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Annex 1 – Review of BBC News 
Channel and BBC Parliament  

Introduction 

1 This document sets out the BBC Trust’s service licence review of BBC News Channel and BBC 

Parliament as part of the review of BBC News and Current Affairs. 

2 We analysed data using the BBC’s QRIV performance framework which considers four 

drivers of public value – quality, reach, impact and value for money. This review is also 

informed by public consultation, bespoke audience research, as well as interviews and 

meetings with members of BBC staff and external stakeholders as evidence inputs to the 

review. 

3 This report focusses on Quality, Reach and Value. Impact is mainly measured by the delivery 

of the public purposes which we have assessed through bespoke research and consider in 

the main report. 

4 The Trust sets out what it expects of each BBC service in a published service licence. The 

service licence remits for BBC News Channel and BBC Parliament are as follows: 

BBC News Channel should deliver up-to-the-minute, accurate, impartial and 

independent news, analysis and insight. It should provide fast and comprehensive 

coverage of local, UK and international events as they unfold and specialist analysis to 

put the news in context. 

The remit of BBC Parliament is to make accessible to all, the work of the UK’s 

parliamentary and legislative bodies and the European Parliament. The service should 

also analyse and set in context the issues and politics behind parliamentary debates. 

5 We published our last service review of BBC News Channel and BBC Parliament in February 

2012. We found that the News Channel had achieved record reach levels in 2010-11, and 

that audiences rated it as the channel of choice for news on subjects such as the economy, 

politics, health and education. We stated that the channel must continue to improve and 

innovate, to keep it distinctive in an increasingly crowded marketplace for news. We also 

urged management not to let any changes made through savings required detract from the 

range and depth of stories covered. 

6 We found that BBC Parliament audiences value the channel's live, unmediated coverage and 

highlights. They see this as unique and appreciate the chance to see proceedings at first 

hand and put their own interpretation on them. The channel was reaching more than one 

per cent of viewers each week for the first time in 2009-10 and we found that reach tends 

to be highest during topical debates. We stated that BBC Parliament should ensure on-

screen contextual information better meets the needs of viewers, and we endorsed its plans 

to introduce easier links to other BBC services so people can find more details about a 

subject quickly. 
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Summary 

The BBC News Channel is highly valued by audiences and felt by most 

viewers to be the best channel for continuous news on TV. After many years 

of growth in audience, reach levels fell slightly in 2013. However, it still 

attracts a sizeable audience of 19 per cent of UK adults each week, and this 

increases significantly at times of breaking news stories.  

BBC Parliament is watched by around 670,000 UK adults each week and its 

audience approval has increased slightly in recent years. Awareness of the 

channel however remains fairly low. As with the News Channel, BBC 

Parliament’s audience can fluctuate significantly depending on the subjects 

and content featured.  

 

BBC News Channel 

Quality 

The audience’s appreciation of the BBC News Channel is high and the majority 

state the channel is ‘best for’ continuous news 

7 The majority (63%) of viewers to the BBC News Channel are ‘high approvers’ of the 

service1. While this level can fluctuate somewhat on a quarterly basis, overall this has been 

fairly stable during the last three years.  

8 The mean ‘general impression’ score of the BBC News Channel is high, as it had an average 

score 7.9 out of 10 in 2013. This is higher than many other BBC services, and also slightly 

higher than the closest comparable provider, Sky News, which had an average score of 7.7 

out of 10 in 2013. 

9 Further to this, the majority of viewers state that the BBC News Channel is ‘best for’ 

continuous news. This is some way ahead of Sky News, which around a quarter say is best. 

These levels have both remained broadly stable in recent years. The quarterly trends in ‘best 

for’ rating are shown in Figure 1. 

                                           
1Source: BBC Accountability and Reputation Tracker, 2013, adults 16+ who have used the service in the last seven days.  ‘High 

approvers’ are those rating the service at of 8 or more out of 10 when asked their general impression. 
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Figure 1: Rating of news channels as ‘best for’ continuous news 

 

Source: BBC Accountability and Reputation Tracker, all adults who watch news and current affairs on TV 

10 By demographic, approval of the BBC News Channel is slightly higher among younger 

audiences, in common with audience approval of BBC News overall. In contrast with BBC 

News overall however, approval of the BBC News Channel is higher among black, Asian and 

minority ethnic (BAME) audiences, as an average 67 per cent are ‘high approvers’ of the 

service. Audience approval however is much lower among C2DE audiences, as shown in 

Figure 2. 

Figure 2: Proportion of ‘high approvers’ of BBC News Channel by demographic, 

2013 

 

Source: BBC Accountability and Reputation Tracker 2013, adults who have watched the channel in the last seven 
days 

11 Responses to our public consultation generally echoed these positive findings, and we 

received comment that the BBC News Channel is up to date and can be relied upon to 

provide a summary of the latest news. Responses from our Audience Councils were also 

positive about the channel. Audience Council England noted that the channel was considered 
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a good way to catch up on the latest headlines and breaking news, while Audience Council 

Northern Ireland stated it is generally valued by its audiences who consider that it delivers 

the core values of BBC News. It did however note that a number of people thought that it 

was too repetitive, even within the expectations of a rolling news service. This was also 

echoed by findings of our public consultation, as there was some comment that there can be 

too much repetition, and that there should be a broader range of topics covered and in 

greater detail. 

 

Reach 

After many years of growth in audience, the BBC News Channel’s reach has fallen 

slightly in the last few years 

12 In 2013 some 19 per cent of UK adults watched the BBC News Channel each week. While 

this was up from around 16 per cent in 2008 and 2009, reach has fallen slightly since it 

peaked at 20.5 per cent in 2011. These trends in reach are illustrated in Figure 3 

13 These changes in reach since 2011 are somewhat reflective of the overall trends in viewing 

to BBC TV as overall reach of BBC TV has fallen from 87 per cent in 2011 to 84 per cent in 

2013. 

Figure 3: Trends in weekly reach (%) of the BBC News Channel, 2008 to 2013 

 

Source: BARB, 3 minute weekly reach, all adults 

14 As well as the BBC News Channel, there are a number of other continuous news providers 

broadcasting in the UK, including Sky News, RT, Fox News and Al Jazeera. In terms of 

audience numbers, the closest comparable provider is Sky News, which is watched by 

around 11 per cent of UK adults each week.  

15 This means that despite its slight decline in reach in the last two years, the BBC News 

Channel remains the most watched news channel in the UK. In common with the BBC News 

Channel, Sky News’s reach has also fallen slightly. It peaked at 12 per cent in 2011 after 

many years of growth. 

16 Within Sky households only, while the reach of the BBC News Channel is still higher than Sky 

News (watched by 16 per cent and 14 per cent respectively), the gap is much smaller than 

that seen in all households. 
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Breaking and developing news stories have a significant effect on reach of the 

BBC News Channel 

17 The BBC News Channel continues to attract substantial audiences at times of major 

developing news stories. Some 6.7 million people watched the channel on the day of 

President Obama’s inauguration in January 2013, and there were similar highs around the 

time of the birth of Prince George in July and the UK storms in October. The trends in daily 

reach of the News Channel are illustrated in Figure 4. 

Figure 4: Trends in daily reach (millions) of BBC News Channel, 2013 

 

Source: BARB, daily reach (millions) all adults 

The BBC News Channel online can achieve sizeable audiences at times of 

developing news stories 

18 On an average day there are around 165,000 requests for streaming the BBC News Channel 

live online. This can however rise to more than 1 million at times of major news stories 

(there were 1.2 million requests on the day of Margaret Thatcher’s funeral). Weekdays tend 

to see higher levels of requests than weekends when people are more likely to be using 

desktop devices, and the vast majority of requests are for live streaming (rather than catch 

up viewing), as most content is not available to watch on-demand.2  

The time audiences are spending watching the BBC News Channel has increased 

19 The average time viewers spend watching the BBC News Channel has increased slightly. The 

average viewer watches around 1 hour 44 minutes of the channel per week, up from just 

over an hour and a half in 2009.  

20 While the reach of Sky News is slightly lower than that of the BBC News Channel, the 

amount of time its viewers spend watching Sky News is slightly higher. The average viewer 

watches for just less than two hours each week, and this has increased by almost half an 

hour since 2009. 

                                           
2 Source: BBC iStats AV 
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21 In recent years, the BBC News Channel’s share of viewing has increased slightly. In 2013 it 

accounted for 1.1 per cent of all TV viewing hours, up from 0.9 per cent in 2009. Sky News 

accounted for 0.7 per cent of viewing, and this has grown from 0.6 per cent in 2009. 

22 In Sky households only however, Sky News has a higher share of viewing. In 2013 Sky News 

accounted for 1.0 per cent of all TV viewing in Sky households, while the BBC News Channel 

accounted for 0.8 per cent. 

The BBC News Channel reaches a wide range of different audience groups 

23 Reach of the BBC News Channel is highest among older audiences, a trend which is also 

seen in viewing of BBC News overall. However, reach of the News Channel is significantly 

higher than average among BAME adults, whereas for BBC News overall reach is significantly 

lower. The BBC News Channel’s reach by demographic is illustrated in Figure 5. 

Figure 5: Weekly reach (%) of the BBC News Channel by demographic, 2013 

 

Source: BARB, 3 minute weekly reach 

 

Value 

The BBC News Channel is operating within the limits of its service licence 

24 The BBC News Channel had a service licence budget of £53 million in 2013-14. When 

additional expenditure such as overhead and distribution costs are included, the total cost 

rises. In 2012-13 the total content spend of the News Channel was £45.2 million (against its 

budget of £46.2 million). Included within these costs are £27.2 million of production costs, 

£17.8 million of news-gathering costs and other costs of £0.2 million. Including distribution 

and infrastructure/support the total cost was £61.5 million. 

25 We monitor annual expenditure against the service licence budget and any over-or under-

spend of more than 10 per cent requires the Trust’s approval. The BBC News Channel has 

stayed within the limits set by its service licence since the licence was established in 2007. 
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26 We also monitor the ‘cost per user hour’3 of BBC services. In 2012-13 the channel cost 5.1 

pence per user hour. While this is a slight increase from 4.7 pence in 2011-12, its cost per 

user hour remains lower than any other BBC TV channel aimed at adults. 4 

 

BBC Parliament 

Quality 

Audience approval of BBC Parliament has increased in the last few years 

27 Around half of viewers of BBC Parliament are ‘high approvers’ of the channel. While this is 

lower than that seen for some other BBC channels, it has increased in the last few years, up 

from 42 per cent in 2011.  

28 The channel’s mean approval score has also increased, from an average 7.1 out of 10 in 

2011 to 7.4 in 2013.5 

29 Some 65 per cent of adults state they are aware (when prompted) of BBC Parliament and 

this has remained relatively stable in the last few years. This is considerably lower than 

many other BBC TV services and has not increased since we completed our last service 

licence review at the start of 2012.6 

30 BBC Parliament provides a range of coverage of the UK’s parliamentary and legislative 

bodies and the European Parliament. Responses to our consultation indicate that the BBC is 

fulfilling its responsibility to provide political coverage well. Audience Council Northern 

Ireland stated that the channel is highly valued by its viewers and offers considerable public 

value, noting that the wider audience, when aware of the channel, tends to understand the 

public value of such as service, even if they do not use it themselves. 

 

Reach 

BBC Parliament is watched by a sizeable audience of 670,000 adults each week, 

and this can fluctuate significantly 

31 BBC Parliament is watched by around 670,000 adults (or 1.4 per cent of UK adults) each 

week. This level has been fairly stable since 2010, although has grown since 2009, when 

around 1.1 per cent watched7. 

32 On a monthly basis the channel’s reach increases significantly. In 2013 an average of 1.9 

million adults (or 3.9 per cent of UK adults) watched the channel each month. 

                                           
3 This is a calculation based on the number of hours consumed and the service licence content spend. 

4 Source: BBC Annual Report 2012-13 

5 Source: BBC Accountability and Reputation Tracker, 2013, adults 16+ who have used the service in the last seven days.  

‘High approvers’ are those rating the service at of 8 or more out of 10 when asked their general impression. 

6 Source: BBC Accountability and Reputation Tracker 

7 Source: BARB. It should be noted that the BARB panel changed at the start of 2010 which may have had an effect on reach 

figures. 



 

8 
 

33 Despite this overall stability in reach on an annual basis, the audience can fluctuate 

significantly on a weekly basis. For instance, the channel was watched by 1.1 million adults 

in the week that the Chancellor delivered the budget statement in March 2013 (although the 

equivalent figure in 2014 was not as high, at 720,000), and 1.0 million also watched in the 

last week of August 2013 when Parliament was recalled to discuss the crisis in Syria.  

34 The trends in daily reach of BBC Parliament are illustrated in Figure 6. 

Figure 6: Daily reach (000s of adults) of BBC Parliament, 2013 

 

Source: BARB, all adults aged 16+ 

35 The average viewer of BBC Parliament watches the channel for around 45 minutes per week 

and this level has increased slightly in the last few years. Given the low reach, and fairly low 

average time spent, the channel accounts for only 0.03 per cent of all TV viewing. 

BBC Parliament is skewed heavily towards an older, male audience 

36 Reach of BBC Parliament is significantly higher among men and older audiences. In 2013 the 

channel was watched by 2.4 per cent of over 55s and by 2 per cent of men each week, 

significantly above the overall average of 1.4 per cent. 

Figure 7: Weekly reach (per cent) of BBC Parliament by demographic, 2013 

 

Source: BARB, 3 minute weekly reach 
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Value 

BBC Parliament’s low content spend means its cost per user hour is in line with 

the BBC’s other TV channels  

37 BBC Parliament had an annual service licence budget of £2.0 million in 2013-14. 

38 When including other costs such as infrastructure and distribution the cost of BBC 

Parliament rises considerably. In 2012-13 the channel had a total cost of £10.5 million, of 

which £1.9 million was content spend, £7.2 million was distribution spend and £1.4 million 

was on infrastructure and support.  

39 Any variance in service licence spend by more than 10 per cent requires approval from the 

BBC Trust. In 2012-13 BBC Parliament’s £1.9 million content spend was more than 10 per 

cent below its budget (of £2.2 million). We are satisfied that this was due to making DQF 

savings earlier than expected and did not affect the channel’s editorial performance. Other 

than this, the service has kept within its 10 per cent variance allowed since 2007. 

40 The low content spend of BBC Parliament means that its cost per user hour is relatively low, 

despite its low reach in relation to other BBC services. In 2012-13 the channel cost 7.2 

pence per user hour, and this was stable on the previous year. This means its cost per user 

hour is fairly in line with the BBC’s other TV channels, which range from 5.1 pence (for the 

BBC News Channel) to 8.3 pence (for BBC Two) per user hour. 

41 In the longer term, the cost per user hour of BBC Parliament has fallen, due to its increased 

viewing and slightly lower costs. In 2008-09 the service’s cost per user hour was 18.5 

pence; the latest year’s cost of 7.2 per cent represents a decline of 61 per cent. 8 

 

                                           
8 Source: BBC Annual Report 2008-09 and 2012-13 


