriate 

with some weaknesses noted below.  

 

Some areas such as rural affairs are perceived by some to be less well covered or 

covered in a “stereotypical” way. There was comment that rural issues “amounted 

to more than badgers and mountain bikes” - serious social issues relating to the 

countryside such as fuel poverty and green energy were not explored in sufficient 

depth. There is significant demand in the audience for a more investigative spirit in 

the BBC’s approach to news, and “more sophisticated linkage” between relevant 

material on different BBC media outlets.  

 

Some feel that there are too many BBC news outlets, and that its journalism is 

overstretched. It was suggested that there could be fewer outlets, offering news in 

greater depth. In public engagement, there was some speculation that there had 

been a diminution in range and quality as a result of budget cuts. 

 

Audience engagement suggests 60 Seconds on THREE is a major source of news for 

young viewers. It is perceived as “effective” and “enough for younger people”.  

However this raises the question of how much of the BBC mission is being or can be 

delivered via 60 Seconds and the extent to which it does or can signpost viewers to 

other sources of BBC news. 

 

Balance of coverage – subject areas 

There are two main areas where it is felt BBC news could achieve greater 

proportionality. It is often observed that BBC news is, from a Scottish perspective, 

“Anglo-centric” or perhaps “London-centric”. It is understood that because of the 

distribution of population in the UK balance this is inevitable – and even proper – up 

to a point. However audiences continue to identify the journalistic shortcomings 

identified in the Nations Impartiality Review to a greater or lesser extent.  

 

Issues of “labelling” persist especially in relation to the key devolved areas of 

education and health (Jeremy Hunt MP is not the Health Minister in Scotland). 

Examples of “comparative reporting” (i.e. looking at the different ways issues are 

approached in the various devolved administrations) are found, especially on the 

BBC News Channel, but too rarely. The Council notes what it sees as a continuing 

weakness in coverage on network news of culture, creative arts and education from 

around the UK. Issues and stories important for audiences in Scotland and other 

“devolved nations” are underexposed on network news, as demonstrated in the 

Trust’s follow-up research.    

 

More ambitious editorial priorities 

Some sections of the audience complain that the editorial priorities of the main BBC 

bulletins are skewed towards a “tabloid” agenda, with “too many” stories on crime 



and sexual abuse. Some call for more ambition from BBC journalism: there could be 

a rebalance towards stories which illuminate longer term social and environmental 

issues, and topics like science and medicine.  

 

It is important that issues like poverty, homelessness and student fees are subjected 

to proper analysis and/or challenge. Areas of output like Breakfast News should 

attempt tackle the serious issues in education.   

 

Balance of coverage - geographical  

Audiences recognise that the Six is focussed on a domestic agenda and some feel the 

approach is too insular. As the BBC’s main television news bulletin, it may have a 

responsibility to reflect a wider agenda. The wider agenda of the Ten is praised, and 

there is commendation of much courageous journalism from foreign correspondents.   

 

News for audiences in Scotland 

News provision for audiences in Scotland has been a topic for the Council since the 

opening of the Scottish Parliament in 1999. There is a consistent audience view that, 

overall, BBC news for Scotland has not kept pace with devolution. Members believe 

BBC news provision for Scotland, including network news, should evolve to respond 

to the increasingly different public policy agenda and the constitutional debate now 

under way.  There is a need to expand and enrich coverage, making space for new 

voices and responding to contemporary developments. The Council believes that the 

BBC can do more to reflect contemporary Scotland to itself and to the rest of the 

UK. This calls for a response from network news as well as from local output.    

 

Politics and political issues 

Council members comment that although there is a natural focus on the referendum, 

day-to-day devolutionary politics in Scotland and the other devolved administrations 

is a distinctive part of the UK political system and should be properly reflected on 

BBC network news.   

  

Distribution 

Fundamental change in the delivery and consumption of news is taking place. But the 

speed and nature of the change is differential and all formats remain relevant for 

some sections of the audience. Huge numbers of licence payers are not online in 

both rural and urban areas, either from choice or because connection is impossible 

or problematic; and radio distribution – BBC and commercial – is often patchy in 

these same areas. At the same time, increasing numbers do not buy newspapers or 

watch mainstream television. The challenge is to ensure that formats of increasing 

importance (such as short-form bulletins on BBC THREE, brief online news stories 

or email news alerts) retain the core values and benefits of the BBC news offering.  


