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1 Executive summary 

The purpose of this research is to contribute towards the BBC Trust’s Licence Review of the 

BBC News Channel and BBC Parliament. Qualitative audience research was commissioned 

to complement the findings of the Trust’s public consultation. This research set out to 

explore how the BBC News Channel and BBC Parliament were performing in relation to the 

criteria set out in their Service Licence requirements – to what extent and in what way 

audiences used, perceived, valued them and felt they offered something distinctive within 

the broader news service context.  

Twenty one group discussions were conducted across the nations – sixteen with BBC News 

Channel audiences and five with BBC Parliament audiences. Further details are provided in 

the main body of the report (p.11). 

1.1 Summary of main findings: BBC News Channel 

Broad context to news consumption 

• The proliferation and accessibility of news through different technology and providers 

means that news consumption is increasingly shaped by convenience and personal 

preference. In our groups we found that older people and those who were more news-

engaged tended to have a more traditional approach to news, with news routines and 

key trusted providers. Younger people and lighter news consumers were more likely to 

‘fit news in’ when it was convenient or deemed important. 

• As people increasingly prioritise ‘their news’ according to preference and personal 

relevance, the sense of news consumption as a responsibility seems to be on the wane. 

However, people in our groups still had a range of motivations to be aware of the 

headlines (even if they did not necessarily consume full news stories). These motivations 

included a sense of civic duty, as a salve to conscience, to be part of national 

conversation, or purely out of human curiosity.  

• Despite individuals being increasingly ‘consumers’ of news, relying on multiple news 

sources, their depth of engagement could be superficial and focused on headlines. A 

tendency toward a portfolio of sources did not make the news consumer any more 

adept at appreciating the mediation of news content. A trend toward headline news 

consumption reinforced the idealism of ‘news as fact’, and meant people were often 

reluctant to deconstruct the news in terms of how it is delivered. In our view this means 
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that the role of the news brand and source as a trusted filter is increasingly important, 

since audiences use news brands as short cuts, rather than assessing content on every 

occasion they consume it. 

• The range of news media and culture of constant access has changed relationships with 

both source and news information. ‘Speed and immediacy’ were valued attributes and 

often news was gleaned via a range of news sources (e.g. Facebook or friends), 

platforms (e.g. online or TV), or news providers (e.g. BBC or ITV). Familiarity with many 

news sources made awareness of the mediation less apparent. It was often perception 

and ongoing ‘brand image’, rather than conscious engagement with the reporting of an 

individual news story, which drove people’s attitudes.  

• Constant access to news has also changed the relationship with the TV news bulletin. 

Because of the proliferation of news sources, people found it hard to remember where 

they had first heard about a news story. Bulletins were therefore seen to offer 

consolidation and detail on stories that had often been established and were already 

familiar.  

• In our groups, we found that rolling TV news satisfied a range of news needs, viewing 

occasions and audiences. TV news was frequently part of an extensive repertoire of 

news sources, and for some it was seen as a first resource. The main strength of rolling 

TV news in comparison to print, online and other media was its visual impact and 

narrative storytelling. TV was seen as providing the invaluable benefits of eye-witness 

veracity and the power to explain. Ultimately and consistently audiences ‘believed what 

they saw’ and came to trust the news presenter and correspondent as an informed 

guide regarding news events. 

The role of the BBC News Channel 

• The BBC News Channel was valued as a trusted and integral resource within its 

audiences’ news repertoires.  It was seen as a rolling news ‘benchmark’ in terms of 

quality, and was the first resource for major events. The nature of relationship with the 

BBC News Channel varied between being a primary and/or a supporting news resource, 

and between regular and more occasional usage. Levels of familiarity with the 

presentation environment and channel format varied accordingly. 

• Consistently, however, the relationship with the BBC News Channel was described as 

primarily functional and the channel tended to be regarded as a utility rather than as a 

channel in the familiar sense. The main usage occasions for the News Channel were for 
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on-demand news, catch-up news, for major news events and as background (TV as 

radio). More detail on these usage patterns is available in the main report.  

• The focus on ‘breaking news’ amongst rolling TV news channels was seen as both a 

useful descriptor signalling first exposure to a news story, but also an overworked news 

cliché that was recognised as a promotional device to ‘beat’ news rivals. TV news was 

rarely felt to ‘break’ a story and was more often used to give confirmation and detail to 

news from unofficial sources and headlines that audiences may have come across 

elsewhere. It was felt that news channels in general needed to be more self-disciplined 

in their use of the term ‘breaking news’ in order for it to retain credibility. Key 

associations with the BBC News brand (authority, gravitas, trust) meant this expectation 

was felt to be particularly relevant to the BBC News Channel. 

• The utilitarian relationship meant that people’s understanding of the channel in terms 

of schedule, content and approach to the reporting of news was fairly limited. Most 

viewers were aware of a news ‘wheel’ beginning and ending with news headlines on 

the hour or half hour. There was extremely low awareness of specific programmes such 

as Click or HardTalk, but for their viewers they did give a greater sense of ‘channel’ in 

terms of personality, style and approach to news delivery. 

• The image of the BBC News Channel was strongly driven by that of the wider BBC 

News brand (authority, gravitas, trust). Audiences found it difficult to differentiate 

between the style and approach of the News Channel as opposed to the style and 

approach of other BBC News formats. This was exacerbated by the sharing of content 

such as BBC Breakfast and the main news bulletins. In essence, the BBC News Channel 

was seen as another way of delivering BBC News, rather than as a distinct BBC News 

sub-brand. 

• This minimal sense of ‘TV channel’ fitted well with the audience’s desire for ‘news as 

fact’, and enhanced the sense of the BBC News Channel as a utility. The BBC News 

Channel had credibility as an impartial service for ‘news fact’ rather than assumption, 

entertainment or opinion. It set a quality standard for rolling news and was often the 

first resource for major events. This is what makes the channel distinctive for audiences 

in comparison to other rolling news TV channels. 
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Performance against the Service Licence Remit  

 

 

 

• Respondents felt that the BBC News Channel delivered high quality journalism and it 

was seen as a trusted filter for news. It successfully delivered speed and accuracy, both 

of which were extremely important to its audience. Freedom from commercial pressure 

ensured that it delivered impartiality and independence and it was always felt to strive 

for a balanced perspective.  

• In terms of comprehensive coverage of its news reporting, it broadly delivered on a 

range of topics. However, there was felt to be less focus on sport and entertainment, 

particularly in relation to the content that Sky Sports News and Sky News provide. In 

terms of geography, the channel was felt to focus strongly on international and national 

news – with its international coverage contributing to its distinctiveness. Its lack of local 

news bulletins led people to believe that it didn’t deliver news from the UK’s nations 

and regions, unless it was a big enough story to be covered in the national news. 

However, for most viewers the BBC News Channel was not regarded as the place for 

specific local and regional news, and therefore few felt this to be an issue of concern.  

• For the majority, and usually lighter news-consuming audience, analysis and opinion 

were neither expected nor felt to feature on the BBC News Channel. This was not 

considered a problem, because it reflected the way they chose to use the channel (for 

news headlines with detail), but this perception is at odds with the requirements set out 

in the channel’s Service Licence.  

• Regular and more active news consumers were more likely to be familiar with the 

landscape of the BBC News Channel. They often had a greater sense of the range of 

content and saw second-chance access to comment and current affairs programmes 

(for example, Panorama) as a benefit. They were more likely to appreciate a sense of 

changing tone and of a schedule during the day, and know that the weekends had 

more general interest features and ‘built’ content. However this group were smaller in 

number compared to the majority of audience who ‘dipped-in’ to the BBC News 

 

The 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. 
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Channel as required and had a more superficial and perception-driven understanding of 

what the channel offers. 

• It was evident from our groups that the existence of the BBC News Channel and twenty 

four hour news availability had increased news access and ensured that audiences could 

find news information from a trusted source as and when it suited them. The channel 

was considered invaluable for a range of working lifestyles, and met solo and 

communal needs where flexibility and convenience of delivery were important. The BBC 

News Channel was virtually universally considered to ‘set standards’ for the delivery of 

rolling news (delivering gravitas, authority, trust) even if it was not always the primary or 

preferred news resource. 

Audience priorities for the BBC News Channel 

• Accuracy is a key pillar of the trusted relationship between the audience and the BBC 

News Channel. It’s important to audiences that this attribute is not compromised for 

any other aspect of news delivery (speed for instance). Closely linked to accuracy are 

impartiality and balance. Across all these aspects of news, there are higher expectations 

of the BBC News Channel than there are of other main rolling news channels. 

• Audiences expect up-to-the-minute news, though not at the expense of accuracy or 

balance. They expect the BBC News Channel to continue to reference breaking news 

stories even if they are not confirmed but it’s important that the unverified nature of a 

story is clearly signalled by the BBC. The transparency of a story’s status in terms of 

accuracy is crucial. 

• Viewers are broadly satisfied with the breadth of news in terms of topic and 

geography, though when probed sport and entertainment are seen as relatively weaker 

areas of coverage. It’s important to viewers that the BBC News Channel’s sports 

coverage continues to feel comprehensive in terms of geography (Nations and Regions) 

and range of main sports. Entertainment is not a topic that audiences expect the BBC 

News Channel to focus on specifically. There were some viewers (the more actively 

news-interested in particular) who could become resentful when they felt an 

‘entertainment’ story dominated the news agenda. However, in the main viewers felt 

the channel successfully balanced ‘entertainment’ stories with the news priorities of its 

audience. 
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1.2 Summary of main findings: BBC Parliament 

The role of BBC Parliament 

• BBC Parliament was extremely popular amongst its niche audience. For some, the 

viewing relationship was confined to specific occasions such as Prime Minister’s 

Questions or a specific debate, but many found themselves drawn into a regular 

viewing relationship by discovering the interesting and accessible world of Parliament 

and policy-making. 

• Content delivered by BBC Parliament was unique within a media context (excluding 

Democracy Live, its online counterpart). Viewers felt there was no alternative option to 

accessing British and European Parliaments. BBC Parliament is distinctive in terms of 

both the content it delivers, and the way in which it delivers it. 

• The channel’s core value lay in its delivery of direct, unmediated access to Parliamentary 

process and procedure. This delivered a range of valuable benefits for audiences – 

making Parliament and politicians more accountable to the electorate, delivering greater 

understanding of political institutions and processes, allowing audiences independence 

of mind by providing full coverage, and encouraging media literacy as viewers could 

compare and contrast ‘pure’ with ‘edited’ coverage.  

• Audiences do regard BBC Parliament as a channel that delivers quality content, 

although the lack of editorial input made this a challenging concept for them to unpick 

in our groups. The content (Parliamentary coverage) and its delivery (unmediated access) 

meant that quality was perceived to be inherent. A sense of quality was supported by 

the ‘built’ programmes that were appreciated by the audience (even if some queried 

whether BBC Parliament was the right place for them).  

• There was some debate amongst audiences as to the core purpose of the channel – 

some felt it was to deliver direct access to political proceedings, others felt it was to 

inform and engage people in politics. Those with the former perspective found some of 

the ‘built’ content such as BOOKTalk confusing as it was felt to compromise the 

integrity of the perceived channel concept. Those who saw a broader purpose valued 

additional programming (such as archive footage) as providing the channel with 

personality and making it, and politics, more engaging. 

• The only consistent area of dissatisfaction revolved around the navigation of live 

coverage. Live and lengthy debates and committee hearings were difficult for people to 

follow in full because of their busy lifestyles.  There was some feeling that the red 
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button could be better utilised to provide similar navigational tools to those available on 

Democracy Live (however please note, this is not a request for edited coverage, but 

improved sign-posting). 

Performance against the Service Licence Remit 

 

 

 

 

• BBC Parliament makes physically accessible the work of the UK’s parliamentary and 

legislative bodies and the European Parliament. However, because of the unmediated 

nature of much of its coverage, it was not necessarily felt to engage a broader, 

politically uninterested and less confident public. The length and structure of debates 

and perceived lack of channel promotion were both felt to be barriers to broader 

accessibility. 

• There was recognition that the channel provided analysis of issues and politics through 

‘built’ programmes, should viewers want it. Analysis of European Parliamentary 

coverage was particularly welcomed, as this was an institution that felt more complex, 

inaccessible and unengaging. 

• BBC Parliament was felt strongly to deliver a broad historical context to current issues 

and politics driving parliamentary debate and policy-making. However, more specific 

context directly relevant to particular debates or select committees was felt to be less 

obvious. For unplanned viewing occasions in particular, the absence of context around a 

debate was felt to create a barrier between the viewer and content for some. 

Audience Priorities for BBC Parliament 

• Unmediated access to Parliament is highly valued and is core to many of the benefits 

audiences get. It is important that the concept of unmediated access (in terms of 

amount and delivery of content) is a key consideration in any future development of the 

channel’s schedule and content.  

 

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 
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• BBC Parliament’s audiences suggested ways in which the channel could be made more 

accessible to them and potentially to others. They feel that the core content can be 

challenging to navigate, and that this could potentially be off-putting to a less politically 

confident viewer. Having discovered the channel themselves and enjoyed its content, 

viewers also wonder whether the channel could be better promoted to a more 

mainstream audience. 
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2 Introduction 

2.1 Background to the research 
Every five years the BBC Trust conducts a review of each of the BBC services in order to 

understand how they are performing against the criteria set out in their Service Licences.  

The review for the BBC News Channel and BBC Parliament was launched on 24 May 2011. 

As part of this review, a public consultation was conducted, giving licence fee payers and 

other key stakeholders the opportunity to contribute their opinions. Qualitative research 

with the BBC News Channel and BBC Parliament audiences was required to complement 

the consultation findings. This report delivers findings from this aspect of the overall review. 

2.2 The role of research and its key objectives 
The overall purpose of the research was to establish how well each service was performing 

against the terms of its Service Licence. Key objectives the research needed to address were 

as follows: 

• To assess the extent to which each service and its content is high quality and distinctive  

• To identify the values viewers attach to each service 

• To understand the extent to which the services meet viewer needs and expectations 

• To understand how each service is used and why it is chosen 

• To explore how viewers see the role of each service in relation to other BBC offerings 

2.3 Methodology and sample 
Given the differences between BBC News Channel and BBC Parliament audiences (in terms 

of size and likely levels of channel engagement) we took different approaches to the 

recruitment and research of each channel audience. 

BBC News Channel 

We utilised a staged research approach to ensure we had a clear understanding of the 

reality of channel viewing and engagement, and also that respondents were engaged and 

able to discuss the channel within the research sessions. 

At recruitment, participants were not made aware of who the research was for, and the 

screening questionnaire listed BBC News Channel content alongside other rolling news 

channel programming.  
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All viewers were asked to conduct two pre tasks, which were dispatched in stages. The first 

pre task was a news diary of all news consumption over a one-week period. This was 

conducted by participants when they were unaware that the research was for the BBC 

News Channel. When the second pre task was dispatched we told participants more 

specifically what the research was about, and asked them to spend three days re-

familiarising themselves with the BBC News Channel.  

Once pre tasks had been completed, we conducted sixteen group discussions across the 

UK’s Nations and Regions. Each group discussion was ninety minutes in length and had 8 

participants. Across all groups we ensured: 

• All had multichannel TV (ensuring a mix across Freeview and Sky/Virgin/BT Vision 

households 

• A mix of lighter (at least 15 minutes a day during the week) and more regular (at least 

30 minutes a day during the week) TV news viewers 

• All were watching the BBC News Channel at least occasionally. In each group we 

ensured a mix of those who watched occasionally (but no more than 2 in each group), 

fairly often and regularly.  

• All had watched at least one other another rolling news channel occasionally when 

there was a breaking news story, fairly often (every week or so) or regularly (a few times 

a week) 

• At least 2 people in each group had watched a ‘built’ programme such as Click or 

HardTalk 

• Quotas were set in each group on usage of bbc.co.uk for news 

• In each group, at least 2 people had smart phones 

• Each group was ethnically representative of its location 

Across the sample, there was a slight emphasis on males and a larger emphasis on older 

people. This was designed to reflect the overall audience of the BBC News Channel. 

The sixteen groups were delivered as follows: 

ENGLAND 

• London: Aged 50-64, Male, Social Class ABC1, watching BBC News Channel at 

breakfast time at home or work amongst other times 
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• London: Aged 35-49, Mixed gender, Social Class ABC1, watching BBC News Channel 

anytime 

• Southampton: Aged 65-75, Female, Social Class ABC1, watching BBC News Channel 

anytime 

• Southampton: Aged 65-75, Male, Social Class C2DE, watching BBC News Channel in 

the daytime 

• Stoke on Trent: Aged 65-75, Male, Social Class ABC1, watching BBC News Channel 

anytime 

• Stoke on Trent: Aged 50-64, Female, Social Class ABC1, watching BBC News Channel 

at home of work in the evening amongst other times 

• York: Aged 65-75, Male, Social Class C2DE, watching BBC News Channel in the 

evening amongst other times 

• York: Aged 25-34, Mixed gender, Social Class BC1C2, watching BBC News Channel 

anytime 

NORTHERN IRELAND 

• Belfast: Aged 50-64, Male, Social Class C2DE, watching BBC News Channel in the 

daytime at work amongst other times 

• Belfast: Aged 35-49, Mixed gender, Social Class ABC1, watching BBC News Channel 

anytime 

SCOTLAND 

• Edinburgh: Aged 25-34, Mixed gender, Social Class BC1C2, watching BBC News 

Channel anytime 

• Glasgow: Aged 50-64, Female, Social Class C2DE, watching BBC News Channel in the 

daytime 

• Glasgow: Aged 35-49, Mixed gender, Social Class C2DE, watching BBC News Channel 

anytime 

WALES 

• Aberystwyth: Aged 65-75, Female, Social Class C2DE, watching BBC News Channel at 

in the daytime amongst other times 
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• Aberystwyth: Aged 50-64, Male, Social Class ABC1, watching BBC News Channel 

anytime 

• Cardiff: Aged 35-49, Mixed gender, Social Class C2DE, watching BBC News Channel 

anytime 

BBC Parliament 

Due to the numbers watching BBC Parliament (0.3% of the population) we only set quotas 

on viewing relationships, and allowed age, social class and gender to fall out naturally. 

However, a retrospective assessment shows a broad coverage of age and gender but with 

all respondents in social class BC1.  

Prior to attending research sessions, participants were asked to re-familiarise themselves 

with the channel.  

We conducted five group discussions in total. Each group lasted for ninety minutes and 

consisted of 5 or 6 respondents. 

Each group ensured the following criteria: 

• All had watched BBC Parliament at least three times in the last year (with no more than 

1 person to have only watched once) 

• At least one person in each group to use Democracy Live 

Groups were delivered as follows: 

• Belfast: Aged 34-56, 3 male / 2 female 

• Cardiff: Aged 42-63, 4 male / 2 female 

• Edinburgh: Aged 23-53, 2 male / 3 female 

• London: Aged 26-51, 4 male / 2 female 

• York: Aged 50-67, 2 male / 4 female 
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3 Main Findings: BBC News Channel 

3.1 The broad news context 

3.1.1 Relationship with news & news media 
Innovations in technology and the growth of media brands and channels have provided 

people with constant access to news. At the same time, there has been a shift in attitude 

where audiences behave like ‘consumers’ of news. People taking part in our groups 

appeared less beholden to the authority of a single news source, and did not feel any 

obligation to follow news events as part of a routine or as a civic duty. 

The BBC News Channel audiences were broadly split between those who regularly and 

frequently used a portfolio of news sources, and, those who were more occasional in their 

news consumption and more erratic in their interest in events, often according to 

convenience of availability and platform access (with the BBC News Channel satisfying both 

of these extremes of audience needs). 

News rituals (such as the daily newspaper or loyalty to a single news provider) were 

acknowledged as being on the wane, and people felt they had much more control and 

choice about the breadth and depth of news they accessed, as well as the services they 

used to deliver it. People appeared much less dependent on news providers to dictate the 

news agenda, instead being much more selective about the news they were interested in. 

In addition, the constant availability of news meant that it could always be postponed or 

fitted around other priorities – missing the 6 o’clock news on TV no longer meant no news 

access until late evening. 

Within this broad context, different attitudes towards, and relationships with, the news 

were identified – many of which ran along an age trajectory. On the one hand, there were 

those who did regard having an in-depth interest in the news per se as a responsibility or 

civic duty. Their more analytical approach to the news meant they also appeared to be 

more news-literate, more likely to be either loyal to selected news sources or to be 

deliberately utilising broad repertoires to ensure a range of views. These news consumers 

tended to be older, with more time on their hands (post family or retired / winding down) 

and with an enduring sense of news-duty.  

The contrasting attitude to news was found amongst those whose interest in news was 

more driven by personal interest or relevance. Amongst these news consumers there was 

much less sense of an obligation to engage with the news as a whole, although being 
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aware of headlines remained important. Although for some of this group this lighter 

engagement was a salve to ‘civic’ conscience, for most it was a way of finding salient news 

which was relevant to them, and about which they wanted to know more. For these 

people, there was much less demand for analysis and opinion about the news in general, 

though this was still required for stories of personal interest or relevance. These news 

consumers tended to be younger, with busier and more crowded lives, and demanding 

relevance and easy access to news. 

Although the number of occasions people are able to interact with the news may be higher 

than in the past, there appeared to be less depth of engagement for many people in our 

groups. This had implications for how people assessed news services and providers, as less 

focused engagement made it more difficult for them to make considered assessments 

about the way in which the media present and deliver news. There was a belief in ‘news as 

fact’ which meant people were reluctant to talk about the mediation of news – its 

presentation, delivery and editing. News brands had enduring imagery that affected the 

way audiences related to them. The perception of a news provider or brand could dominate 

attitudes, even if the experience of that relationship contradicted it. The use of multiple 

news sources and the reluctance to analyse news delivery meant audiences were dependent 

on news brands as shortcuts to assessing news quality. Audiences wanted to feel confident 

in trusting news services, and the role of the news provider as ‘trusted filter’ appeared more 

important than ever. 

3.1.2 Role of rolling TV news in the news media context 
News consumers appear to be making fewer appointments to watch TV news bulletins than 

in the past – routines are less habitual, news is consumed throughout the day, and with a 

multitude of news options at home, at work or on the go. For respondents in our groups, 

access to rolling TV news played a part in the decreasing focus on bulletins, though they 

remained relevant as an assimilation and prioritisation of news events. Rolling news allowed 

people to catch up with news if they’d missed a bulletin, or provided constant news 

through the day leaving the bulletin as repetition.  

It was evident in the groups that the nature of people’s relationship with rolling TV news 

was inherently different to their relationship with online news. The TV experience offers an 

imposed agenda and presented events as linear narrative. It is ‘presented’ by a human 

mediator and uses the ‘truth’ of visual footage, taking the audience to events. Rolling TV 

news also allows its audience to take a more relaxed approach to news – there is no need 

to actively choose stories, it allows multi-tasking, and it is visually engaging.  In comparison, 
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audiences recognise that the online news relationship is different. Subject priority and the 

nature of the encounter can more easily be controlled by the individual when online. Online 

behaviour is about news-browsing and information-search on salient stories, as opposed to 

the storytelling encounter of TV news. As such rolling TV news, and by implication the BBC 

News Channel, has a greater ability to introduce a wider public to news events which they 

did not already know about because they can be exposed to a broader range of stories than 

they might necessarily seek out online. 

Respondents in the groups also valued rolling TV news as a reassuring presence, providing 

certainty and clarity in world of complexity and contradiction. Almost more than any other 

news source (other than possibly online), rolling news was felt to deliver ‘news as fact’. 

Many respondents felt that rolling news channels did not have as much discussion, analysis 

and debate as other news sources (e.g. newspapers), and this resulted in less complexity, 

and gave audiences less of a sense of the ‘construct’ of news. 

3.2 Performance review of BBC News Channel 

3.2.1 Introduction: broad context of response 
Within our sample, there were significant extremes in terms of level of engagement and 

familiarity with BBC News. A minority were active news consumers, who engaged with the 

channel at a frequent and focused level and were able to discuss it in detail. But for most 

people, BBC News channel usage was occasional and the relationship fairly functional. Even 

when it was part of their daily routine, engagement with the channel was often news as 

background, catch-up, or standby.  This resulted in fairly light engagement with the 

channel as a whole, and meant that discussion around aspects of the channel that might 

deliver personality and distinctiveness (i.e. news delivery and style, schedule and content 

beyond rolling news) was limited or based on conjecture or perception.  

The relationship with the BBC News Channel also meant that it was often difficult for 

audiences to distinguish between the channel itself and the broader BBC News brand and 

resource. Content was often misattributed, with people unsure whether they were 

watching a news bulletin or a programme such as Click on the BBC News Channel or BBC 

One. Values ascribed to the BBC News Channel were also often rooted in broader BBC and 

BBC News content and relationships. In essence, performance was judged on perceptions 

of the BBC News channel rather than specifics. 

This context does not negate any of the success of the BBC News Channel, but rather 

affirms that it has an integral role within the broader BBC News family. For many, BBC 



 18 

News is the brand they discuss and recognise, and it happens to be delivered via a range of 

platforms. Each platform has unique characteristics that shape content and delivery yet 

consistent and core BBC News values and attributes remain throughout.  

Rolling news was valued as a ‘utility’ provided by the BBC, rather than a traditional TV 

channel relationship. Many viewers didn’t expect analysis and comment on the News 

Channel, as they got it elsewhere in the BBC portfolio. Some content and services were 

overlooked as the schedule was unexplored and people weren’t expecting more than the 

delivery of ongoing factual news. For many of the casual and occasional audience, provision 

of comment and analysis did not fit their expectations and perception of what they 

expected from a ‘utility’ service.   

3.2.2 Usage of the BBC News Channel 
The BBC News Channel was broadly used in four key ways: 

• ‘On demand’ TV News: The BBC News Channel was perceived as providing all the 

benefits of BBC TV news but free from the constraints of the schedule. It provided its 

audience with the flexibility to tailor news consumption to personal timetables and 

needs, such as quiet or solo time, or backup TV time when ‘there’s nothing on’. Within 

this context it was both supplementing and replacing main BBC news bulletins.  

• ‘Catch-up’ TV News: Though the 24 hour availability of the BBC News Channel is key 

to this usage occasion, ‘catch-up’ TV News addresses a much more focused need than 

the ‘on demand’ news. When the main bulletins or other ‘appointment’ news sources 

had been missed, the BBC News Channel provided an opportunity to catch up. Used in 

this way, the channel satisfied both the active news consumer and ‘keep in touch’ 

occasional viewers. This viewing occasion was frequently a brief encounter for headline 

updates. 

• ‘Major Event’ TV News: The BBC was seen as having the resource to cover events of 

major importance, and as such coverage of major events was seen as a BBC News 

Channel strength. Authority and accuracy were regarded as crucial to such news stories, 

and again BBC News attributes ensure that the News Channel was seen as 

authoritative, professional, independent, and impartial. The BBC’s pedigree as a ‘British 

institution’ fuelled a reputation as the ‘news’ for events of national importance. The 

channel became the ‘go to’ provider for planned major events (i.e. the Royal Wedding) 

as well as major breaking news events (i.e. UK riots) where it was often used as a 

resource for confirmation, clarification and authority. The viewing occasion itself was by 

nature occasional, but the BBC News Channel was valued for ‘being there’ for these 
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moments. However, despite this value, these occasions did not necessarily stimulate a 

more regular relationship – for some viewers the BBC News Channel was confined to 

being the resource for news moments that required gravitas. 

• ‘Background’ TV News: BBC News was often left on as a background presence, 

treated as an audio (TV as radio) service that accompanies other tasks either at home or 

at work. As one grandmother said; 

“In our house it’s only ever the News Channel or CBeebies on the TV. So it’s on for most 

of the day” Female, 65+, C2DE, Belfast 

3.2.3 Attitudes towards channel and content 
On the whole knowledge of the overall channel scheduling landscape was limited, and 

experience was often determined by a specific viewing occasion (either regular or 

impromptu). Most were aware of a news ‘wheel’ which started and finished with the news 

headlines either on the hour or half hour. This was often too repetitive for extended 

viewing (beyond background TV) but it suited the way audiences utilised rolling news 

channels. Presenters were less familiar to people than network news bulletin presenters, 

and so respondents often perceived the relationship as less personality-driven and more of a 

straightforward conduit for the news. This suited the ‘utility’ feel of the BBC News Channel, 

and contributed to the sense of ‘news as fact’. The ticker was a familiar device that 

signalled a rolling ‘dip-in service’ rather than programming that expected prolonged 

attention. 

‘Breaking news’ emerged as both a useful descriptor and an overworked news cliché. At 

best, its use by news providers was seen to indicate the first time the audience had been 

exposed to the information. At worst, it was viewed as a competitive promotional device to 

‘beat’ news rivals and claim exclusivity. Audiences were alert to its manipulation by news 

providers and as such it was a term that could easily be devalued. However audiences were 

also aware that subconsciously it was a term that resonated and attracted attention.  

Understanding of and response to the term ‘Breaking News’ varied according to the level of 

news interest and engagement of the news consumer. For the more active news consumer 

‘Breaking News’ was a useful and relevant signal of freshly reported and latest 

developments of an ongoing story. It was a device that alerted the audience to the progress 

of familiar stories they had not yet seen on the channel and of refreshment to the 

sometimes repetitive content of the news wheel. This consumer was more likely to have an 

ongoing relationship with news and did not see it as an episodic or erratic series of quick 

bulletin ‘big events’.  



 20 

Lighter and occasional news consumers were more likely to treat ‘Breaking News’ as the 

rhetoric of urgency and the virtual ‘sales promotion’ of a fresh story. Like the cry of ‘Extra’, 

it signified a not-to-be missed event.  

Audiences seldom differentiated between which providers were the most responsible for 

the overuse of ‘breaking’ or ‘exclusive’ news. Although BBC News was not regarded as the 

worst offender, higher standards were expected of the BBC and it was felt that they 

needed to take particular care in the way they handled the presentation of news in this 

context. There was also a consistent expectation that BBC News would not compromise 

accuracy to be ‘first’. 

Whether perception or reality, most people felt that Sky News was first with breaking news. 

As a commercial news provider they were expected to take more risks and be more 

aggressively competitive. In comparison, BBC News, and therefore the BBC News Channel, 

was expected to be more considered, accurate, ‘official’, ‘sensible’, and ‘authoritative’.  

In terms of specifics of news content and delivery there were consistent findings across 

audiences: 

• Range of news topics: The BBC News Channel was broadly felt to cover the range of 

news topics that people required. The only areas which were felt to be less well covered 

were sport and entertainment, which many felt to be weaker compared to Sky News’ 

coverage. However, in both cases this was not necessarily a problem because it fitted 

with their expectations of the BBC News Channel and in the main audiences felt well-

served on these topics elsewhere in the TV schedule.  

Awareness of the dedicated channel ‘Sky Sports News’ was high (particularly as it was 

available, until recently, free to Freeview households). Many were not aware of any 

dedicated slot for sport with the potential for an appointment on BBC News Channel. 

Sport on the main news bulletins was accepted and appreciated, but some expected a 

higher proportion of total news coverage across the channel to be dedicated to sport. 

That said, this tended to be an observation rather than a complaint, as most felt that 

sport is readily available on other BBC services such as Radio 5Live and the BBC’s main 

TV channels.  

BBC News Channel delivered on entertainment through BBC Breakfast and whenever 

there was an entertainment story that warranted coverage. The channel was felt to be 

good at balancing the importance of an ‘entertainment’ news story with the news 

content priorities of its audience. Audiences who wanted greater coverage of an 
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entertainment story did not expect the News Channel to deliver it, and accepted that 

they would need to switch to a competitor channel such as Sky News.  

• Balance of international, national and local news: International news was felt to 

get more of an airing on the BBC News Channel than main BBC news bulletins. The 

channel was also felt to have a broader global focus than competitor rolling news 

channels (partly linked to the BBC’s reputation), and this is seen as a key channel 

strength. The balance between international and national news was broadly felt to be 

right. 

However, some heavier viewers did feel that on occasion the BBC News Channel over-

focused on some national stories at the expense of international news (examples given 

were the round-the-clock coverage of the UK riots even when nothing appeared to be 

happening, and the News International ‘hacking’ affair).  

Local news was felt to be largely absent unless something was a big enough story to be 

covered in national news. However, this perception was very heavily driven by the 

comparison between the news bulletins on BBC One (which hand over to regional 

news) and the same bulletins on the BBC News Channel (which don’t). The absence of 

specific regional news bulletins led lighter viewers to the perception that the BBC News 

Channel didn’t cover local or regional news without a UK-wide relevance. One woman 

form Northern Ireland complained; 

“You get nothing on Northern Ireland, even on BBC One you get the local news” 

Female, 65+, C2DE, Belfast 

However, the majority of viewers (including those in the Nations) did not expect their 

dedicated Nations & Regions news to be on this channel. Most felt they were well-

served by the BBC local news bulletins (on TV and radio), the BBC website and the 

range of local newspapers (both print and online). Therefore their response was only 

mildly critical and most people were generally accepting of a perceived ‘national and 

international’ focus.  

• Speed of news delivery: this has been discussed earlier in the report (p. 20) but 

audiences found it challenging to assess speed of news delivery. Expectations of rolling 

TV news were not as high as expectations of online news in terms of speed. The 

proliferation of news sources means that few expected to get breaking news first from 

TV. Audiences did expect the BBC News Channel to cover the same stories at broadly 

the same time as competitors in terms of headlines and breaking news, although depth 

and detail would vary depending on the type of story (for instance, they would expect 
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more focus on a news story such as the UK riots on the BBC News Channel, than they 

would for example on an event such as the death of Amy Winehouse).  

• Level and quality of information: as mentioned earlier (p.21), audiences did not 

expect the BBC News Channel to compromise accuracy of news reporting for speed of 

delivery. This was in direct contrast to its biggest news rival, Sky News, which was 

expected to be more competitive and commercial in its instincts. Broadly the BBC was 

felt to deliver in terms of a slightly more considered and cautious approach resulting in 

more accurate news provision. Few could think of an example where the BBC hadn’t 

verified their sources for the sake of speed. It was certainly felt to be more important for 

the BBC News Channel to deliver accurate news than to be first with breaking news 

(particularly in relation to other rolling news channels). However, audiences did expect 

the channel to reference breaking news emerging from other sources, even if not 

confirming it. 

• Use of analysis and opinion: The BBC News Channel was felt to deliver factual news 

with more information and detail than the main news bulletins could provide. As one 

viewer said; 

“When you go to the ordinary main news you get the news stories. If you want 

something where they go into it further, that is where you go to the News channel. 

There is a fuller report” Female, 65-75, ABC1, Southampton 

The language used by respondents in this context was at times contradictory. They 

often used the terms ‘depth’ and ‘more detail’ to convey an appetite for more 

information and ‘fact’ to support a story. This could be in the form of more explanation, 

range of perspectives and sources.  The term ‘analysis’ was frequently used in a 

different way, to refer to experts or sources of comment that give an opinion on events. 

Lighter audiences tended to be wary of what they consider to be enforced opinion 

accompanying news presentation and felt more comfortable treating the news as a 

flow of facts, or a reportage of events which they can apparently see with their own 

eyes and judge.  

When viewers spoke of analysis they were usually referring to a formal studio situation 

where the format brand (such as Newsnight or Panorama) or the interrogator/host (such 

as a Paxman or Dimbleby) works from a position of knowledge of the news and then 

goes on to debate its implication. It is not that they don’t value this approach on 

occasion (particularly when it is delivered by presenters they trust), however the lighter 

news consumer was wary of feeling they are being told what to think, and idealistically 



 23 

these viewers saw the News Channel as a source of unmediated information where 

twenty four hour availability ensures greater detail. 

Heavier news consumers were more accepting that analysis is inextricably part of any 

detailed presentation of news. They expected ‘more detail’ to involve some form of 

opinion. For example, they were also more accepting of the logic and presence of 

Panorama in the schedules. 

Overall the primary association was consistently that ‘more depth’ is a benefit and an 

attribute of the news channel because it has more time to report in detail. There was an 

assumption that the constant availability of rolling news ensures a greater quantity of 

objective information, but not necessarily a platform for more opinion. For these 

audiences, ‘more depth’ meant a longer piece, more factual detail in a story, perhaps 

more contextual background, supported by an element of informal analysis. 

• Trusted news delivery: the BBC News Channel shares the image and associations of 

the broader BBC News brand – it was felt to have gravitas, authority, trustworthiness, 

impartiality, balance. For lighter viewers particularly, it builds on these associations by 

being perceived to deliver straight, uncomplicated ‘news fact’, unhindered by ‘celebrity’ 

presenters and without being overly distracted by analysis and opinion. Its seriousness 

and directness were felt to imply a greater sense of ‘truth’ – more so than other rolling 

news channels and potentially other BBC news provision. 

A small minority knew the channel well enough to be familiar with scheduling, 

programming, and approach to news delivery. Some talked about being ‘addicted’ to 

rolling news coverage, with a hunger for ongoing news not just ‘event’ headlines. Those 

watching at the weekend tended to have a greater sense of connection with the channel as 

something more than a straightforward news provider – the greater awareness of specific 

programmes such as Click or HardTalk gave the channel a sense of personality and 

therefore increased differentiation from other BBC News services.  

Programming beyond rolling news was only discussed with any sense of knowledge by 

heaviest viewers, who were aware of Click and HardTalk. Click inspired enthusiasm and 

loyalty from its regular viewers who regarded it as current, interesting and ‘in the know’ – 

contributing a sense of modernity and innovativeness to the channel overall. However, Click 

was not always attributed to the BBC News Channel (some were also watching on BBC 

One) and its ‘fit’ with the channel was sometimes questioned. HardTalk tended to be 

stumbled upon rather than appointment viewing. Its interrogatory style of interviewing was 

congratulated and it was a clear provider of analysis and opinion – appreciated by its 
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viewers. As with Click, HardTalk contributed to a sense of BBC News Channel personality – 

slightly more ‘robust’ in style and approach than the channel as a whole.  

For the majority of viewers however, awareness of ‘built’ programming was fairly low, even 

if the BBC News Channel was their primary news provider. In many instances headlines 

provided all the news they needed, alongside the reassuring and uncomplicated presence of 

the overall BBC News brand. For these viewers, the BBC News relationship was one of 

function and utility. The channel was used for news updates from a credible source (a BBC 

News Channel strength) satisfying a range of information needs – headlines, weather, 

‘news-facts’ as opposed to ‘news-rumour’, whilst using visual footage as evidence. The 

concept of analysis and opinion was felt to disrupt this uncomplicated relationship, and 

these viewers saw the (perceived) lack of commentary on the channel as a strength.  

These attributes were key to the relationship and came to the fore as points of 

distinctiveness when the BBC News Channel was compared to competitors such as Sky, 

which was seen as more commercially minded and potentially less strongly associated with 

values such as impartiality or accuracy. The BBC News Channel provided constant access to 

TV news, and made news engagement easier and less complicated by acting as a trusted 

filter on events.   

3.2.4 The distinctiveness of the BBC News Channel 
The BBC News Channel was seen as distinctive within the rolling TV news landscape, and as 

another form of access it was also seen as integral to the broad portfolio of BBC News 

service provision. In a competitive context the BBC News Channel’s distinctiveness comes 

from the inherent BBC News values which are core to its premise and news delivery. Within 

the BBC News portfolio it provides 24/7 news in an accessible and easy-to-consume way: 

Within the rolling TV news landscape  

• Professionalism and talent: The BBC News Channel was felt to deliver experience and 

expertise that was not subject to commercial pressure. As one viewer said about news 

accuracy; 

“(The BBC News Channel) don’t rush and automatically put out slogans or lines saying 

‘this is what’s happening’ ….. the BBC hold off until they’ve got a whole lot more 

information they can report”  Female, 25-34, BC1C2, Edinburgh 

And another referenced their professionalism; 



 25 

“BBC News 24 (BBC News Channel now) is my favourite. It has more gravitas and 

sensitivity to people’s feelings than other news channels” Female, 65-75, ABC1, 

Southampton 

• Impartiality & balance: Audiences found the concept of impartiality a challenging one 

to discuss. Many of the comments on the News Channel’s performance were in fact 

focused on the way the BBC is funded, rather than on specific content. On the one 

hand, some spoke about how the absence of advertising means there’s no vested or 

commercial interest. On the other hand, some people believed that being a publicly 

funded broadcaster could make it difficult for the BBC to report impartially on the 

Government of the day. However, there was a widespread belief amongst both regular 

and light news audiences that the BBC News Channel makes a point of presenting a 

balanced perspective on stories. For lighter viewers, it was often difficult to articulate 

what was at the heart of this perception, and it was regularly connected to broader 

perceptions of the BBC. As one viewer said;  

 “I just think it’s honest for some reason. You get the view that it’s more independent, it 

isn’t funded by marketing and things like that” Female, 25-34, BC1C2, Edinburgh 

Heavier viewers were more easily able to analyse their attitudes and felt that the BBC, 

and therefore the BBC News Channel, did their best to highlight a range of views and 

voices on a story, that their presenters were equally challenging to members of the 

Government and the Opposition, that they covered what they considered to be 

important rather than necessarily what the broader public might be interested in (i.e. a 

greater focus on international news compared to key competitors). Overall, the BBC 

News Channel was felt to be fair in its handling of news.  

• Authority, quality and resource: The BBC is perceived as having the experience and 

money to do news well. Perceptions of the quality of BBC staff, a focus on high 

journalistic standards rather than commerce, innovative technology and a freedom from 

a preoccupation with ratings give people the reassurance that the BBC News Channel 

has integrity and a commitment to news professionalism. It’s valued as a service and as 

a presence, even if it is not always regularly used. One viewer reflected on how they 

had accessed news coverage of the UK riots: 

“Generally on large events like this it will be the BBC News Channel. They have 

thousands of reporters and thousands of sources that pour into the BBC. Sky sometimes 

break stories earlier than the BBC, so I might flick over to them for a bit” BBC News 

Channel & BBC Parliament viewer, London 
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• World-leading: There was both awareness and perception that the BBC had significant 

international prestige and access to ‘the best’ correspondents. There was evident pride 

in the world-leading reputation of BBC News for quality, and this had direct implications 

for both use of channel and its status as a trusted UK news service. There was an 

assumption that the channel would cover international stories well with on-the-ground 

resource. One viewer felt the BBC News Channel gave her a wider perspective and an 

understanding of what as going on in the world: 

“They make the world bigger news-wise” Female, 65-75, ABC1, Southampton 

For some participants, there was a perception that the BBC News Channel tends to focus 

on authority figures rather than a ‘person-from-the-streets’ perspective. One man from 

Glasgow commented: 

“It does sometimes come across as a bit too middle class and elitist, like when you always 

see MPs on the shows. There are not enough working class people.” Male, 35-45, C2DE, 

Glasgow 

Within the BBC News portfolio 

As part of the BBC portfolio, the primary function of the News Channel for audiences is as 

an alternative way of delivering BBC News that suits their needs and viewing occasions at 

specific times. It is an accessible, trusted filter to the events of the day: 

• In comparison to BBC1 bulletins: The channel was felt to deliver more information 

about news stories than was possible to achieve with the confines of a news bulletin 

half hour. It also allowed audiences to access the news whenever they chose, rather 

than forcing them to work within the dictates of a TV schedule. In terms of style and 

approach, the perceived lack of analysis and opinion created a sense of ‘news as fact’ 

which was reassuring and uncomplicated for lighter news consumers. Less familiar 

presenters also meant that the News Channel did not have a sense of celebrity, again 

reinforcing the perceptions of trusted delivery of news.  

• In comparison to bbc.co.uk: The BBC News Channel remains relevant in the context 

of the online delivery of 24/7 news. Most people in our research used the channel to 

complement their use of BBC news online, using each to satisfy different needs. The 

website provided greater access to a breadth of news stories when audiences needed 

them, and was felt to broadly supply more detail too. People therefore used it to get 

more information, analysis and opinion on stories that interest them. However, the use 

of film as evidence, and its visual impact in telling a story made the BBC News Channel 

more engaging in terms of narrative. News on TV was also better suited to multi-tasking 
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and was a less demanding approach to news consumption that didn’t require audiences 

to choose and control.  

3.2.5 BBC News Channel delivery against remit and public purposes 
As a reminder, the BBC News Channel’s Service Remit is as follows: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Up-to-the-minute, fast, accurate: The BBC News Channel was felt to combine speed and 

accuracy. It was described as a fast and efficient service that was expected to be accurate. 

‘Trust’ in news professionalism was a primary brand attribute, and underpinned perceptions 

of accuracy. It was strongly felt that speed was not and should not be achieved at the 

expense of accuracy. In comparison Sky News were expected to take more risks to sustain a 

reputation for being ‘first with breaking news’ - possibly at the expense of accuracy. 

Impartial, independent: Freedom from commercial pressure was felt to ensure BBC 

impartiality and independence. This was a brand strength that was enhanced by the ‘utility’ 

relationship with the BBC News Channel. That said, a minority felt the BBC had its own 

political agendas. 

Comprehensive: Coverage of world news and an extensive ‘serious’ subject agenda were 

regarded as strengths. However, the BBC News Channel was not associated with dedicated 

regional and UK Nations reporting, and was considered relatively light on entertainment 

and sport, although this was not necessarily a problem. 

Analysis, news in context: Most people in our groups did not consider the BBC News 

Channel a resource to go to for analysis, although ‘news in context’ and ‘analysis’ were 

seen as broader BBC News strengths. This may reflect the way the channel was primarily 

used as short-burst service, and the lack of clarity around the line audiences drew between 

‘analysis’ and the delivery of facts. 

The BBC News Channel’s remit summarises what the channel is expected to deliver. It is 

also expected to deliver against some of the BBC’s broader public purposes: 

 

The 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. 
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• Sustaining citizenship and civil society: As reported previously, the channel delivers 

well on being seen to provide accurate, impartial and independent news. Although 

heavier BBC News Channel viewers appreciate the analysis delivered, the majority feel it 

is light in this area (and are happy for it to remain so, they feel they are sufficiently 

served by BBC analysis elsewhere should they want it).  

In general, viewers expect the channel to include parliamentary reporting that covers 

Westminster and party conferences as these are felt to be important aspects of national 

news, and the type of news the BBC should be reporting on.  

Though most are aware the BBC News Channel covers European politics, few were 

particularly engaged in it as an issue, and therefore could not comment on whether it 

explained institutions and their work. 

• Bringing the UK to the world and the world to the UK: There was a perception 

that the BBC News Channel featured more international news coverage than other 

rolling news channels – particularly from a global perspective (as a point of comparison, 

CNN was felt to have lots of international coverage, but from an American perspective). 

It was assumed that the range of global news stories would be supported by 

international voices – the BBC was felt to have substantial resources, sources and 

contacts across the world. Frequently, for heavier and more news-engaged viewers in 

particular, the BBC News Channel sits within a personal portfolio of news channel 

sources and loyalties. Audience awareness of the different agenda priorities of rolling 

news channels like Al Jazeera, CNN or Fox News, contribute to rather than detract from 

the importance of the BBC News Channel as a primary point of reference and quality 

benchmark (for impartiality and breadth of news coverage in particular) by which other 

sources are judged. 

• Reflecting the UK’s nations, regions and communities: Viewers did not notice or 

expect a particular focus on news from their nation or region. The absence of regional 

bulletins at 6.30pm (in contrast to BBC One) led audiences to assume that local news 

was not a priority for the BBC News Channel. The utilitarian relationship with the 

channel meant that the more subtle inclusion of local news (through regional 

perspectives on national news stories, or regular use of local correspondents for 

instance) was noted only by the most engaged and active news consumers. On 

prompting, there was certainly an expectation that the BBC News Channel should be 

able to include more news from the UK’s nations and regions than other main 

continuous channels, and people understood this was part of their remit as a public 

service broadcaster. However, the fact that they perceived there to be limited coverage 
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of regions and nations was neither a sensitive point, nor spontaneously a noted absence 

for the majority of respondents. This confirmed the finding that the BBC News Channel 

is used alongside and considered as a resource that complements other BBC News 

services. 

• Promoting education and learning: The very nature of the BBC News Channel’s 

content was felt to promote education and learning. By watching the news audiences 

felt they became more aware of and au fait with the range of topics the news covers 

(politics, business, other countries and cultures etc). The more news-engaged viewers 

also felt they benefited from the analysis delivered by BBC experts.   

3.2.6 Audience priorities for the BBC News Channel 
The functional nature of the audience’s relationship with the BBC News Channel meant 

that their key priorities revolved around the accuracy, speed and breadth of news provision.  

• Accuracy: The audience trust the BBC News Channel to be accurate in their reporting. 

They have higher expectations of the BBC in relation to accuracy than they do for 

commercial rolling news channels. It’s important to viewers that the BBC News Channel 

does not compromise accuracy for any other aspect of its remit (for instance speed) as 

this is a key pillar of the trusted relationship. Integral to accuracy is impartiality and 

balance, and again there are higher expectations of the BBC News Channel to provide a 

balanced perspective than of other rolling news channels. The transparency of a story’s 

status in terms of accuracy is crucial. 

• Speed: The very nature of a rolling news channel puts the need for speed at the 

forefront of its delivery. Audiences expect up-to-the-minute news, but don’t expect it at 

the expense of accuracy or balance. It’s important that the BBC News Channel 

continues to reference breaking news emerging from other sources even if not 

confirming it, as viewers would be dissatisfied if they felt it had ‘missed’ breaking news 

rather than that it was in the process of verifying it. However it should be clearly 

signalled when this was the case. 

• Breadth: Viewers are broadly satisfied with the comprehensive coverage of news in 

terms of topic and geography, though when probed sport and entertainment are seen 

as relatively weaker areas of coverage. The quality of sports coverage on Sky is 

appreciated, and therefore those receiving Sky Sports do not feel the BBC News 

Channel needs to compete in this area. However, for those without Sky Sports News it’s 

important that sports coverage continues to feel comprehensive in terms of geography 
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(nations and regions) and range of main sports. Entertainment is not a topic that 

audiences expect the BBC News Channel to focus on specifically, and in the main 

viewers feel the News Channel balances the importance of an ‘entertainment’ news 

story (Amy Winehouse’s death for instance) with the news priorities of its audience. 

Those who want greater coverage are happy to explore competitor channels for it. 

Having said that, there are some viewers (the more actively news-interested in 

particular) who could become resentful on occasions when such a story was felt to 

dominate the news agenda.  

Overall however, viewers feel the balance across topics, geography and time spent on 

major, rather than less important, news stories is broadly right. 
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4 Main Findings: BBC Parliament 

4.1 The BBC Parliament audience 
Our research found that there were two main groups of people using BBC Parliament. On 

the one hand there were viewers with a professional interest in the content of BBC 

Parliament. These individuals worked in areas where government policy-making was directly 

relevant to their jobs (for instance, charity campaigns manager, local politicians, academics). 

Understanding the thinking, development and arguments around policy formation was 

integral to performing their jobs well. This professional interest often extended to personal 

interest as well – either in particular policy areas or in politics in general. However for some, 

BBC Parliament was purely a resource used only for work purposes. 

On the other hand there were those who had a non-professionally motivated interest in 

BBC Parliament. Their interest in politics and policy-making was related to a strong sense of 

duty and citizenship. They had a belief that everyone should understand how we are 

governed and the impact policies have on our lives. These people tended to have a strong 

sense of community both at a local and national level. Some were also interested and 

involved in party politics.  

Across both types of viewers, many people were employed in public sector roles at a range 

of levels and sub-sectors. There was a sense that government policy impacted more directly 

on working lives in this context (particularly in the current economic climate) and it was a 

natural part of peer conversations within the public sector community. 

BBC Parliament viewers tended to be quite heavy news and current affairs consumers, and 

were therefore were able to offer considered and articulate views about BBC Parliament 

and its role within an extensive personal news portfolio. Many had news and current affairs 

repertoires which spanned print, TV, radio and online. Newspapers (both print and online) 

featured prominently as an ‘opinion fix’ for the politically-minded, and Channel 4 News was 

often cited as a favourite news bulletin, providing an hour of serious news and comment. 

Within many repertoires, BBC Parliament was felt to hold a unique position as the only 

source of ‘pure’ political news delivered via direct access to Parliament. 

The high consumption of, and engagement with, news meant that BBC Parliament viewers 

were particularly alert to the delivery and presentation of news. Often they were looking for 

a balanced perspective across the news, analysis and opinion they consumed. This need for 

balance often determined the range of their news and current affairs repertoires, and was 

also a contributing factor to viewing BBC Parliament. 
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4.2 Audience relationship with BBC Parliament 
There was a feeling that BBC Parliament was a channel that people could become ‘hooked’ 

on once they had sampled it. It could become addictive once trialed and explored and was 

able to to enhance and develop an established or nascent interest in the political process. 

For example, one mother in Cardiff initially wanted to follow debates on University Fees, 

and found that this progressed to a more general interest in the content and coverage of 

parliamentary proceedings. 

Viewers recalled their initial forays for specific occasions (such as a specific policy debate) 

being more interesting than they had expected, and many found that first encounters led to 

a more regular relationship. There was a sense that BBC Parliament offered a window onto 

a hitherto secret world, which proved to be more accessible and interesting than 

anticipated. This was by no means true for everyone in our sample, but was certainly a 

common and consistent theme. 

First encounters tended to be for specific debates or Prime Minister’s Questions (PMQ). 

PMQ was felt to be quite a different viewing experience to debate and committee 

coverage, and was often described as entertainment. For some viewers, the remainder of 

the BBC Parliament schedule went unexplored and they were satisfied with a regular 

appointment with PMQ every Wednesday (either live or recorded). Other lighter viewers 

dipped in and out of the channel for relevant debates and committee hearings.  

Audiences in the UK’s nations used BBC Parliament primarily for their nation’s Parliamentary 

coverage. As some policy-making is devolved it was often more directly relevant, and these 

viewers tended to have less selective and more regular appointments. Though the majority 

only engaged with their own national Parliament or Assembly, some real enthusiasts 

compared and contrasted the approach and style of other devolved bodies with their own. 

There was genuine and consistent interest in the BBC Parliament TV ‘schedule’ and viewers 

explored the channel beyond the specific content they visited for. In order to do this, many 

were very dependent on the electronic programme guide, and it was not uncommon to 

record and ‘catch-up’ with content, House coverage, events and debates of particular 

interest.  

Across the BBC Parliament schedule, time-shifting was common. Audiences used personal 

video recorders to access content shown at inconvenient times of day, or to enable them to 

navigate lengthy debates and committee hearings to specific points of interest.  

Three key viewing occasions emerged across a gradient of BBC Parliament usage: 
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• Specific appointments (live or time-shifted): these were often the primary usage 

occasion for lighter viewers. The items viewed were usually PMQ or specific debates or 

events of interest. As one lighter viewer said; 

“When the General Election was on I was glued to BBC Parliament” BBC Parliament 

viewer, London 

• Background companion: used in the same way as rolling news channels or speech 

radio often are. This type of viewing accompanied multi-tasking and viewers dipped in 

and out when content became relevant, when a debate became particularly interesting 

or heated, or when favourite politicians were featured. 

“I fall asleep. I watch bits of it. Then I put the washing out. Come back” BBC Parliament 

viewer, London 

“When I’m getting changed I just put the TV on BBC Parliament just to see what’s 

happening” BBC Parliament viewer, Edinburgh 

• TV stand-by (live or time-shifted): in a similar way to the BBC News Channel, BBC 

Parliament was used when audiences felt there was nothing else of quality delivered by 

the TV menu at a particular time.  

‘Built’ programming (i.e. content that was not direct and unmediated access to 

Parliamentary proceedings) was generally stumbled across when exploring the schedules for 

specific parliamentary coverage. Once discovered, heavier viewers found this content highly 

valuable and checked the schedules for it. For some viewers, the built programming was 

the only reason they still used BBC Parliament, having shifted to accessing Parliamentary 

coverage through the Democracy Live part of the BBC website. 

4.3 Attitudes towards channel and content 
Audiences broadly segmented BBC Parliament’s content into four key aspects: 

• Parliamentary process in action 

• Analysis and opinion (such as The Record) 

• Archive footage & historical features (such as Speaker’s Lectures) 

• Regular features (such as BOOKTalk) 

The core benefit delivered by BBC Parliament was direct access to Parliamentary process 

in action. For viewers, this meant unedited, unmediated political process and action, 

evidenced by static cameras, no commentary, and access to the exciting and less interesting 
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bits of political process. Audiences felt this provided them with the ‘truth’ behind political 

news coverage, with some even consciously comparing it to what was reported in news 

bulletins or rolling news to understand more about how news is edited and delivered.  

The value audiences got from such coverage was broad-ranging and in many ways unique 

within a media context. Direct access was felt to make Parliament more accountable to the 

electorate. Viewers assessed their MPs and Cabinet Ministers for quality and commitment 

(how often and how well they spoke in a debates, how frequently they appeared to 

attend). One viewer said; 

“Like Gordon Brown’s address to the House, related to phone hacking … I thought that 

was really interesting, you just get different perspectives on people” BBC Parliament viewer, 

Cardiff 

Watching BBC Parliament made the political process feel more transparent and accessible 

to viewers. Audiences felt that the lack of mediation and greater information on policy 

allowed them to form their own opinions about policy, parties and politicians – conducting 

their own analysis of performance, quality of debate and argument. One viewer 

summarised; 

“I realise there’s programming going on, but I like the unstructured way you actually see 

the politicians and the Select Committees and various Parliaments. It’s unstructured in the 

sense that it’s mostly a static camera pointing, not someone giving you information or 

feeling they have to tell you what you’ve just watched. I form my own opinions” BBC 

Parliament Viewer, Edinburgh  

Viewers in the Nations also felt BBC Parliament was integral to providing more background 

on local political news stories. One Welsh viewer talked about Nations coverage; 

“The Welsh Assembly never gets mentioned on the 6 or 10 o’clock news ……. The 

Parliament channel is the only place you can see our First Minister debating” BBC 

Parliament Viewer, Cardiff 

And finally, the ability to compare the reality of Parliamentary process with the media-

edited version delivered in news bulletins and on the BBC News Channel was felt to 

contribute to greater media literacy. One viewer highlighted this value; 

“When you get it on the news obviously they pick out certain bits and the way they present 

it has a certain slant of bias to it. This way you can watch it in all its glory. All the boring bits 

and the funny bits” BBC Parliament Viewer, London 
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The lack of mediation is key to these benefits and was an attribute that audiences felt 

strongly needed to continue to be a priority. Currently, the balance between direct 

coverage of Parliamentary proceedings and ‘built’ programmes related to it (such as The 

Record) was felt to be fine. The current audience use this channel for its direct access to 

Parliament, and any sense that this was being eroded by ‘edited highlights’, analysis or 

opinion would be problematic for them.    

Analysis and opinion was an aspect of coverage that heavier viewers recognised as being 

present, though there was much less sense of it as a valuable attribute. For most, it did not 

reflect their reasons to tune in or viewing needs (most were turning on for specific debates 

which they wanted to see in full). The editing involved in the ‘built’ programming 

sometimes felt at odds with the channel’s main perceived purpose. This was particularly 

true of highlights of Westminster or devolved Parliaments, though there was less discomfort 

around highlights of the European Parliament. However, some viewers did use programmes 

like The Record as a retrospective guide to viewing, and then either waited for repeats or 

visited Democracy Live to find specific and full content. 

Although it was not described as ‘analysis’ as such, one area that viewers did feel could be 

developed was that of context around live coverage. Particularly in relation to Select 

Committees, there was often confusion (even amongst the most politically au fait) around 

the issues Committee hearings were responding to, or the individuals involved and their 

background and relevance. On screen information was felt to provide the basics (for 

instance, the name of a Select Committee, a line on the topic under discussion, and names 

of people talking), whereas the information provided on Democracy Live was felt to deliver 

far more detail.  Many asked whether the red button could be better used to deliver 

background information and a glossary of terms and references. One respondent said: 

“If you click on the information button you get a few sentences whereas if you click on the 

information button online you get whatever tickles you” BBC Parliament viewer, Edinburgh 

The use of archive footage and historical programming was valued by many, but was 

found confusing by a minority. For most viewers, the overall feeling was that such content 

was interesting and informative. It provided more TV choice when other channel schedules 

disappointed. It delivered historical context and colour to modern UK democracy, 

deepening engagement with politics and Parliamentary process. One viewer said: 

“I think the programmes are really important, particularly the politicians in history, if they 

seem interesting and real then it helps with how you see politicians now. It gives a bit of 

personality to politicians” BBC Parliament Viewer, Edinburgh 
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However, for some, this type of programming seemed at odds with the perceived role of 

BBC Parliament as a pure conduit to Parliament, and changed BBC Parliament from a 

utilitarian service into a more entertainment driven ‘TV’ channel. One viewer expressed her 

concern; 

“I think it should just be for streaming live things and then highlights of Select Committees 

and debates. I don’t think things like BOOKTalk or documentaries on suffragettes should be 

on there … that’s for BBC4” BBC Parliament Viewer, Cardiff 

Other regular features, such as A to Z of Parliament carried with them similar issues. 

Though often engaging and interesting as standalone programming, their role and fit on 

this channel was questioned.  

Some viewers felt that both analysis and feature programming ran the risk of compromising 

the integrity of BBC Parliament’s purpose. The correct balance of such content, with 

Parliamentary coverage in addition to clear sign-posting, was felt to be important in order 

to retain the core value of the channel.  

These attitudes towards BBC Parliament and its content highlight two different perspectives 

on its role and purpose. For some, the primary remit was about ‘delivering direct access to 

political proceedings’, and therefore the purity of unmediated Parliamentary coverage was 

key. Others saw a broader main remit that ‘informed and engaged people in politics’ and 

therefore encompassed all aspects of the channel’s content as playing a valuable role in 

delivering this objective. Yet despite these differing views, all audiences shared a desire for 

BBC Parliament to have broader appeal and to engage the politically disinterested and 

disengaged. Within this context, most acknowledged that although the ‘purity’ of the direct 

access was appealing to them, the mainstream public were likely to see it as dull. They 

recognised that built programming could cater for less engaged audiences than themselves. 

On balance, however, most people felt that the current mix was about right because direct 

access is the main benefit of the channel for current users.   

The only consistent area of dissatisfaction revolved around the navigation of live coverage. 

Live and lengthy debates and committee hearings were difficult for people to follow in full 

because of their busy lifestyles. Coverage of specific issues and debates was often hard to 

find in terms of pre-planning. These issues are illustrated in the following quotes; 

“It’s keeping in touch with all the policy debates and committees. But I do find it a bit dry, 

everything seems to be about 2 hours long, so I dip in and dip out” BBC Parliament Viewer, 

Edinburgh 
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“If I’m really looking for something and focused I’ll go to the website. The big thing for me 

is the way in which it was signposted from other bits of news earlier in the year – the 

forestry debates in England – so I knew when the debates were coming up so I could watch 

that. I put them in my diary. When I’m looking on the television and I’m skimming through 

trying to find what’s on, there isn’t a lot, … when you click on the information button and 

you’re looking at the guide, it just says this debate’s on and it will roughly give you what it 

is, but it can be very vague” BBC Parliament viewer, Edinburgh 

Time-shifting provided a solution for some (they could fast forward through content to 

particular moments of interest), but this was dependent on good planning. Though against 

edited coverage, viewers wondered whether sign-posting within debates and hearings 

could be improved, enabling audiences to choose sections they wanted to watch. The 

potential of the red button was raised by Democracy Live users in particular, as their 

experience of content navigation online provided a benchmark of how they felt 

Parliamentary coverage could be delivered in terms of sign-posting.  

4.4 Role within broader BBC News provision 
As discussed earlier (p.31), BBC Parliament viewers tended to be voracious consumers of 

news and current affairs. They were also often BBC News devotees, and regular consumers 

of the BBC News Channel, BBC bulletins and current affairs content such as Question Time 

and Newsnight. The role BBC Parliament was seen to play within this BBC repertoire was 

clear – providing focused political news, unmediated coverage of Parliaments, and extensive 

coverage of devolved Parliaments and politicians. 

The relationship between BBC Parliament and its online counterpart Democracy Live had 

less clarity. For those who used Democracy Live, it was broadly regarded as delivering the 

same content but with navigational tools that made it better suited to planned viewing. 

One viewer said; 

“You find that the TV is so unstructured. This is very structured and you can find your way 

backwards and forwards, who is involved, where it all started from and what the end result 

was” BBC Parliament Viewer, Edinburgh 

The usability of the site made it easy to find and watch what was relevant to individual 

viewers – allowing them to short-cut to specific sections. For most, content was uploaded 

sufficiently quickly that lack of ‘liveness’ was not an issue. For some Democracy Live users it 

had already become their primary source of Parliamentary action, with BBC Parliament used 

as the provider of (historical) political programming. Others could see the potential for it to 
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dominate planned viewing, with TV remaining important for background and standby 

viewing occasions.  

4.5 BBC Parliament delivery against remit and public purposes 
As a reminder, BBC Parliament’s Service Licence Remit is as follows: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Make accessible to all: The BBC Parliament audience were very ‘citizen-minded’ and felt 

strongly that everyone should understand more about governance. BBC Parliament was felt 

to make accessible Parliaments and legislative bodies in the most direct meaning of the 

word. However, people felt the channel did not make Parliamentary coverage as accessible 

as possible in terms of making it easy to engage with for the general public (for example, 

length of debates requiring long concentration spans, a need for some prior understanding 

of political news in order to understand the context of debates). In addition, there was a 

sense that BBC Parliament was not sufficiently promoted to encourage broad awareness. 

Analysis: There was recognition that the channel provided analysis of issues and politics 

through ‘built’ programmes should viewers want it. Within the sample, desire for such 

analysis was low and felt to be better suited to the more mainstream BBC channels. 

However, analysis of European coverage was more broadly welcomed, as this was an 

institution that felt more complex and inaccessible. 

Set in context: BBC Parliament was felt strongly to deliver a broad historical context to 

current issues and politics driving parliamentary debate and policy-making. However, more 

specific context directly relevant to particular debates or select committees was felt to be 

less obvious. For unplanned viewing occasions in particular, the absence of context around 

a debate was felt to create a barrier between the viewer and content for some. 

The BBC Parliament’s remit summarises the responsibilities of the channel in terms of what 

it is expected to deliver. It is also expected to satisfy criteria within some of the BBC’s 

broader public purposes: 

 

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 



 39 

• Sustaining citizenship and civil society: BBC Parliament satisfies this purpose in a 

number of ways. Most obviously, it is felt to deliver accurate, impartial and 

comprehensive coverage of UK and European Parliaments. It is also broadly felt to 

deliver the right balance between the different Parliaments, and is regarded as 

inevitably accurate and impartial as coverage is unedited. Viewers also regarded it as 

making a unique contribution to broadening the viewer’s understanding of the way 

political institutions work, by being the only media that delivers direct access. And 

finally, it set current political issues and policy within a broader historical context using 

its archive footage and programming. 

• Reflecting the UK’s nations, regions, communities: Viewers acknowledged the role 

BBC Parliament plays in making accessible the UK’s devolved Parliaments and 

assemblies. For some viewers in the Nations, it was their primary connection to their 

local Parliament and politicians. 

• Bring the world to the UK and the UK to the world: Audiences were aware that 

BBC Parliament covers the European Parliament and felt this was important (whether or 

not they chose to watch it). The Record Review was regarded as a programme that  

made European coverage more accessible. Viewers did not see a particular role for BBC 

Parliament in bringing ‘the UK to the world’. 

• Promoting education and learning: BBC Parliament was regarded as a channel that 

implicitly delivered education and learning. All viewers talked about the role it played in 

providing them with a greater knowledge and understanding of Parliamentary process 

and procedure. Those in our sample who were students or teachers of politics also 

talked about their usage of it as teaching tool. Related to this purpose was the media 

literacy BBC Parliament delivered by enabling viewers to compare and contrast news ‘as 

it happens’ with edited news on the BBC’s and other (commercial news) channels. 

4.6 Audience priorities for BBC Parliament 
This research indicates that BBC Parliament performs well on the delivery of its Service 

Licence. There are two particular audience priorities for BBC Parliament: 

• Unmediated access: The importance of largely unmediated delivery of Parliamentary 

(as outlined in the Service Licence) is of great importance and value to viewers. It 

delivers a wealth of audience benefits spanning many of the Public Purposes. For 

viewers of BBC Parliament, this concept is integral to the integrity of the channel and its 

impact should be at the fore in any development of channel scheduling.  
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• Accessibility to all: As discussed earlier (p.38) BBC Parliament viewers feel strongly 

that the BBC, and potentially BBC Parliament have a greater role to play in making 

Parliamentary action more broadly accessible. One key area that seen as a barrier to 

increased engagement is that of navigation – lengthy debates and hearings were 

regarded as off-putting for some. In addition, people feel that these is little cross-

channel promotion of BBC Parliament, and viewers expect more overt links from 

relevant mainstream programming such as Question Time or Newsnight. Having said 

this, viewers do appreciate the challenge of maintaining the BBC Parliament they value 

whilst also appealing to a new audience. 

 

 

 


