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Introduction 

1. Stonewall welcomes the opportunity to respond to the consultation on the BBC’s network 
news and current affairs output. 

2. Stonewall is the leading organisation campaigning and lobbying for lesbian, gay and 
bisexual equality in Britain. We work with producers and broadcasters, including the BBC, 
to promote fair portrayal of lesbian, gay and bisexual people in broadcasting. 

Stonewall response 

3. Stonewall believes that, as a public service broadcaster, the BBC should accurately and 
fairly reflect the issues affecting lesbian, gay and bisexual licence fee payers across its 
programming. This expectation is shared by the majority of the British public; YouGov 
polling conducted on behalf of Stonewall in 2012 found that almost three in five people in 
Britain believe the BBC has an obligation to portray lesbian, gay and bisexual people 
accurately. 

4. Yet according to Stonewall’s recent report Gay in Britain, based on YouGov polling of over 
2,000 lesbian, gay and bisexual people, many think the BBC is failing to fulfil this 
obligation. A third think the portrayal of lesbian, gay and bisexual people on BBC1 is 
unrealistic and a quarter say the same about BBC2. 

5. News and current affairs is a genre which has a particular role to play both in informing 
gay people of the issues directly affecting them and in educating others about the reality 
of gay people’s lives. Unfortunately, however, it is an area of BBC programming in which 
gay people have been typically under-represented. Earlier Stonewall research into 
portrayal on the BBC found that, of 168 hours of programmes, only three per cent of 
references to gay people occurred during factual programming, even though the genre 
accounted for 54 per cent of the programmes monitored. 

6. This mirrors the findings of the BBC’s own research conducted in 2010, in which a third of 
people described the BBC’s portrayal of gay people through its news services as poor, 
with lesbian respondents most likely to be critical. The BBC’s update to the research in 
2012 found that news and current affairs, as a genre, received the most criticism from 
those interviewed for the research. 

7. One of the major complaints identified by the research was that gay issues are 
significantly under-reported in BBC news. This was highlighted earlier this year during the 



final stages of the Marriage (Same Sex Couples) Act 2013. Although the legislation 
received some BBC news coverage at certain points during its parliamentary passage, it 
received almost no coverage on the BBC’s major news bulletins when it finally became 
law. This was in spite of this being one of the most significant milestones in recent years 
for Britain’s  3.7 million lesbian, gay and bisexual people. Stonewall therefore urges the 
BBC to promote more coverage of news stories affecting gay people across its news and 
current affairs output.  

8. Stonewall would like to see more coverage of news stories about lesbian, gay and bisexual 
people in children’s news programming in particular. For this reason we welcome 
Newsround’s coverage of, for instance, Olympic medallist Tom Daley’s recent coming out 
and the passage of the Marriage (Same Sex Couples) Act 2013. As above, however, we 
believe it was a missed opportunity for Newsround not to have covered the Act finally 
becoming law. 

9. Research by the University of Cambridge for Stonewall found that some children with 
same-sex parents worry about other children finding out because they’re worried about 
being bullied. Featuring gay issues in children’s news programmes such as Newsround is 
an effective way of educating children and young people that gay people are part of 
everyday life. Children’s programming was identified by the BBC’s own research as 
another area where improvements need to be made in terms of lesbian, gay and bisexual 
portrayal. Improving portrayal in children’s news programming would be one important 
way of achieving this objective.  

10. The BBC should also improve the quality of its news coverage of gay issues, when they are 
addressed, by making sure it is fair and balanced. The BBC’s 2012 research acknowledged 
criticism for inviting spokespeople and individuals with extreme homophobic views to 
participate in debates about gay issues. As emphasised by Stonewall when contributing to 
the research, a platform is almost never given to those with prejudiced views about other 
minority groups. The BBC’s news coverage of the equal marriage legislation illustrated the 
extremely polarised nature of many of these debates, with many vocal opponents of the 
Bill given significant airtime to make highly offensive comments about gay people. 

11. It’s important, however, that not all inclusion of gay people in news programming is about 
gay issues per se. It’s equally important to see incidental coverage of gay people, where 
they are included in news programming for reasons unrelated to their sexual orientation. 
This might include, for instance, interviewing same-sex couples about issues of general 
interest without concealing that they are a couple. This would help to normalise gay 
people by making clear to the general public that gay people are an everyday part of 
modern Britain and are affected by general issues such as the economy in the same way 
as everyone else. 

12. Stonewall believes the BBC should provide guidance for editors and producers of news 
and current affairs programmes, including those working on children’s news programmes, 
about how to ensure fair portrayal of lesbian, gay and bisexual people. This should include 
making sure that news stories affecting lesbian gay and bisexual people are covered in 
major news bulletins and that undue prominence is not given to groups with extreme 
views in this coverage. It should also emphasise the importance of including incidental 



portrayal of gay people in news and current affairs. Stonewall would be very willing to 
support the BBC in producing this guidance. 

13. For further information regarding this response please contact: 

Alice Ashworth 
Policy Officer 
Stonewall 
Tower Building 
London SE1 7NX 
 
020 7593 3466 
alice.ashworth@stonewall.org.uk 
 
The publications cited in this response are available to download free from 
www.stonewall.org.uk/publications. 
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