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BBC Network News and Current 
Affairs review: terms of reference  
Background 
The BBC Trust is the governing body of the BBC. We are here to get the best out of the BBC 
for licence fee payers and one of the ways we do this is by carrying out an in-depth review 
of each of the BBC’s services at least once every five years. This review is looking at the 
BBC’s network news and current affairs output.  
 
The BBC’s journalistic output lies at the heart of its public service remit, and providing the 
‘best journalism in the world’ is the foremost of the BBC’s five editorial priorities. We have 
publicly reviewed parts of BBC news and current affairs, primarily through our impartiality 
reviews, reviews of services which carry news and current affairs output (such as BBC One, 
Radio 4 etc.), and our annual assessment of the delivery of the BBC’s public purpose 
commitments relating to news and current affairs.  
 
However, with the exceptions of those services for which news is the primary or core 
purpose (such as 5 live and the BBC News Channel), our service reviews have only covered 
news and current affairs output at a relatively high level. So, in order for the Trust to ensure 
that output in this very important genre is as good as it can be, we have decided to consider 
the performance of BBC news and current affairs in the round.  
 
This review will focus on network news and current affairs, that is, output made available to, 
or targeted at, UK wide audiences. There may be findings from this work which are relevant 
for other parts of BBC News and we may subsequently examine non-network news and 
current affairs output (news targeted specifically at individual nations and regions of the UK), 
potentially as part of the service reviews of English local and nations radio stations which 
will take place in the coming years.   
 

Scope of the review 

This focus of this review is how BBC news and current affairs as a whole delivers its public 
service objectives. The review will cover network news and current affairs targeted at the 
UK audience across all platforms - TV, radio and online, including:  
 

 On TV, the daily national bulletins on BBC One, relevant weekday morning output 
(such as Daily Politics) and Newsnight on BBC Two, 60 second news on BBC Three 
and World News Today on BBC Four. The review will also follow up on our 2012 
service reviews of the News Channel and BBC Parliament 

 On radio, news bulletins and Newsbeat on Radio 1 and 1Xtra, news bulletins on 
Radio 2 and 3, Radio 4’s daily news programming (Today, The World at One, PM, 
The World Tonight) and daily politics output, 5 live’s daily news output (largely its 
weekday daytime schedule) and news bulletins on Asian Network 

 Online, the news sections of the BBC’s website and the Red Button, including mobile 
apps and social media 

 Current affairs output, including Panorama, This World and around 40 hours of 
output on BBC Two and Three, as well as political strands such as Question Time and 
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the Daily Politics. On radio this includes the range of Radio 4 and 5 live’s current 
affairs and politics programming   

Aims of the review 

At a high level, this review aims to: 
 

 assess the performance of BBC network and current affairs news output against its 
public service commitments within service licences set out in published service 
licences (www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/our_work/services/) 

 consider the future strategy and direction of BBC news and current affairs 
 determine whether any public service commitments need amending or actions set for 

BBC management to improve BBC news and current affairs.  
 

For our assessment of BBC network news and current affairs provision we have identified 
four key areas of focus, outlined below.  
 
Quality and distinctiveness  
 
This review provides the opportunity to look in depth at audience perceptions of the quality 
and distinctiveness of the BBC’s news and current affairs output. We will analyse BBC News 
distinctiveness and its particular strengths and areas for improvement, understand what is 
driving perceptions of quality and assess how BBC News aims to deliver its aspiration to 
provide ‘the best journalism in the world’.  
 
The news portfolio and delivery of the public purposes  
 
Understanding how audiences consume different parts of the portfolio is critical to 
understanding the performance and future direction of BBC News. We aim to understand 
how the portfolio is used to deliver BBC News’ core public purpose commitments to 
audiences (such as reporting:  global events/issues; politics and informing public debate; 
and stories which reflect the diversity of the UK). This includes the balance struck by BBC 
News in managing the tensions between editorial ambition and accessibility and 
range/variety of stories.  
 
Audience usage and patterns of consumption  
 
Overall BBC news usage is very high, reaching around 80% of the population each week. 
BBC News also appears strong within each area it operates in - TV, radio, and online. We 
will delve deeper into these top line numbers to understand areas of stronger and weaker 
performance as well as future risks, including the security of overall audience reach and 
whether the BBC should try to reach the 20% who don’t consume its news on a weekly 
basis. We will assess the BBC’s strategy to try to address the decline in news consumption 
and reach among some audience groups, particularly younger audiences.  
 
The future direction of BBC News  
 
There are signs that audience expectations and habits are changing, primarily in response to 
technological shifts, while market dynamics for the broader news industry are fluid. This 
review will aims to understand what these trends might mean for the BBC as we look 
forward to the medium and longer terms. We will assess whether BBC News has a clear 
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understanding of the key challenges it is likely to face and how well positioned it is to 
mitigate them effectively. 

 

Areas not included in the review 

We have identified a number of areas as being out of scope of this review. This is intended 
to clarify the areas of focus of our review for anyone who intends to become involved via 
our public consultation or any other activity. 
 

 Global News output (e.g. The World Service, BBC World News), as our focus is news 
broadcast to UK audiences. The Trust will begin a separate review cycle of World 
Service provision in 2014 once it becomes licence fee funded 

 An assessment of impartiality, as the Trust already has a programme of work 
covering impartiality  

 The market impact of news output, although we will undertake some general 
market context analysis to understand consumption of BBC news in the broader 
context  

 News output made for and shown in the UK’s nations and regions (such as Radio 
Scotland, BBC London, 6:30 regional news, Newsnight Scotland), including regional 
television news 

 Output that could be interpreted as ‘news-like’ and playing a part in delivering the 
BBC’s News commitments. This would include output such as the One Show and 
topical comedy. 

 

Approach and timing  

This review will be audience focused and will not assess operational aspects such as 
newsgathering, resourcing and management, except where these are directly relevant to 
understanding the performance of the output.  
 
We will gather evidence from BBC news and current affairs users, as well as those who do 
not use it, and from other external stakeholders. We will engage with licence fee payers and 
other stakeholders on the key questions raised by the review through public consultation, in 
ways that are appropriate for the subject matter and target audience. As part of this, we will 
seek advice from our four Audience Councils. We will work closely with those running the 
areas under review in BBC management. 
 
In addition, we will analyse performance using audience measurement data as well as 
existing BBC research. If necessary, we will also carry out bespoke audience research and/or 
content analysis to supplement evidence on audiences available from other sources. 
 
Date Activity  
September 17 Review begins – Public consultation launches 
September 17 to December 13 Trust gathers evidence from the public 

consultation, audience research, 
performance analysis and other sources 

December 13 Public consultation closes  
December  to March 2014 Trust Unit analyses data and prepares report 
Spring 2014   Trust publishes final report  
 


