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Overview 
Background 
The BBC Trust is the governing body of the BBC and it is our responsibility to get the best 
out of the BBC for licence fee payers. 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 time we 
have reviewed BBC Parliament and the BBC News Channel. 

The Trust sets out what it expects of each service in a published service licence: 

 

Service Licence Remits 

BBC Parliament should make accessible to all the work of the UK’s 
parliamentary and legislative bodies and the European Parliament. It should 
also analyse and set in context the issues and politics behind parliamentary 
debates. 

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. 

 

Scope 
Our review had three broad aims:  

• first, to assess how well BBC Parliament and the BBC News Channel are 
performing against commitments set out in these licences 

• second, to consider the channels’ future direction 

• third, to determine whether amendments to the licences are required. 

 

Methodology 
We carried out a public consultation during the spring of 2011. Just fewer than 1,500 
people submitted views about BBC Parliament and more than 2,500 responded on the 
BBC News Channel. In addition, we received a response from the Trust’s Audience 
Councils as well as a number of stakeholder organisations. These responses, alongside 
our audience research, performance monitoring and financial analysis, have given us a 
clear understanding of these channels’ strengths and weaknesses. 

 

Further information about the Trust’s approach to service reviews can be found on the 
BBC Trust website at bbc.co.uk/bbctrust 
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Key Findings and Actions 
BBC Parliament 

Context 

Interest in politics is at its highest level in recent years, driven in part by the last general 
election, the formation of a coalition Government and high profile political issues with a 
direct influence on people’s lives, such as the economic crisis. The media remains one of 
the most influential aspects of UK society. BBC Parliament, along with the BBC’s online 
offering Democracy Live, has an important role to play, informing people about the 
institutions that govern the UK. 

 

Quality 

Audience approval measures show that BBC Parliament is performing in line with the 
overall BBC portfolio. 

Our review shows that live, unmediated coverage and highlights programmes are highly 
valued by audiences. Viewers appreciate that they are able to interpret the events and 
discussions themselves, rather than hearing the views and analysis of commentators.  

BBC Parliament provides on-screen information during live debates. This information is 
valued by audiences, but viewers also felt that it could be developed further, by focusing 
more on explaining political processes, for example. 

Key finding – BBC Parliament should ensure that contextual 
information better meets the needs of audiences 

During the course of this review we discussed with staff at BBC Parliament 
how the use of contextual information on-screen might better meet the needs 
of audiences. In response they have already begun to evolve their approach to 
the information that is provided on-screen during live coverage, through 
providing, for example, more information on political process.  

They are also seeking to improve links with other BBC services, by providing, 
for example, shortened links (URLs) on screen so that people can use their 
computers or mobile devices to quickly access relevant contextual and factual 
information on Democracy Live during debates.  

This change in approach will deliver better value to audiences and, as an area 
of focus for the next few years, will continue to enhance the value provided by 
BBC Parliament to licence fee payers. 

 
The only consistent area of dissatisfaction expressed by audiences during our review 
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.  
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A key theme throughout the review has therefore been the need for the channel to better 
explain the likely schedule of events and coverage during the day, updating information as 
and when it changes, either verbally or via on-screen graphics. 

There are, of course, limits to the BBC’s control in this area. Schedules are a matter for 
the institutions themselves and EPG (Electronic Programme Guide) technology does not 
allow for the frequent and last-minute changes to political timetables. BBC Parliament 
already attempts to offset this uncertainty by providing as much on-screen information as 
it can. 

Key finding – BBC Parliament should ensure that schedule 
information and changes are clearly explained to audiences, and it 
should work with the institutions covered to ensure that audience 
needs are taken into consideration 

The Executive has acknowledged that this is an important area for audiences, 
and one on which they are already focused, albeit within the limitations 
outlined above.  

We also found an openness to dialogue with the BBC from some institutional 
stakeholders and encourage BBC Parliament to maintain active discussions 
with them to increase the consumption of live political debate. 

As technology develops, BBC Parliament should ensure that the information 
provided on scheduling is as up-to-date as possible. 

 
Distinctiveness 

The channel is viewed as unique by both audiences and the institutions it covers. This is, 
in the main, due to it being the only place where people are able to access live, 
unmediated coverage of the UK’s political institutions.  

This lack of mediation has emerged as the key differentiator in terms of approach to 
coverage of politics when compared to alternative output, including that of other BBC 
services. 

 

Reach 

BBC Parliament is attracting record and growing audiences. Weekly reach rose above one 
per cent for the first time in 2009-10, reaching 1.4 per cent of adults in 2010-11, more 
than doubling the 2006-07 figure. 

Audience praise for live, unmediated coverage is mirrored in our reach analysis, which 
shows that viewing is at its highest when the channel is covering institutions live.  

Reach is increasingly being driven by the topicality of parliamentary business. During our 
review period, debates on the potential release of the report into the Hillsborough 
Disaster and whether or not there should be a referendum on the UK’s membership of the 
European Union, drew, by the channel’s own standards, impressively high audiences.  
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The BBC Executive has set out plans to drive reach and awareness further. These aim to 
keep live coverage centre-stage while remaining committed to the channel’s range and 
depth of programming, and bringing the UK’s chambers and the European Parliament to a 
wider audience.  

Our analysis suggests these areas of focus are correct and so we support these plans. The 
Executive should also ensure that BBC services other than BBC Parliament and the News 
Channel are used in promoting the service. 

Action 1 – The BBC should ensure that audiences are made aware of 
BBC Parliament at suitable opportunities 

The BBC provides a wide range of political programming across its television 
and radio services. BBC Parliament is a unique element of this provision and 
carries a range of programming, which we believe would be of interest to 
more people were they aware of it.  

Further cross-promotion from the BBC’s flagship news programmes could help 
to raise awareness of BBC Parliament. For example, following a news item or 
interview about a particular topic, better value could be delivered by 
explaining to audiences when coverage of the relevant debate will be available 
on BBC Parliament. 

The Executive should update the Trust on this action during 2012 as part of 
the Trust’s regular programme monitoring service review actions. 

 

Impact 

BBC Parliament is meeting its service licence output requirements. Beyond its numerical 
conditions, the channel also makes broader contributions to a range of the public 
purposes: 

Sustaining Citizenship and Civil Society – BBC Parliament allows people direct access 
to the institutions that represent them, improving accessibility and increasing both 
understanding and accountability. 

Reflecting the UK, its Nations, Regions and Communities – Audiences highly value 
the coverage of the devolved institutions and believe the channel is performing well in this 
regard. 

Bringing the UK to the World and the World to the UK – BBC Parliament brings the 
World to the UK through its coverage of the European Parliament. 

Promoting Education and Learning – Audiences believe that the access to live debate 
delivered by BBC Parliament enhances their knowledge of the UK’s political institutions. 
They also believe that comparing different types of political coverage can help improve 
media literacy. 

Emerging Communications – BBC Parliament’s close ties with Democracy Live ensure 
that the BBC’s parliamentary coverage supports emerging communications and 
encourages different means of access. 
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Value for Money 

BBC Parliament’s relatively small budget and important role in delivering the public 
purposes means it offers good value for money for licence fee payers. This should 
improve further as its audience continues to grow. 
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BBC News Channel 

Context 

The ways in which people are consuming news is changing in line with technological 

developments. People are able to get news and information from a wider variety of 

sources than ever before. The News Channel is part of a broad BBC news offer across TV, 

radio and online. A rolling 24-hour offering fits with people’s desire to have access to the 

type of news they want, whenever they choose, on whatever device is most convenient. 

 

Quality  

Producing “the best journalism in the world” is one of the five editorial priorities set out 

by the Director General and agreed by the Trust in the recently published strategy Putting 
Quality First. The News Channel has an important part to play in delivering this priority, 

and so offering a high-quality service is vital.  

Audience perceptions of the channel’s quality have been consistent, high relative to other 

BBC services and slightly higher than rolling news channels from other broadcasters.  

The News Channel is viewed by audiences as a benchmark for rolling news coverage, with 

around 50 per cent of adults rating the BBC News channel best for continuous news; this 

compares with 23 per cent for Sky News.  

Notwithstanding the channel’s strong performance during the period under review, it is 

important that this quality is maintained in the future. We expect the channel to seek 

ways to innovate and improve its offering in order to maintain its value to audiences. 

Overall, though, the channel has demonstrated strong headline performance in terms of 

audience approval, which shows that licence fee payers value the service. 

Participants in our audience research suggested that for major events of national 

significance the News Channel is often their ‘go to’ channel. For them, it shares the image 

and associations of the broader BBC News brand, such as authority and trust. Freedom 

from commercial pressure was felt to ensure the BBC’s impartiality and independence. 

Breaking news quickly and accurately is an important role for the News Channel. Audience 

feedback suggests some people believe Sky News to be quicker in breaking stories first. 

Equally, though, many people believe that the BBC News Channel must be more mindful 

of accuracy – speed should not take precedence over getting the story right. We have 

seen no evidence that suggests the News Channel is failing to deliver breaking stories to 

people in a timely manner. 
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Distinctiveness 

The News Channel provides a service that balances offering a suitable range and depth of 

coverage with the function of regular updates and summaries of the main stories. 

Audiences tell us they appreciate that the News Channel brings distinctive BBC News 

values to a rolling news channel. We are clear that the channel should continue to go 

beyond the headlines and bring important stories to air that do not receive widespread 

coverage elsewhere. 

Key finding – The News Channel should ensure that it maintains 
clear areas of distinctiveness in an increasingly crowded 
marketplace 

The market for news is becoming increasingly crowded, with audiences in the 

UK able to choose from a wide range of rolling news channels and other 

television news services, in addition to print, radio and online media. It is 

important that, in this context, the BBC News Channel maintains the range 

and depth that make it distinctive. 

Reach 

The News Channel is currently achieving record reach levels. In 2010-11, weekly reach 

stood at 19.9 per cent amongst adults, having risen from 11.5 per cent in 2006-07. It was 

a particularly busy news year, with the General Election, riots in England, the Japanese 

earthquake, the Arab Spring, cold weather conditions and the Chilean miners’ rescue. 

Large breaking news stories have a dramatic impact on viewing figures, a fact that has 

contributed to the record reach levels. 

The main BBC bulletins also contribute strongly to consumption. The BBC News Channel 

has its largest audiences at 22:00, when the channel follows the same broadcast as BBC 

One. Other simulcasts at 13:00 and 18:00 also achieve high levels of viewing. 

Audiences are spending longer watching the News Channel, consuming an average of 1 

hour and 48 minutes viewed per week. This is a considerable increase on the average 

consumption during 2006-07, when viewers watched an average of 1 hour and 15 

minutes per week. 

Reach in the Nations and Regions is similar to the UK-wide average, with the exception of 

Northern Ireland, where UTV’s strong performance impacts on the BBC News Channel, as 

well as BBC One’s network bulletins. 
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Digital viewers in the UK have the choice of a number of rolling news channels, each 

offering a different approach to the basic function of bringing audiences up-to-speed on 

world events. Despite this, the BBC News Channel’s strong performance means it is now 

the service of choice even in Sky homes. 

 

Impact 

The BBC News Channel is meeting its service licence output requirements. Beyond these 

annual conditions, the channel also makes broader contributions to a range of the public 

purposes: 

Sustaining Citizenship and Civil Society - Overall, audiences believe that the News 

Channel provides accurate, impartial and independent news and analysis. The channel 

delivers a wide range of viewpoints and opinions and encourages interaction and debate 

with audiences. The News Channel’s parliamentary coverage is a particular strength in 

delivering this purpose. 

Bringing the UK to the World and the World to the UK - The News Channel’s 

international news coverage is highly valued by audiences. Participants in our audience 

research thought that international news got more of an airing on the BBC News Channel 

than on the main BBC news bulletins, and that the channel provided a broader global 

focus than other rolling news channels. This is backed up by audience tracking data, 

which shows that 49 per cent of people view the news channel as best for global news 

stories versus 29 per cent for Sky News.  

While remaining fully committed to covering a full range of international stories, the BBC 

Executive would like to see one limited change to the News Channel service licence in this 

area. In light of the efficiencies required under Delivering Quality First, the Executive 

proposes to use fewer on-screen presenters and to reduce instances of double-headed 

presentation. To enable this, the Executive has therefore requested that the service 

licence should no longer commit the News Channel to aim to co-present its rolling news 

output from the scene of major international stories. Rather than a service licence 

requirement, the decision as to whether to co-present from abroad should be based solely 

on editorial merit. Our analysis shows that this is a proposal that audiences are likely to 

support, as they do not view two presenters as a core function of a rolling news channel 

(just 11 per cent view this as a must-have). 

The number of presenters on screen is a matter for the management of the News 

Channel to determine. We are therefore removing the requirement to co-present 

international stories from the channel’s service licence. 
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Action 2 – The News Channel service licence will no longer require 
the service to co-present its rolling news output from the scene of 
international stories 

In future, decisions on how to present international stories will be based solely 
on editorial merit rather than a specific service licence requirement.  

 

Most viewers felt that the BBC News Channel fulfils its commitments to international news 

coverage well, with many referring to the range of resources and foreign correspondents 

that allow it to provide breadth and depth of international coverage. However, many 

respondents to the consultation would like to see more global news covering a greater 

range of issues and countries from around the world, particularly with less emphasis on 

the USA and more coverage devoted to European news. 

The Trust has not found compelling evidence that the current approach to international 

news needs to be changed. It is, however, important that efficiency savings and 

restructuring in the future do not reduce the channel’s ability to explain often complex 

and fast-moving stories in a compelling way for all audiences. Given the on-going 

importance to the channel, the Executive should report back to the Trust in this area as 

outlined below. 

Action 3 –The BBC Executive should ensure that efficiency savings, 

the integration of the World Service and the development of closer 

links with Global News are delivered in such a way that the News 

Channel can continue to deliver the high-quality international news 

that audiences expect 

The planned changes to the BBC’s news operations, outlined above, represent 

both a challenge and an opportunity for the way in which the News Channel 

covers world affairs – as they do for other BBC news outlets.  

The Executive should return to the Trust in 2014/15 to report on progress in 

the integration of Global News and the World Service, with a focus on how 

this is affecting audience perceptions of the BBC’s offer. 

 

Reflecting the UK, its Nations, Regions and Communities - Audiences believe that 

the News Channel offers them a greater range of stories about where they live than other 

rolling news channels, although our audience research showed that for many people, the 
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News Channel is not their key source of local stories. Some audiences in the Nations still 

wish to see the News Channel better reflect devolution. Changes to the BBC’s 

newsgathering structure as a result of Delivering Quality First and the licence fee 

settlement will undoubtedly be challenging. However, it also represents an opportunity for 

the channel to develop the ways in which it serves all audiences by working more 

effectively than ever with newsrooms in the Nations and Regions. 

Promoting Education and Learning - The coverage of a wide range of stories 

supports the channel’s contribution to this public purpose. 

Emerging Communications - The News Channel works closely with other areas of the 

BBC to maximise the benefits of new technologies for audiences. 

 

Value for Money 

The News Channel has a service licence budget of £45.5m, making it one of the BBC’s 

lower cost television services. Its cost per user hour was just 4.9 pence in 2010/11, lower 

than most other BBC television services and reasonable value for money for licence fee 

payers. 

 

Future Strategy 

The BBC Executive has proposed a change in approach for the BBC News Channel as a 

result of broader changes to the BBC’s news division within the Delivering Quality First 
framework.   

The Executive believes that audiences see the primary function of a rolling news channel 

as breaking news about the latest stories, while broadcasting live coverage of developing 

stories and providing news summaries and brief headlines periodically. They have 

therefore proposed that the channel consolidates activity in this area and focuses on the 

main breaking news stories, while continuing to provide coverage and context from BBC 

specialists where appropriate. This would require a reduction in the built/non-live content, 

which often occupies the ‘back half hour’ on the channel. 

Our reach analysis shows that breaking news drives large uplifts in viewing and is the 

primary purpose of the news channel. Our audience research also highlighted that 

awareness of the ‘built’ programming provided by the channel was low. The Executive 

analysis shows the same pattern, with only key brands such as Click and Hardtalk, or 

repeats/simulcasts of Panorama and Question Time registering among a majority of 

viewers. When confronted with this element of the schedule, it was apparent that 
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participants in our audience research did not perceive the News Channel to be the place 

to find this type of content and so did not tend to look for it there. 

Nonetheless, in our view the success of the channel to date is driven by more than its 

delivery of major breaking stories. For example, when no major news is breaking, the 

channel should still be able to offer a high-quality service with a range and depth of news 

stories. Maintaining the high quality of all of the channel’s news output is vital to meeting 

audience expectations of the BBC’s news output. 

While we endorse the direction of travel for the News Channel set out in Delivering 
Quality First (DQF), the Executive should ensure that the strategy does not undermine the 

range and depth of stories on the News Channel, which have underpinned its recent 

success. 

 

Action 4 – The BBC should protect the range and depth of the News 
Channel’s output in order to maintain its quality and distinctiveness 

The channel currently enjoys very strong audience perceptions for quality and 
distinctiveness. Despite necessary savings, it is essential that the range and 
depth of the channel’s output be maintained at a standard that fits with the 
BBC’s editorial priority to offer “the best journalism in the world.”  

The Executive should monitor the impact of DQF changes on the News 
Channel, and BBC News more broadly, to protect the quality of BBC output. 

 

To deliver this strategy, the Executive has also outlined plans to reduce spend on back half 

hour content; cut back dedicated business resource (removing the dedicated hourly 

business news, for instance), make reductions in discretionary spend and show more 

repeats of network news programmes. 

 

Action 5 – The News Channel’s service licence will reflect the 
Executive’s new approach to business coverage 

We will remove the key characteristic that sets a commitment to provide 
‘business and personal finance news’ every hour and to broadcast ‘hourly 
business news from 09.00hrs to 19.00hrs on weekdays’. 

We have accepted the Executive’s analysis that this is not a significant change 
and so does not require the Trust to consider use of a public value test before 
being able to approve the proposal. 
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BBC Parliament Review 
 

Service Licence Remit 

BBC Parliament has a remit 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.  

 

Context 

Interest in politics is at its highest level in recent years 

1 Each year Hansard publishes an Audit of Political Engagement. This year’s report 
shows record levels of interest in politics since their first audit was published in 
2004. Of the people surveyed, 58 per cent said they were either fairly or very 
interested in politics, compared to 50 per cent in 2004. 

2 This reflects the interest created by the last general election and subsequent 
formation of the coalition Government. There have also been a large number of 
issues recently which have not only been big political stories but also of direct 
importance to people’s everyday lives, such as the economic crisis. 

 

The media remains one of the most influential aspects of UK society 

3 Respondents to the same Hansard report also suggested that the media was viewed 
as having more impact on people’s lives than the UK or European Parliament. The 
importance of political coverage by the media in general, and that provided by BBC 
Parliament and Democracy Live more specifically, is therefore likely to be of the 
highest importance. The Trust’s review is therefore timely in considering the degree 
to which BBC Parliament has performed to date, and what role it should play in the 
future. 

 

The BBC is reliant on the various parliamentary authorities to gain 
access to live footage 

4 BBC Parliament is a somewhat unusual service for the BBC in that it has less control 
over the collection of footage than it does for other channels. The BBC takes the live 
feeds of debates from the third parties that operate on behalf of the various political 
institutions. As such, its ability to control scheduling and quality is also restricted. 
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Quality 

BBC Parliament is performing in line with the overall BBC portfolio 

5 BBC Parliament has a lower mean approval score than the BBC News channel but is 
roughly in line with the overall BBC portfolio. For the first six months of 2010-11, 
BBC Parliament had an approval score of 6.7 out of 10, remaining largely unchanged 
from the score of 6.6 in 2006-07. A change of survey in November 2010 (see 
paragraph 28) has seen a significant shift, with BBC Parliament recording a mean 
approval score of 7.3. 

 

Figure 1: Mean Approval Score 
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Source: PBTS. 2010-11 data represents Apr – Oct 2010 

6 As such, at a headline level, the quality of BBC Parliament is of the standard we 
would expect from a BBC television service. 

 

Live, unmediated coverage and highlights programmes are highly valued 
by audiences 

7 A large proportion of the channel’s output is simple live feeds from political 
institutions. As such, the BBC’s ability to make changes to the output in an effort to 
increase quality is somewhat constrained.  

8 This limitation notwithstanding, our review has also highlighted that the live output 
is the area most valued by audiences. The live, streamed coverage, in particular 
from House of Commons debates and the various Select Committees, was strongly 
praised throughout the consultation and audience research.  

9 These parts of the schedule appear to help drive perceptions of impartiality. Viewers 
appreciate that they are able to interpret the events and discussions themselves, 
rather than hearing the views and analysis of commentators. 
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10 Many respondents also welcomed programmes that provide highlights and analysis. 
For some, however, the editing involved in the ‘built’ programming was viewed as at 
odds with the channel’s main perceived purpose of providing unmediated access to 
debate. This was particularly true of highlights of Westminster or devolved 
parliaments, though there was less discomfort around highlights of the European 
Parliament.  

11 However, some viewers did use highlights programmes as a retrospective guide to 
viewing, and then either waited for repeats or visited Democracy Live to find specific 
and full content. 

12 Although awareness of this type of programming appears relatively low, our 
audience research suggests that once audiences watch this type of content they find 
it highly valuable and return to it more regularly. 

13 Use of archive footage and historical programming, while an odd fit for some 
viewers, was felt by others to deliver historical context and colour to modern 
democracy, deepening engagement with politics and parliamentary processes. 

14 It is also evident that other international equivalents, such as C-Span in the USA, 
which do not offer built programming in between live debates, lack the channel 
‘personality’ which appears, at least in part, to be contributing to the quality and 
growing reach of BBC Parliament. 

15 Overall, the balance of live coverage and built programming provides a stimulating 
and engaging mix for licence fee payers. 

 

The contextual information provided during live coverage is valued but 
could focus more on political processes 

16 BBC Parliament provides on-screen information during live debates. This can, for 
instance, include the subject of the debate and who is speaking at any given 
moment.  

17 Audiences and the Audience Councils highlighted this as an area that could be 
developed further. Particularly in relation to Select Committees, there was often 
confusion (even amongst the most politically au fait) around the issues to which 
Committee hearings were responding, or to the individuals involved and their 
relevance to the issues in question. 

18 Parliamentary timings and processes can be confusing, even to those with a working 
knowledge of the institutions, but understanding the likely impact of a debate and 
potential next steps could enhance people’s understanding of, and engagement 
with, politics. 
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Key finding – BBC Parliament should ensure that contextual 
information meets the needs of audiences 

During the course of this review we discussed with staff at BBC Parliament 
how the use of contextual on-screen information might better meet the needs 
of audiences. In response they have already begun to evolve their approach to 
the information that is provided on screen during live coverage, through 
providing more information on political process, for example.  

They are also seeking to improve links with other BBC services, by providing, 
for example, shortened links (URLs) on screen so that people can use their 
computers or mobile devices to quickly access relevant contextual and factual 
information on Democracy Live during debates.  

This change in approach will deliver better value to audiences and, as an area 
of focus for the next few years, will continue to enhance the value provided by 
BBC Parliament to licence fee payers. 

 

 

Coverage can be difficult for audiences to navigate due to the 
unpredictable nature of parliamentary business 

19 The only consistent area of dissatisfaction expressed by audiences during our review 
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. A key theme throughout the review has been the need for the channel to 
better explain the likely schedule of events and coverage during the day, updating 
information as and when it changes, either verbally or via on-screen graphics. 

20 There are, of course, limits to the BBC’s control in this area, with the day’s 
parliamentary business determined, quite rightly, by the institutions themselves 
rather than the BBC.  

21 Electronic Programme Guide (EPG) listings are not yet sufficiently flexible to allow 
for up-to-the-minute changes to be made to reflect fast-moving events in the 
institutions being covered. The Executive has made progress in this area and will 
continue to keep listings as up-to-date as platform technology allows. 

22 BBC Parliament already attempts to offset this uncertainty by providing as much on-
screen information as it can. A common means to do so involves the ticker at the 
bottom of the screen, which can update viewers on likely timings and changes to 
the schedule. 

23 We are encouraged by the increasing focus from political institutions on scheduling 
debates of high and current public interest to audiences, which can result in high 
viewing figures, as discussed in more detail below. We sense that political 
institutions are also increasingly open to working with the BBC to better understand 
the needs of audiences, which might in turn inform the way in which political 
debates are scheduled. 
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Key finding – BBC Parliament should ensure that schedule 
information and changes are clearly explained to audiences and 
work with the institutions covered to ensure audience needs are 
taken into consideration 

The Executive has acknowledged that this is an important area for audiences, 
and one on which they are already focused, albeit within the limitations 
outlined above.  

We also found that some institutional stakeholders are open to dialogue with 
the BBC, and we encourage BBC Parliament to maintain active discussions 
with them to increase the consumption of live political debate. 

As technology develops, BBC Parliament should ensure that the information 
provided on scheduling is as up-to-date as possible. 

 
 

Distinctiveness 

BBC Parliament is a unique service offering unparalleled access to live 
political debate 

24 The channel is viewed as unique by both audiences and the institutions it covers. 
This is, in the main, due to it being the only place where people are able to access 
live, unmediated coverage of the UK’s political institutions.  

25 This lack of mediation has emerged as the key differentiator in terms of approach to 
coverage of politics when compared to other output, including that of other BBC 
services. 

26 The sheer amount of footage broadcast from within the various political institutions 
is also significantly greater than that carried anywhere else, again emphasising the 
unique nature of the channel. 

 

Reach 

BBC Parliament is attracting record viewing figures, and the audience  
is growing  

27 BBC Parliament’s reach has steadily increased each year between 2006 and 2010. 
Weekly reach rose above one per cent for the first time in 2009-10, reaching 1.4 per 
cent of adults in 2010-11, over twice as much in percentage terms as in 2006-07. 
The increase in reach has been steady over time and is linked to the increased take-
up of multi-channel homes between 2006-07 and 2010-11.  

28 It should be noted, however, that the way in which BARB collects reach figures was 
changed in 2010. The purpose behind the change was to better reflect modern 
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patterns of viewing, through second television sets in homes, for example. The 
change has resulted in a general uplift in performance across all channels. This 
makes any comparison over time more difficult. 

 

Figure 2: Fifteen-minute Weekly reach  
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Source: BARB, Adults.  

29 Even allowing for the effect of the panel change in 2010, this growth is encouraging, 
reflecting not only the increased interest in politics in general but also the high-
quality service offered by BBC Parliament. 

 

Live coverage drives the bulk of viewing to the channel 

30 Audience praise for live, unmediated coverage is mirrored in our reach analysis, 
which shows that viewing is at its highest when the channel is covering institutions 
in live broadcasts.  

31 In 2010-11, BBC Parliament had its highest weekly reach at 17:00 on weekdays, 
with generally high viewing in the afternoons between 14:00 and 18:00. This 
coincides with live coverage from the various institutions covered. Aside from this 
live peak, reach tends to be at its lowest in the mornings, while there is a decent 
level of evening viewing after the day’s events. 

 



Service Review / BBC Parliament and BBC News Channel 

 

February 2012 19
 

Figure 3: Reach by Weekday Hour. 2010-11 
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32 Recognised intuitively by those running the channel, this confirms that the service 
should continue to focus on providing live, unmediated coverage at the core of the 
schedule, as this is the key driver of public value. 

 

The subject of debates is also a major factor in the level of viewing 

33 Reach is increasingly being driven by the topicality of parliamentary business. During 
our review period, debates on the potential release of the report into the 
Hillsborough Disaster and whether or not there should be a referendum on the UK’s 
membership of the European Union drew, by the channel’s own standards, 
impressively high audiences. On the day of the Hillsborough debate, the channel's 
reach was 328,000, with a peak between 18.30 and 18.45 of 83,000. On the day of 
the EU debate, BBC Parliament's reach was 480,000 (peaking at 146,000 between 
22.00 and 23.00). 
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Figure 4: Reach by Day. October 2011 
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34 The subject of debates is clearly a matter for the institutions themselves, rather than 
the BBC. The boost in viewing achieved by these two recent debates has not gone 
unnoticed though, with Parliament’s own magazine carrying a short piece noting the 
increase. 

35 BBC Parliament should maintain strong ties with the institutions and provide them 
with as much insight into the performance of debates as possible to help inform the 
institutions’ decision-making processes. 

 

The BBC Executive has set out plans to drive reach and awareness 
further 

36 In its submission to our review, the BBC Executive has highlighted areas where it 
believes it can drive reach and awareness of BBC Parliament. It intends to keep live 
coverage centre-stage, while remaining committed to its range and depth of 
programming. 

37 In its view, the focus of UK-wide politics has, to some degree, returned to the floor 
of the House of Westminster during this current Parliament, not least due to a much 
greater use of Oral Ministerial Statements and Urgent Questions to provide up-to-
the-minute debates on topical issues.  

38 It is keen that BBC Parliament’s schedule remains flexible to ensure live coverage 
remains centre-stage. It understands that while the necessarily late notice of 
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parliamentary scheduling changes can frustrate audiences, BBC Parliament will 
continue to engage with them, for example, via on-screen tickers, social media and 
through updates to the indicative schedules on Democracy Live.  

39 At the same time, the Executive believes that audiences do appreciate ‘built’ 
programmes and strands such as Select Committees on weekend evenings. In its 
view, this programming contributes to the predictability and ease of navigation of a 
scheduled channel. BBC Parliament will therefore ensure that the increasing 
demands of its live coverage do not diminish the depth of the channel’s analysis and 
its range across the UK’s political chambers and the European Parliament. 

40 As reflected in our analysis above, we agree that live coverage is crucial to the on-
going success of the channel.  

41 While views on built programming were more diverse, providing a range of coverage 
and analysis for different audiences is important. At times in the schedule when 
there is no live coverage to carry, programming that explores the various 
institutions, provides historical precedents, or explores the lives of the people 
involved adds a range and depth to the channel. This enhances its value to 
audiences. 

42 We are therefore content that the proposal above reflects the needs of audiences 
and is in line with the channel’s current service licence. 

43 The Executive is also keen to raise awareness of the service and bring the UK’s 
chambers and the European Parliament to a wider audience. BBC Parliament 
therefore intends to sustain its steady growth in reach to bring the workings of the 
UK’s parliamentary and legislative bodies, and the European Parliament, to as wide 
an audience as possible. It will continue to serve an audience reflecting the UK’s 
socioeconomic make-up, not just a narrow ‘political elite’.  

44 The Executive believes that this broad appeal will in part be maintained by BBC 
Parliament’s on-going commitment to serve an educational purpose. This is achieved 
through programming that explains parliamentary process and political history; 
through continued cross-promotion over the News portfolio; and through improved 
marketing. 

45 Our review shows that awareness of BBC Parliament has slightly increased since 
2006-07 but remains considerably below other multichannel BBC services. BBC 
Parliament had prompted awareness levels of 66 per cent in 2010-11, up slightly 
from 63 per cent in 2006-07.  
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Figure 5: BBC Parliament prompted awareness 
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46 Heavy users of the service are also very keen that more should be done to raise 
awareness of what they consider to be a unique and valuable offering from the BBC.  

47 We therefore agree with the Executive that increasing the awareness of the service 
should be a priority in the coming years. In line with feedback from Audience 
Councils, the Executive should also ensure that BBC services other than BBC 
Parliament and the News Channel are used in promoting the service. 

 

Action 1 – The BBC should ensure that audiences are made aware of 
BBC Parliament at suitable opportunities 

The BBC provides a wide range of political programming across its television 
and radio services. BBC Parliament is a unique element of this provision and 
carries a range of programming that we believe would be of interest to more 
people were they aware of it.  

Further cross-promotion from the BBC’s flagship news programmes could help 
to raise awareness of BBC Parliament. For instance, following a news item or 
interview about a particular topic, better value could be delivered by 
explaining to audiences when coverage of the relevant debate will be available 
on BBC Parliament. 

The Executive should update the Trust on this action during 2012 as part of 
the Trust’s regular programme monitoring service review actions. 
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Impact 

BBC Parliament is meeting its service licence output requirements 

48 BBC Parliament is required to make a contribution to the BBC’s public purposes by 
meeting a number of output requirements as specified in its service licence. Table 1 
below shows that BBC Parliament fulfilled these commitments in 2010-11. 

Table 1: BBC Parliament’s performance against its service licence commitments 

Purpose Commitment 2010-11 

Sustaining citizenship 
and civil society 

Broadcast at least 70 hours of coverage of 
the Westminster Parliament during a normal 
sitting week, including at least 10 hours of 
Select Committees 

Achieved 

78 hours of Westminster 
and 13 hours Select 

Committee 

Reflecting the UK’s 
nations, regions and 
communities 

Broadcast at least 260 hours of proceedings 
of the Scottish Parliament, Welsh Assembly 
and Northern Ireland Assembly each year, 
with significant proportions of coverage 
given to each  

Achieved 

393 hours 

Bringing the UK to 
the world and the 
world to the UK 

Broadcast at least 100 hours of 
programming from Brussels and Strasbourg 
(including repeats) each year  

Achieved 

149 hours 

Source: BBC Annual Report 2010-11 

 

49 Beyond its numerical conditions, the channel also makes broader contributions to a 
range of the public purposes. These are set out in more detail below. 

 

Sustaining Citizenship and Civil Society 

BBC Parliament allows people direct access to the institutions that 
represent them, improving accessibility and increasing both 
understanding and accountability 

50 BBC Parliament should make a very important contribution to this purpose amongst 
its audience, by providing accurate, impartial and comprehensive coverage of the 
work of the UK’s parliamentary chambers and of the European Parliament. As the 
only UK television service dedicated to covering politics, it can make a unique 
contribution to broadening viewers’ knowledge and understanding of the way UK 
and EU political institutions work.  
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51 We found that there was a sense among audience research participants that BBC 
Parliament offered a window onto a hitherto secret world, which proved to be more 
accessible and interesting than they had anticipated.  

52 They regarded as a core benefit BBC Parliament’s ability to deliver direct access to 
parliamentary process in action. For those we spoke to, this meant unedited, 
unmediated political process, evidenced by static cameras, a lack of commentary, 
and access to both the exciting and less exciting bits of political procedure. 

53 Direct access was felt to make Parliament more accountable to the electorate. Some 
viewers assessed their MPs and Cabinet Ministers for quality and commitment (how 
often and how well they spoke in debates, how frequently they appeared to attend). 

54 Many of the participants in the audience research into BBC Parliament were very 
‘citizen-minded’ and felt strongly that everyone should understand more about the 
way in which the UK is governed. BBC Parliament was felt to make parliamentary 
and legislative bodies accessible in the most direct meaning of the word. Its impact, 
however, was felt to be somewhat limited by low awareness of the channel. 

55 As explored above, the channel also seeks to provide useful contextual information 
during live debates, helping to improve accessibility in a more subtly way by helping 
people to better understand the complex workings of political institutions. The use 
of archive footage is another way in which citizenship and civil society can be 
enhanced through deepening people’s knowledge of the way in which politics has 
worked over time. 

 

Reflecting the UK, its Nations, Regions and Communities 

Audiences highly value the coverage of the devolved institutions 

56 Its service licence requires BBC Parliament to cover the House of Commons, House 
of Lords, the devolved parliaments and institutions, the European Parliament, UK 
Select Committees and the London Assembly. Audiences believe that in general the 
channel performs well in this regard.  

57 Audiences were largely supportive of the service, believing that it provided accurate, 
impartial and comprehensive coverage of the UK’s parliamentary chambers – in 
particular the House of Commons and Select Committees. Some respondents to our 
consultation, though, felt that there could be more coverage of the Lords, devolved 
parliament and assemblies, and European Parliament. Audience Councils noted a 
growing tension between the need to include content of significance to the UK as a 
whole and content relevant to only one part of the UK.  

58 Viewers specifically acknowledged the role BBC Parliament plays in making the UK’s 
devolved parliament and assemblies accessible. For some viewers in the Nations, it 
was their primary connection to their local parliament and politicians, and was 
integral to providing more background on local political news stories. 

59 We are encouraged by the role that BBC Parliament plays, alongside other BBC 
output, in opening up the devolved institutions to the public. Careful scheduling 
allows the channel to cover important events from all areas of the UK. 
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60 It is also important to recognise that a single television channel will never be able to 
cover all the live events at all the UK’s institutions, not least because much of the 
work of these bodies occurs at the same time of day. Nonetheless the channel’s 
balance in this area is broadly correct, and offerings such as Democracy Live are 
able to support still further the BBC’s approach in this area. 

 

Bringing the UK to the World and the World to the UK 

BBC Parliament brings the world to the UK through its coverage of the 
European Parliament 

61 Audiences were aware that BBC Parliament covers the European Parliament and felt 
this was important (whether or not they chose to watch it). 

62 There were differing views expressed through the public consultation, with many 
believing the channel’s coverage in this area to be strong, while some suggesting 
that the channel could do more. Still others suggested that the channel should 
actually focus more on UK politics rather than Europe. 

63 Although not an institution as widely understood as domestic parliaments, the 
European Parliament has an important impact on people in the UK, and in our view 
BBC Parliament plays a key role in helping this to be more widely understood.  

64 Whilst recognising that there is always a balance to be struck between domestic and 
international coverage, the current structure of the channel offers value to 
audiences with an interest in both the European Parliament and domestic 
institutions. 

 

Promoting Education and Learning 

Access to coverage enhances knowledge of the UK’s political institutions 

65 Audiences highlighted the fact that the widespread coverage of different types of 
political process and debate – as well as the information provided by the channel 
around the live coverage – enabled them to learn more about the decisions affecting 
their lives. The channel is also viewed as an important resource for people studying 
politics and democracy. 

 

Comparing different types of political coverage can improve media 
literacy 

66 Audience research participants found the ability to compare the ‘reality’ of 
parliamentary process with the ‘media-edited’ version delivered in news bulletins 
and on the BBC News Channel contributed to greater media literacy. 
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Emerging Communications 

BBC Parliament’s close ties with Democracy Live ensure that the BBC’s 
parliamentary coverage supports emerging communications and 
encourages different means of access 

67 For those who used Democracy Live as well as BBC Parliament, the online offer was 
broadly regarded as delivering the same content but with navigational tools that 
made it better suited to planned viewing. 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.  

68 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.  

69 The Democracy Live website was praised by respondents who were aware of it and 
was referred to by many as being an ideal platform to be able to offer a wide range 
of committees or parliamentary sessions that people can then choose to view. 

70 The role of Democracy Live is likely to remain important as the BBC seeks to provide 
coverage of diverse institutions within a limited budget. Online delivery is a cost-
effective way of doing this. This importance is recognised by the BBC Executive, 
which has suggested strengthening links with Democracy Live and other relevant 
online resources. 

71 The Executive views online resources as an increasingly popular source of 
information on UK and EU politics and its proceedings, complementing BBC 
Parliament’s coverage. The Executive highlights that Democracy Live has shown 
substantial growth and potential. BBC Parliament therefore intends to enhance its 
cross-promotion of, and support for, Democracy Live.  

72 Democracy Live allows other websites to embed BBC video of parliamentary 
proceedings into their own websites. The Executive believes that such embedded 
video enables other online sources of political coverage, such as bloggers and civil 
society organisations, to enrich the services they provide, thereby increasing 
audience appreciation and enjoyment. The BBC therefore aims to increase the 
number of websites and licence fee payers benefitting from this form of video 
sharing. 

73 Given the large overlap between the television service and Democracy Live, both in 
terms of content and the way it is delivered operationally, we endorse this approach. 
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Value for Money 

BBC Parliament’s relatively small budget and important role in 
delivering the public purposes means it offers good value for money for 
licence fee payers 

74 BBC Parliament is low cost in outright terms, with a service licence budget of just 
£2.2 million. It has kept within the 10 per cent variance allowed by its service 
licence each year since 2007. 

75 BBC Parliament’s cost per viewer hour (8.2 pence in 2010/11) is somewhat high 
relative to other BBC channels (BBC One is 6.4 pence and BBC Two 7.4 pence). 
However, as the Executive observes, it remains below the cost of many other 
services tasked with serving the needs of particular audiences – CBBC costs 8.6 
pence, for example, BBC Four 9.8 pence and BBC Alba 21.8 pence. Cost per user 
hour is also very much on a downward trend – driven mainly by increased reach and 
slightly decreased cost – it having been 14.1 pence the year before and 18.5 pence 
in 2008/09. 

76 Given that BBC Parliament is not directly comparable with other UK television 
channels due to the nature of its content, it is interesting to look at the costs of 
political channels in other countries. Exact figures are not disclosed by the services 
themselves, but C-Span in the USA is reported to have a budget of around $55 
million per year, while Europarltv has been reported to cost around £8m per year. If 
these figures are broadly representative, BBC Parliament again appears to offer 
good value for money. 

77 Finally, the service has developed strong links with the institutions it covers. On-
going co-operation to increase viewing will maximise the value for money the 
service achieves in future. 
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BBC News Channel Review 
 

Service Licence Remit 

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.  

 

Context 

The ways in which people are consuming news is changing in line with 
technological developments 

78 People are able to get news and information from a wider variety of sources than 
ever before. Traditional print formats remain available, although consumption levels 
are in steady decline. Radio news and television bulletins are also still important 
sources. However, people are now able to watch television news whenever they 
wish via a wide choice of rolling 24-hour news channels. Online sources enable 
people to access information via websites from a wide variety of traditional and 
newer providers. The growth in use of smart phones also means people are more 
easily able to access news whenever they want, wherever they are.  

79 In this context, the News Channel is part of a broad BBC news offer across TV, radio 
and online. A rolling 24-hour offering fits with people’s desire to have access to the 
type of news they want, whenever they choose, on whatever device is most 
convenient.  

80 The News Channel provides the benefits of traditional television news – particularly 
its visual impact – without being limited to a set number of bulletins at prescribed 
times each day. Constant access to news has also changed the relationship with the 
TV news bulletin. The proliferation of news sources means that, rather than being 
the main font of news, bulletins are often a source of consolidated and detailed 
coverage of the main stories of the day, many of which may already be established 
and familiar to people through other programming and media. 

 

Quality  

Audiences see the BBC News Channel as a high-quality service  

81 Producing “the best journalism in the world” is one of the five editorial priorities set 
out by the Director General and agreed by the Trust in the recently published 
strategy Putting Quality First. This means informing civic and democratic life at 
home and abroad – through independent, impartial and accurate news, current 



Service Review / BBC Parliament and BBC News Channel 

 

February 2012 29
 

affairs and information. The News Channel has an important part to play in 
delivering this priority and so offering a high-quality service is vital. 

82 Audience perceptions of quality have been consistent, high relative to other BBC 
services and slightly higher than alternative rolling news channels from other 
broadcasters.  

83 Surveys on those that had viewed the channel within the last seven days (when 
asked) show that the News Channel has had a stable mean approval score of 7.6 
since 2007-081. This has recently risen to 7.82, although this increase is likely to 
have been driven, at least in part, by a change of survey panel which has delivered 
an across-the-board rise in approval scores. Sky News had a slightly lower mean 
approval score of 7.5, recently rising to 7.7.  

84 The mean approval score for the News channel is slightly higher amongst younger 
viewers. This is also true of Sky News, suggesting differing perception of news 
quality amongst the age ranges.  

85 Regular BBC surveys ask which channel is considered best for continuous news. 
Around 50 per cent of adults rate BBC News Channel highest compared to 23 per 
cent for Sky News. 

 

Figure 6: Rating of news channels as ‘best for continuous news’ by UK adults 
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86 Other services are occasionally highlighted as ‘better’ than the BBC at their 
specialisms by some commentators; a view echoed by some of the respondents to 
our public consultation. Recent examples include Al Jazeera’s coverage of the Middle 

                                            
1 Pan BBC Tracking Survey 
2 Brand and Reputation Tracker (since October 2010) 
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East in general and the Arab Spring more specifically. However, these channels still 
have very low reach, suggesting that audiences do not perceive a difference that 
drives overall viewing behaviour. Of the other continuous news channels, CNN, Al 
Jazeera and Fox News cumulatively account for less than 5 per cent of viewing. 

87 Notwithstanding the channel’s strong performance during the period under review, it 
is important that this quality is maintained in the future. We expect the channel to 
seek ways to innovate and improve its offering in order to maintain its value to 
audiences. Overall, though, the channel has demonstrated strong headline 
performance in terms of audience approval, which shows that licence fee payers 
value the service. 

 

The high quality of the News Channel means it is often the ‘go to’ 
channel for major events 

88 Participants in our audience research suggested that for major events of national 
significance the News Channel is often their ‘go to’ channel. For them, it shares the 
image and associations of the broader BBC News brand, such as authority and trust.  

89 This was felt by those who took part in our audience research to be true of both 
planned events, such as the Royal Wedding, and major breaking news events, such 
as the riots in England during the summer of 2011. 

90 As our reach analysis on page 34 demonstrates, the BBC News Channel experiences 
large spikes around major stories throughout the year. Whilst also true of Sky News 
in some instances, the pattern is less pronounced than for the BBC News Channel 
overall. 

 

Freedom from commercial pressure is felt to ensure BBC impartiality and 
independence 

91 BBC content must be accurate and impartial in order to safeguard its independence 
and public confidence. It is a key priority for the Trust that the BBC covers 
potentially controversial subjects with due impartiality. This is a requirement of its 
Charter. As such the Trust has a rolling programme of impartiality reviews. 

92 For this reason, given the programme of work outlined above, impartiality is out of 
scope for this review. Nonetheless, we did receive feedback during our audience 
research from people who told us that they felt freedom from commercial pressure 
ensured the BBC’s impartiality and independence. This is a strength that appears to 
be enhanced by the ‘utility’ relationship some audiences have with the BBC News 
Channel. As you would expect as part of a healthy debate about the future of the 
News Channel, a minority also told us that they felt the BBC had its own political 
agendas. 



Service Review / BBC Parliament and BBC News Channel 

 

February 2012 31
 

Breaking news quickly and accurately is an important role for the News 
Channel 

93 The BBC Executive has set out its argument that putting breaking news on-air 
quickly is an audience expectation and therefore important for a rolling news 
channel. It highlights its research, which shows that breaking new stories is the 
most important characteristic of the News Channel for audiences.  

94 This is a position the Trust absolutely endorses. The News Channel service licence 
requires it to “…aim to deliver breaking news first and, wherever possible, 
immediately but not to the detriment of accuracy.” 

95 Audience feedback during our review suggests that some people believe Sky News 
to be quicker in breaking stories first but, equally, many people believe that the BBC 
News Channel must be more mindful of accuracy. For them, speed should not take 
precedence over getting the story right; a sentiment echoed by the Audience 
Councils. 

96 We have seen no evidence to suggest that the News Channel is failing to deliver 
breaking stories to people in a timely manner.  

97 The channel’s strong perceptions of quality, and the high levels of reach shown 
below, would seem to confirm the idea that speed of reporting should be balanced 
with accuracy and quality in delivering the type of service expected of the BBC by 
audiences.  

 

Distinctiveness 

The BBC News Channel provides a service to audiences that is different 
in content and tone to other rolling news channels 

98 The News Channel service licence states that the distinctiveness of BBC News 
Channel “…should lie in its ambition to offer a broad, varied, serious and analytical 
news agenda with strong coverage of the UK, from across the UK and from the rest 
of the world including Europe. It should cover a wide range of stories, particularly 
in-depth coverage of international affairs and events in the UK’s nations and regions, 
going beyond the headlines and bringing important stories to air that do not receive 
widespread coverage elsewhere.” 

99 On a rolling news channel there can be a trade-off between the range of stories 
covered and the depth with which they are reported. The more stories that are 
carried, the less time there is for in-depth coverage of the issues. 

100 Feedback from audiences through our consultation and audience research on the 
range of stories covered has been mixed. Many believe that the channel does 
achieve a wide range, with greater depth given when appropriate; others believe it 
is too repetitive, focusing on only a small number of stories each day. 

101 Our audience research suggests that these differing views could, in part, be 
explained by different expectations of the channel from different types of viewer. For 
some people, the channel is used infrequently, often during a major breaking story 
(a view supported by our reach analysis below) or for ‘on demand’ headlines and 
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summaries. For heavier consumers of news, the channel is expected to offer greater 
depth than other news outlets, such as bulletins. A viewer’s expectations will 
therefore affect the degree to which the channel is seen to be providing a suitable 
range and depth. This view is supported by the Audience Councils, who noted that 
some people viewing the channel for longer periods can find regular updates 
intrusive, while lighter users of the channel often find them useful. 

102 While providing news in context and analysis are brand strengths for the BBC’s 
broader news coverage, our audience research suggests that they do not appear to 
be as strongly associated with the News Channel specifically, possibly reflecting the 
short-burst use of the channel. For many lighter users, ‘analysis’ and ‘opinion’ are 
not seen as having a place on a news channel, which they instead view as a source 
for unmediated information. They do, however, want more in-depth coverage, by 
which they mean more detail and explanation. 

103 Analysis from the BBC Executive into audience perceptions suggests that the 
majority of viewers believe that the channel offers a wide range of stories (81 per 
cent of those surveyed) and in-depth coverage (79 per cent). Their research 
indicates that in both these areas the News Channel performs more strongly than 
alternative rolling news channels.  

104 Their research also suggests that audiences view the BBC as stronger for more 
‘serious’ subjects, such as politics, health, the economy and education, while Sky 
News is preferred for coverage of entertainment, celebrity and sports news. 

105 Regular performance monitoring shows that the channel features more local, 
regional and international news than other continuous news channels in the UK. 

106 In our view, the News Channel is providing a service that balances offering a 
suitable range and depth of coverage with the function of regularly providing 
audiences with updates and summaries of the main stories. Audiences also tell us 
they value the fact that the News Channel brings distinctive BBC News values to a 
rolling news channel. We are clear that the channel should continue to go beyond 
the headlines and bring important stories to air that do not receive widespread 
coverage elsewhere. 

Key finding – The News Channel should ensure that it maintains 
clear areas of distinctiveness in an increasingly crowded 
marketplace 

The market for news is becoming increasingly crowded, with audiences in the 

UK able to choose from a wide range of rolling news channels and other 

television news services, in addition to print, radio and online media. It is 

important that, in this context, the BBC News Channel maintains the range 

and depth of coverage that makes it distinctive. 
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Reach 

The News Channel is currently achieving record reach levels 

107 The News Channel’s reach gradually increased between 2006-07 and 2009-10, 
before rising to record levels in 2010-11. In 2010-11, weekly reach stood at 19.9 per 
cent amongst adults, having risen from 11.5 per cent in 2006-07. As noted above, 
the way in which BARB collects reach figures was changed in 2010. The purpose 
behind the change was to better reflect modern patterns of viewing, through second 
television sets in homes, for example. The change has resulted in a general uplift in 
performance across all channels. This makes any comparison over time more 
difficult. 

 

Figure 7: Three-minute weekly reach  
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108 The increase in reach for the BBC News Channel is proportionately higher than all 
BBC television services other than the BBC HD channel and BBC Parliament between 
2009-10 and 2010-11. The overall BBC television portfolio rose in reach to 87.8 per 
cent in 2010-11. 

109 As well as covering a large number of high profile stories throughout 2010-11, BBC 
News Channel launched a new look in 2009, with fresh graphics and idents.  

110 The increase may also partially reflect the final stages of digital switchover. The 
News Channel attracts a slightly older skew of viewers, who are also likely to have 
been a significant proportion of those slowest to move over to digital television. 

111 The increase in reach is, regardless of these specific contributing factors, a 
significant achievement and a reflection of the high quality of the service and its 
importance to viewers. 
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Large, breaking news stories have a dramatic impact on viewing figures 

112 2010-11 was a particularly busy news year, with the General Election, riots in 
England, the Japanese earthquake, the Arab Spring, cold weather conditions and the 
Chilean miners’ rescue. As the chart below demonstrates, large breaking stories 
result in dramatic uplifts in usage for the BBC News Channel, which contributes to 
the increasing overall reach. 

 

Figure 8: BBC News channel weekly reach by event (% UK adults). 

 

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

0
1

/0
1

/2
0

0
8

0
1

/0
4

/2
0

0
8

0
1

/0
7

/2
0

0
8

0
1

/1
0

/2
0

0
8

0
1

/0
1

/2
0

0
9

0
1

/0
4

/2
0

0
9

0
1

/
0

7
/2

0
0

9

0
1

/1
0

/2
0

0
9

0
1

/0
1

/2
0

1
0

0
1

/0
4

/2
0

1
0

0
1

/0
7

/2
0

1
0

0
1

/1
0

/2
0

1
0

0
1

/0
1

/2
0

1
1

0
1

/0
4

/2
0

1
1

0
1

/
0

7
/2

0
1

1

0
1

/1
0

/2
0

1
1

BBC News Sky News

Snow Snow

Snow

Hung 
Parliament

Chilean 
Miners

Japanese 
Earthquake

England 
Riots

Michael 
Jackson 
death

Beijing 
Olympics

 
Source: BARB, UK adults 

 

 

113 As research by the Executive and our own audience research shows, delivering 
breaking news stories is the primary function of the News Channel. The Executive is 
proposing that in future the channel should focus more squarely on this function, 
which we address in more depth later in this report. 

 

The main BBC bulletins also contribute strongly to consumption  

114 The News Channel currently carries the main UK-wide news bulletins at the same 
time as BBC One. Aside from breaking news stories, the importance of these 
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bulletins to overall reach on the channel is clear. In 2010-11, the BBC News Channel 
had its greatest weekly reach at 22:00. This is when the channel follows the same 
broadcast as BBC One. A similar pattern occurs at 13:00 and 18:00. The channel 
also shows higher than average viewing at 17:00, just before the main bulletin, 
when Huw Edwards presents BBC News at 5 O’Clock. 

115 Although broadly similar across the day, Sky News does not demonstrate the same 
spikes in usage as the News Channel.  

 

Figure 9: Reach throughout the day. 2010-11, Mon-Fri 
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116 The uplifts suggest that in addition to rolling news and more in-depth coverage, 
audiences value the opportunity to hear a compact, editorialised overview of the 
day’s events so far via a bulletin. 

 

Audiences are also spending longer watching the News Channel 

117 The average time spent viewing BBC News Channel has increased gradually over the 
last five years and at an increased rate since 2009-10. 

118 In 2010-11, BBC News Channel was viewed for an average of 1 hour and 48 minutes 
per week per viewers. This is a considerable increase on the average consumption 
during 2006-07, when viewers watched an average of 1 hour and 15 minutes per 
week.  
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Figure 10: BBC News consumption per week in hours and minutes 

1:48

1:33

1:32

1:26

1:15

00:00 00:14 00:28 00:43 00:57 01:12 01:26 01:40 01:55

2010-11

2009-10

2008-09

2007-08

2006-07

BARB  
Panel 
Change
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119 In our view, this level of consumption reflects the range and depth of the output. It 
is unlikely that a more simplified 15-minute ‘news wheel’ would attract the same 
levels of viewing. As set out above in Action 2, it is therefore important that the 
channel continues to maintain clear sources of distinctiveness to maintain these 
increased levels of consumption. 

 

Reach in the Nations and Regions is similar to the UK-wide average, 
with the exception of Northern Ireland 

120 Total reach for the BBC News channel (12.2 per cent of individuals) is largely driven 
by reach in England, as you would expect given its relative population size, which 
also has a weekly reach of 12.2 per cent, or 5.9 million viewers.  

121 Reach is proportionately higher in Scotland and Wales, with figures of 12.8 per cent 
and 13.0 per cent accounting for 610,000 and 365,000 viewers respectively. Weekly 
reach in Northern Ireland (7.5 per cent) is significantly lower than the average. 
There, UTV’s strong performance greatly affects the performance of the BBC News 
Channel, as well as BBC One’s network bulletins. Sky News also has a lower weekly 
reach in Northern Ireland than in other nations. 
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Figure 11: 2010-11 BBC News Channel weekly reach by nation / BBC region 
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122 Moving away from absolute rates of consumption, the recent pattern of growth in 
reach for the channel overall is also reflected in growth in each of the nations. 

 

Figure 12: 2010-11 BBC News Channel weekly reach by nation (%) 
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123 The relatively even performance across the UK is to be welcomed and suggests the 
channel is providing a broad and varied range of stories for all audiences. 

 

The BBC News Channel’s strong performance means it is now the service 
of choice, even in Sky homes 

124 Digital viewers in the UK have the choice of a number of rolling news channels, each 
offering a different approach to the basic function of bringing audiences up-to-speed 
on world events.  

125 Despite this choice, Sky News is the only other service heavily used by UK 
audiences. Recognised by the industry with News Channel of the Year awards in 
2010 and 2011, it has historically achieved similar weekly reach to the BBC News 
Channel in Sky homes (the gap has always been bigger when including reach in 
Freeview homes).  

126 However, the News Channel has over the past year achieved a markedly higher 
weekly reach in Sky households than Sky News.  

 

Figure 13: Weekly Reach in Sky households since 2010 

2,000

2,500

3,000

3,500

4,000

4,500

Q1 2010 Q2 2010 Q3 2010 Q4 2010 Q1 2011 Q2 2011 Q3 2011

BBC News Sky News

  

Source: BARB. Adults 

 

127 Given the high quality of Sky News, and the likelihood that Sky subscribers are 
positive towards the Sky brand, this is a notable achievement. 
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Impact 

The BBC News Channel is meeting its service licence output 
requirements 

128 The BBC News Channel is required to make a contribution to the BBC’s public 
purposes, including by meeting a number of output requirements as specified in its 
service licence. Table 2 shows that the BBC News Channel met its commitments in 
2010-11. 

 

Table 2: BBC News’ performance against its service licence commitments 

Purpose Commitment 2010-11 

Bringing the UK to 
the world and the 
world to the UK 

Feature more international news coverage than 
the other main continuous news channel(s) in 
the UK  

Achieved 

Reflecting the UK’s 
nations, regions and 
communities 

Feature more local and regional news coverage 
than the other main continuous news channel(s) 
in the UK, in part through giving regional 
perspectives to national stories  

 

Achieved 

 Report sports news throughout the day, 
rounding up the day’s main sports stories every 
evening, delivering at least 100 hours of sports 
news each year  

Achieved 

135 hours 

Source: BBC Annual Report 2010-11 

 

129 Beyond these annual conditions, the channel also makes broader contributions to a 
range of the public purposes. These are set out in more detail below. 

 

Sustaining Citizenship and Civil Society 

Audiences believe that the News Channel provides accurate, impartial 
and independent news and analysis 

130 The BBC News Channel service licence sets out that it should make a very important 
contribution to this purpose amongst its audience by providing accurate, impartial 
and independent news and analysis. 
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131 Our audience research and responses to the public consultation suggest that in the 
main people believe that the channel is meeting these aims. Trust in news 
professionalism was a primary brand attribute for the channel, and one that 
underpins perceptions of accuracy. Information provided by the Executive also 
suggests that accuracy and impartiality are areas where the News Channel is viewed 
as stronger than other rolling news channels. 

132 The channel should also aim to be truthful and fair, exploring multiple viewpoints 
and giving voice to a wide range of opinions. The channel delivers this through the 
high quality of its on-air and off-air staff and by utilising the full range of the BBC’s 
journalism and external network of field experts. 

133 Responses to the public consultation again indicate that people recognise that the 
channel provides a broad range of opinions and perspectives in order to ensure that 
news stories are balanced. 

134 In line with its service licence, the channel broadcasts a comprehensive news service 
each hour, which includes sport and weather updates, as well as showing a news 
summary on the half hour.  

 

The News Channel’s parliamentary coverage is a strength 

135 BBC News Channel’s parliamentary reporting currently includes significant debates 
and parliamentary workings and events, as well as live coverage of Prime Minister’s 
Questions. The Prime Minister’s monthly press conference is also covered live.  

136 Respondents to our public consultation were positive about the political coverage on 
the channel, praising the quality of presentation and reporting with experienced, 
knowledgeable correspondents. A range of political views and parties were felt to be 
well represented, with political events, debates, conferences and elections well 
covered. 

137 Audience tracking data provided by the Executive shows that the News Channel is 
viewed as best for news about UK politics by 68 per cent of those asked, compared 
to 21 per cent for Sky News. 

138 Beyond Westminster, the channel covers key events and speeches from the devolved 
institutions and party conferences. This coverage extends beyond the major 
Westminster parties – a matter of particular significance for audiences in Scotland, 
Wales and Northern Ireland.  

139 The channel also provides regular information to viewers about the BBC’s extended 
live coverage of political debate available on BBC Parliament. This collaborative 
approach delivers public value by ensuring audiences are aware of the full range and 
depth of the BBC’s political coverage. As such, it is something we very much 
welcome. 
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The News Channel encourages interaction and debate with audiences 

140 The News Channel is required to promote debate by encouraging its viewers to 
interact with the channel, to comment on issues and to put their questions to 
experts and those in authority.  

141 The channel does this through a variety of means, often encouraging viewers to use 
emails or texts in order to elicit reaction and to ensure that the public’s questions 
are put to guests. In addition, the channel augments its news coverage with user-
generated content (such as video, still images and messages submitted by viewers), 
further deepening engagement and participation amongst viewers. 

142 The channel also opens itself up to the same level of questioning through the 
weekly programme Newswatch, which enables people to debate the channel’s 
coverage of key issues and to hear answers from the senior BBC staff involved. 

 

Overall, the channel is helping to support citizenship and civil society 

143 In our view, the broad range of stories provided by the channel and in-depth 
coverage of key events in the UK and internationally all help people to understand 
more about the world. In this way the channel supports citizenship and civil society. 

 

Bringing the UK to the World and the World to the UK 

The News Channel’s international news coverage is highly valued 

144 International coverage is seen as a strength of the News Channel, with the channel 
providing a broader global focus than other similar channels. 

145 The primary way in which the channel aims to deliver this public purpose is by 
offering comprehensive and in-depth coverage of world affairs, with a wide range of 
international stories in its regular coverage. Its distinctive agenda should be 
supported by the BBC’s international newsgathering bureaux and correspondents 
who can offer an international context to events and underlying issues. 

146 Participants in our audience research thought that international news got more of an 
airing on the BBC News Channel than on the main BBC news bulletins, and felt the 
channel had a broader global focus than competitor rolling news channels. As 
outlined above, the BBC’s performance tracking also demonstrates that the News 
Channel features more international news coverage than the other main continuous 
news channels in the UK.  

147 This is backed up by audience tracking data, which shows that 49 per cent of people 
view the news channel as best for global news stories versus 29 per cent for Sky 
News. The balance between international and national news was broadly felt to be 
right by audiences we spoke to in our research. 

148 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 
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assumed world-leading reputation of BBC News for quality. This directly affected the 
use of the channel as well as its status as a trusted UK news service. There was an 
assumption that the channel would cover international stories well with on-the-
ground resources.  

149 While remaining fully committed to covering a full range of international stories, the 
BBC Executive would like to see one limited change to the News Channel service 
licence in this area in light of the efficiencies required under Delivering Quality First. 
Under the terms of the current service licence, the channel should aim to co-present 
its rolling news output from the scene of international stories. The Executive 
proposes to use fewer on-screen presenters and to reduce instances of double-
headed presentation. To enable this, the Executive has therefore requested that the 
service licence should no longer commit the News Channel to aim to co-present its 
rolling news output from the scene of major international stories. Rather than a 
service licence requirement, the decision as to whether to co-present from abroad 
should instead be based solely on editorial merit. 

150 Our analysis shows this to be a proposal that audiences are likely to support, as they 
do not view two presenters as a core function of a rolling news channel (just 11 per 
cent view this as a must-have). 

151 However, a twin presenter approach can be needed, particularly in times of fast-
moving stories. This approach allows one presenter to be fronting coverage while 
the other gets up to speed on the latest developments off camera. This allows 
seamless and informed coverage that might not otherwise be possible with a single 
presenter trying to do both jobs. 

152 The number of presenters on screen is a matter for the management of the News 
Channel to determine. We are therefore removing the requirement to co-present 
international stories from the channel’s service licence. 

 

Action 2 – The News Channel service licence will no longer require 
the service to co-present its rolling news output from the scene of 
international stories 

In future, decisions on how to present international stories will be based solely 
on editorial merit rather than a specific service licence requirement.  

 
 

The balance and range of stories from across the world is broadly 
correct, although some people felt the BBC’s approach in this area could 
be changed 

153 Most viewers think that the BBC News Channel fulfils its commitments to 
international news coverage well, with many acknowledging the range of resources 
and foreign correspondents that are drawn upon to allow the channel to provide a 
good breadth and depth of international coverage.  
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154 BBC Executive research shows that audiences view this as a strong point for the 
channel, with 88 per cent believing the BBC has reporters across the world and 87 
per cent believing it covers global stories. 

155 However, many respondents to the consultation would like to see more global news 
covering a greater range of issues and countries from around the world, particularly 
with less emphasis on the USA and more coverage devoted to European news. 

156 This is in some respects related to the BBC News Channel’s coverage of European 
politics, which should aim to explain EU institutions and their work through live 
coverage and reporting by specialist correspondents. Again, while some believe that 
this is something that the BBC News Channel does well, others would like to see 
more European reporting.  

157 In our view the channel’s current balance is broadly in line with audience 
expectations, with demonstrably more international news than the other main rolling 
news channels in the UK.  

158 It has been an unusually busy year for overseas stories, with the Japanese tsunami, 
the Arab Spring, the global economic crisis, events in Norway and the rescue of the 
Chilean miners all taking centre stage at various times.  

159 The future looks no less challenging, with America, Europe, Russia and China all 
likely to continue to feature prominently, and the Middle East and Africa remaining 
unstable. 

160 The Trust has not found compelling evidence to suggest that the current approach 
to international news needs to be changed at this time.  

 

Changes to the BBC’s organisational structure represent both a 
challenge and an opportunity for the way in which the News Channel 
covers international stories 

161 The BBC Executive has proposed uniting BBC News and the World Service (when 
funded by the licence fee) to create a single, integrated newsgathering operation 
with 95 locations across the world (a small reduction from the current number of 
bureaux). It is expected that this will improve the efficiency of the BBC’s 
newsgathering function. 

162 It is, however, important that efficiency savings and restructuring in the future do 
not reduce the News Channel’s ability to explain often complex and fast-moving 
international stories in a compelling way for all audiences.  

163 Beyond the operational challenges posed by these changes, both the World Service 
and World News currently offer their own unique editorial perspectives on world 
affairs. From 2014/15, when the World Service will become funded by licence fee 
payers, it will be particularly important that the BBC ensures that the skills and 
expertise offered by the staff of these services contribute to the public value 
delivered by other BBC news outlets, including the News Channel. As the integration 
takes place we will wish to see whether the single newsroom and single 
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newsgathering operation set-up offers opportunities to build on the BBC’s already 
impressive international news coverage. 

164 Given the on-going importance to the channel of international news coverage, the 
Executive should report back to the Trust in this area as outlined below. 

 

Action 3 – The BBC Executive should ensure that efficiency savings, 
the integration of the World Service and the development of closer 
links with Global News are delivered in such a way that the News 
Channel can continue to deliver high-quality international news 
which audiences expect 

The planned changes to the BBC’s news operations, outlined above, represent 
both a challenge and an opportunity for the way in which the News Channel 
covers world affairs – as they do to other BBC news outlets.  

The Executive should return to the Trust in 2015/16 to report on progress in 
the integration of Global News and the World Service, with a focus on how 
this is affecting audience perceptions of the BBC’s offer. 

 

 

Reflecting the UK, its Nations, Regions and Communities 

Audiences believe that the News Channel offers them a greater range of 
stories about where they live than other rolling news channels 

165 Research provided by the BBC Executive suggests that the BBC News Channel is 
viewed as best for local stories by 51 per cent of those asked, compared to just 5 
per cent for Sky News. This reflects the News Channel’s use of the BBC’s UK-wide 
network of journalists. 

166 The channel often seeks to add a local perspective to UK-wide stories, for instance 
through interviews with local people about the impact of any changes announced on 
budget day. 

167 Following the Trust’s report on the way in which stories in the Nations and Regions 
are covered, the channel has improved the way in which it explains the geographical 
relevance of stories to audiences. This is particularly important in sectors such as 
health and education, where devolution has seen a transfer of power away from 
Westminster.  

 

For some people, the News Channel is not their key source of local 
stories  

168 Despite this strong performance relative to other rolling news channels there is a 
suggestion that audiences do not view the News Channel as a key source of stories 
about the areas in which they live. 
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169 For many participants in our audience research, stories reflecting the area in which 
they lived were not widely expected to be something that the News Channel would 
provide. BBC Executive research also bears this out, suggesting that the provision of 
local stories is one of the weakest associations with the News Channel (only 52 per 
cent, as opposed to 88 per cent for providing breaking news). 

170 Some people in our consultation expressed the view that the channel should be a 
service showing news only of UK-wide importance, with other outlets, such as local 
radio, the internet and the 6:30pm bulletin, providing local news. Others were keen 
to see more stories from their area, particularly when they felt that the issues would 
also be of interest to the wider public elsewhere in the UK. 

 

Some audiences in the Nations still wish to see the News Channel better 
reflect devolution 

171 While many people who responded to our consultation feel coverage of the UK’s 
Nations, regions and communities is an area where the channel performs well, some 
people believe there is room for improvement. As with other BBC output, in the 
Nations the channel is perceived by some to insufficiently acknowledge devolution. 

172 Audience Councils believe progress has been made on issues such as signposting, 
but would like to see further improvements to the depth of comparative analysis 
between Nations and regions to provide alternative perspectives from the rest of the 
UK.  

 

Changes to the BBC’s structure as a result of Delivering Quality First and 
the licence fee settlement represent an opportunity for the channel to 
develop the ways in which it serves all audiences 

173 In our view the coverage of stories from across the UK adds to the rich mix 
supporting the distinctiveness of the channel. It also supports the Trust’s strategy 
objective for the BBC to better serve all audiences. The channel attempts to frame 
such coverage in a way that has UK-wide resonance, and this is something we 
encourage. 

174 The effect of consolidation in BBC newsgathering and increased co-operation 
between BBC departments throughout the UK (as outlined in Delivering Quality First 
productivity savings) will see an increase in this type of story as the channel relies 
more heavily on BBC resources across the UK. This is an opportunity which has been 
welcomed by BBC news staff in the Nations. In our view, it will improve audience 
perceptions of the channel as serving all audiences – a key aim of the recently 
agreed strategy Putting Quality First. 

175 While reductions to newsgathering resources and discretionary spend for the News 
Channel will undoubtedly be challenging, such measures also represent an 
opportunity for the channel to develop the ways in which it serves all audiences by 
working more effectively than ever with newsrooms in the Nations and Regions. 
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Promoting Education and Learning 

The coverage of a wide range of stories supports the channel’s 
contribution to this public purpose 

176 BBC News Channel service licence explains that the News Channel should play its 
part in delivering this purpose to its audience via the provision of trusted news and 
information on a range of topics, such as business and economics, personal finance, 
science and technology, religion, arts and culture. 

177 Clearly the broad range and depth of stories covered by the channel means that 
people are exposed to a range of information and analysis from a highly trusted 
source. 

178 Audiences felt the very nature of the BBC News Channel’s content was 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. 

 

Emerging Communications 

The News Channel works closely with other areas of the BBC to 
maximise the benefits of new technologies 

179 The News channel works closely with BBC Online to ensure that viewers are able to 
access news in the ways that they want to. As discussed above, the News Channel 
also benefits from improvements in technology, using audio and video from people 
around the globe to supplement stories.  

180 The Executive intends to continue to build on these links, strengthening the live 
news offer by continuing to embrace digital opportunities. 

181 In the Trust’s view, as audiences continue to adapt to rapidly changing technologies, 
it is vital that the BBC’s news offer continues to adapt in order to meet audience 
expectations. 

 

Value for Money 

The News Channel offers reasonable value for money for licence fee 
payers 

182 The News Channel has a service licence budget of £45.5m, making it one of the 
BBC’s lower cost television services. Since 2007, the channel has always kept within 
the 10 per cent variance allowed by its service licence. 
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183 Its cost per user hour was just 4.9 pence in 2010/11, lower than most other BBC 
television services and significantly lower than the 7.6 pence recorded the year 
before. 

184 By working closely with other BBC services and central newsgathering, the channel 
enables output to be shown that otherwise may not have been used during a 
shorter bulletin, so maximising the value from the BBC’s resources. 

185 As with other areas of the BBC, the News Channel has been making efficiency 
savings over the last few years, contributing to the BBC’s overall efficiency 
programme. Efficiencies elsewhere in the BBC are also reflected in the News 
Channel’s indirect costs, such as the falling cost of newsgathering to the service 
since 2008. As you would expect, this is one of the largest areas of expenditure for 
the channel. 

 

Future Strategy 
The BBC Executive intends to focus the channel more on the main 
breaking news stories of the day  

186 Under changes proposed during the Delivering Quality First initiative, the Executive 
has set out its view that audiences see the primary function of a rolling news 
channel as breaking news about the latest stories, broadcasting live coverage of 
developing stories, and providing news summaries and brief headlines periodically.  

187 They therefore intend to consolidate the channel’s activity in this area, focusing on 
the main breaking news stories, while continuing to provide coverage and context 
from BBC specialists where appropriate. This would require a reduction in the 
built/non-live content, which often occupies the ‘back half hour’ on the channel. 

 

Breaking news quickly and accurately is an important role for the News 
Channel  

188 As outlined earlier in this report, covering the main stories of the day quickly and 
accurately is an important role for the News Channel. 

189 It is interesting to note that the term ‘breaking news’ means different things to 
different people. For some it is a useful flag for attention, used to ensure that 
audiences are aware of events of significance occurring. On a channel where 
viewing can be relatively brief, or where it is often on in the background, this is 
important. For some people though, the term can be over-used if applied to stories 
too frequently.  

190 Given the capacity for evoking different reactions in different people, the use of the 
term ‘breaking news’ is clearly something that needs to be sensitively handled. This 
is recognised by the BBC Executive, which has also introduced a ‘latest news’ tag for 
circumstances in which a story has moved on but not significantly enough to 
warrant the more arresting ‘breaking news’ description. 
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191 The Executive’s proposal to focus more squarely on breaking news means it is 
imperative that the use of the term ‘breaking news’ on the channel continues to be 
used judiciously.  

 

Changes to the channel should protect the range and depth of the News 
Channel’s output in order to maintain its quality and distinctiveness 

192 The Executive has also outlined plans to reduce spend on back half hour content; to 
cut back dedicated Business resource (removing the dedicated hourly business 
news, for example); to make reductions in discretionary spend, and to show more 
repeats of network news programmes. 

193 The Executive has also highlighted that newsgathering and discretionary budget 
reductions will impact on the breadth and depth of coverage and may diminish the 
fullness with which the channel performs against a broad range of aims within the 
service licence.  

194 Among other areas, it believes this is likely to apply to its aims to offer “cultural 
events of significance to the UK, its nations and regions, and internationally”, “a 
broad, varied, serious and analytical news agenda with strong coverage of the UK, 
from across the UK and from the rest of the world”; “going beyond the headlines 
and bringing important stories to air that do not receive widespread coverage 
elsewhere”; a “range of international voices” and an explanation of “EU institutions 
and their work”.  

195 Its analysis does not suggest that this impact will significantly affect audience 
appreciation of the service, levels of reach or the consumption of the channel. The 
Executive is also keen to stress that the channel will make every effort to mitigate 
the impact where possible. 

196 As outlined in our reach analysis above, breaking news drives large uplifts in viewing 
and is the primary purpose of the news channel. 

197 Our audience research highlighted that awareness of the ‘built’ programming 
provided by the channel was low. The Executive analysis shows the same pattern, 
with only key brands such as Click and Hardtalk, or repeats/simulcasts of Panorama 
and Question Time registering among a majority of viewers. When confronted with 
this element of the schedule, it was apparent that participants in our audience 
research did not perceive the News Channel to be the place to find this type of 
content and so did not tend to look for it there. 

198 Nonetheless, in our view the success of the channel to date is driven by more than 
its delivery of major breaking stories. For example, when no major news is breaking, 
the channel should still be able to offer a high-quality service with a range and 
depth of news stories. Maintaining the high quality of all of the channel’s news 
output is vital to meeting audience expectations of the BBC’s news output.  

199 While we endorse the direction of travel for the News Channel set out in Delivering 
Quality First (DQF), the Executive should ensure that the strategy does not 
undermine the range and depth of stories on the News Channel, which have 
underpinned its recent success. 
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Action 4 – The BBC should protect the range and depth of the News 
Channel’s output in order to maintain its quality and distinctiveness 

The channel currently enjoys very strong audience perceptions for quality and 
distinctiveness. Despite necessary savings, it is essential that the range and 
depth of the channel’s output be maintained at a standard that fits with the 
BBC’s editorial priority to offer “the best journalism in the world.”  

The Executive should monitor the impact of DQF changes on the News 
Channel, and BBC News more broadly, to protect the quality of BBC output. 

 
200 To deliver this strategy, the Executive has requested changes to the service licence 

key characteristics as follows: 

 to remove the requirement to provide “business and personal finance news” every 
hour; stories on these issues will be covered based on editorial importance 

 to remove the requirement to broadcast “hourly business news from 09.00hrs to 
19.00hrs on weekdays”.  

201 Amendments to the key characteristics of a service licence are presumed to be 
significant changes, and carry a rebuttable presumption that the Trust should apply 
a Public Value Test (PVT) before approving such proposals. In order for the Trust to 
decide whether BBC management’s plans are significant, Clause 25(2) of the 
Agreement provides four criteria for the Trust to consider in making this judgement: 
impact, financial implications, novelty and duration. The BBC Executive has 
submitted a Clause 25 assessment to us and we agree with their assessment that 
the proposed changes do not constitute a significant change to the UK public 
services under the terms of Clause 25 in the Framework Agreement (the 
Agreement) and that it is not necessary to apply a PVT to these plans before 
approving them. 

 

Action 5 – The News Channel’s service licence will reflect the 
Executive’s new approach to business coverage 

We will remove the key characteristic that sets a commitment to provide 
“business and personal finance news” every hour and to broadcast “hourly 
business news from 09.00hrs to 19.00hrs on weekdays”. 

We have accepted the Executive’s analysis that this is not a significant change 
and so does not require the Trust to consider use of a Public Value Test before 
being able to approve the proposal. 
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Annex 1: Detailed Scope and 
Methodology 
202 The BBC Trust is the governing body of the BBC and it is our responsibility to get the 

best out of the BBC for licence fee payers. 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 time we have reviewed BBC Parliament and the BBC News Channel. 

 

Review Scope 
203 We published the terms of reference for this review when it was launched in May 

2011. The high level questions we set out to consider are:  

• How well are these services performing against the terms of their service licence 
and the Quality, Reach, Impact and Value for money performance 
framework?  

• What is the future strategic direction for these services? 

• Should the service licences for these services be changed? For example, should 
the Democracy Live website be included? 

204 We have treated the following areas as out of our scope: 

• Impartiality and Editorial Controls. Although this is a key part of the News 
Channel and BBC Parliament’s remit, an assessment of the impartiality of 
journalism is out of scope, as compliance with Editorial Guidelines is covered by 
other areas of the Trust’s work. 

• Broader BBC news coverage. This review is intended to look only at those 
aspects of the BBC’s news output covered by the relevant service licences. 
However, we recognise that the BBC’s news coverage more broadly, across all 
platforms, will influence people’s perceptions of the News Channel. There are 
also important operational links between News Channel staff and other areas of 
BBC News. We will therefore take account of these links in our assessment of the 
News Channel. 

• Accuracy in portraying the Nations and Regions. The Trust has conducted 
further work following its report into the accuracy of news reporting of the 
Nations and Regions. This report has been completed and published. It is not the 
intention of this review to redo this work. 

• Democracy Live. The BBC’s approach to covering the political affairs of the UK 
is not limited to BBC Parliament. Democracy Live, an online-only offering, is an 
increasingly important and useful tool. Again, there are close operational ties 
between BBC Parliament and Democracy Live. Although the website is not 
covered by BBC Parliament’s service licence, and so is outside the scope of this 
review of performance, our assessment of the channel will take account of these 
links. 
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• The service review is a routine part of the Trust’s work and is separate from the 
BBC’s wider Delivering Quality First appraisal, which is looking at the shape of all 
the BBC’s services and activities. If the Delivering Quality First process raises any 
questions or proposals about the future of the News Channel or BBC Parliament, 
the Trust will consider these carefully and use the findings of this service review 
as part of its considerations. 

  

BBC Parliament has a remit 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. In 2010/11 it had a service licence budget of 
£2.2 million 

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. In 2010/11 it had a service 
licence budget of £45.5 million 

 

Methodology 
205 The review was carried out for the Trust by its independent advisers in the Trust 

Unit under the direction of the review’s lead Trustee, David Liddiment. We gathered 
evidence from a wide range of sources which are summarised below: 

• Public consultation – We used the service licences to develop a set of 
questions for public consultation. The consultation ran from 24 May to 19 July 
2011. Just fewer than 1,500 licence fee payers submitted views about BBC 
Parliament and over 2,500 responded on the BBC News Channel. We also 
received a number of responses from organisations and the Trust’s Audience 
Councils in England, Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales. These Councils are 
chaired by the BBC Trust member for the respective nation and have links with 
various local communities in their areas. The Councils organise events and 
activities to advise the Trust on how well the BBC is serving licence fee payers in 
different parts of the UK. In addition we received a formal submission from the 
BBC Executive board looking at each service. 

• Performance data analysis – We analysed data using the BBC’s QRIV 
performance framework, which considers four drivers of public value – quality, 
reach, impact, and value for money. This framework is set out in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1: The BBC’s QRIV Performance Framework 

 

Quality – This is measured in terms of audience perception of various 
aspects of the programmes and channels.  

Reach – The extent to which BBC services are used by the audience. In this 
report, unless otherwise stated, the reach of television services is expressed 
as the percentage of the population who have watched for a consecutive 
three-minute period in a week.  

Impact – The extent to which BBC content creates public value by delivering 
the BBC’s public purposes. The purposes are set out in the BBC’s Royal 
Charter and are as follows: 

• Sustaining Citizenship and Civil Society 

• Promoting Education and Learning  

• Stimulating Creativity and Cultural Excellence 

• Reflecting the UK’s Nations, Regions and Communities 

• Bringing the UK to the World and the World to the UK 

• Emerging Communications 

The Trust conducts an annual purpose remit survey to assess the delivery of 
the purposes. In this we ask respondents for their views on the importance 
they attach to the purpose priorities and on the BBC’s current effectiveness in 
delivering them. Where the importance is higher than the performance, we 
label this a performance gap. 

Value for Money – A consideration of performance (reach, quality and 
impact) alongside cost to provide a perspective on cost-effectiveness. 

 
 

• We carried out our performance analysis using the following evidence sources: 

− BARB audience data 

− regular BBC audience surveys which measure audience perceptions, 
usage and awareness of content from the BBC and other providers  

− financial data taken from the BBC’s Annual Report. 

• Audience research – The Trust carried out audience research to inform our 
thinking for this review and supplement the data we had available. We 
commissioned TW Research to undertake qualitative research. This helped inform 
us as to how well these services were delivering against the BBC’s public 
purposes and helped explore and define audience perceptions of quality for each 
of these services.  

• Interviews – We explored the issues raised during our review with BBC staff, as 
well as through stakeholder engagement. 
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Annex 2: Service Licence 
Amendments 
This annex sets out the relevant sections of the News Channel service licence that we will 
be amending as a result of this report. No amendments are required to the BBC 
Parliament licence. 

 

BBC News 

Current service licence Amendment Paragraph 
reference

It should offer a comprehensive 
news service each hour, including 
sport, business, personal finance 
and clear, comprehensive weather 
updates from across the UK. There 
should be a news summary on the 
half hour. 

Remove the requirement to provide 
“business and personal finance 
news” every hour. The new licence 
will now read: 

“It should offer a comprehensive 
news service each hour, including 
sport and clear, comprehensive 
weather updates from across the 
UK. There should be a news 
summary on the half hour.” 

4 

   

It should broadcast a 
comprehensive news service each 
hour, including sport and weather 
updates, plus a news summary on 
the half hour. It should also 
broadcast hourly business news 
from 09.00hrs to 19.00hrs on 
weekdays. 

Remove the requirement to 
broadcast hourly business news from 
09.00hrs to 19.00hrs on weekdays. 
The new licence will read: 

“It should broadcast a 
comprehensive news service each 
hour, including sport and weather 
updates, plus a news summary on 
the half hour.” 

5.1 

   

When a major international story 
breaks, BBC News Channel should 
aim to co-present its rolling news 
output from the scene 

Remove this paragraph 5.2 

 

 


