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Policy on the syndication of 
BBC on-demand content 

Syndication of BBC on-demand content  

Purpose 

1. This policy is intended to provide third parties, the BBC Executive (hereafter, the 

Executive) and licence fee payers with clarity as to: 

 The terms on which BBC on-demand public service content and associated 

data1 should be syndicated 

 The process by which the BBC Trust will assess new arrangements 

2. It supersedes the previous 2007 on-demand syndication policy and is supported by a 

revised set of operational guidelines prepared by the Executive. 

3. Syndication refers to the provision of content by the BBC to third-party platforms 

(e.g. other broadcasters using cable, IPTV, DTT or satellite distribution), devices (e.g. 

set-top boxes, mobile telephones, MP3 players, tablets, integrated televisions, 

players and games consoles), as well as online platforms (e.g. internet programmes 

such as Facebook and YouTube) to enable licence fee payers to use these platforms 

and devices to access BBC on-demand content. 

4. The role of the BBC Trust (hereafter, the Trust) is to represent the interests of licence 

fee payers and carefully and appropriately assess their views. In exercising its 

functions, the Trust must act in the public interest and secure the effective promotion 

of the BBC‟s public purposes. The Charter places other specific obligations on the 

Trust; it must have regard to the competitive impact of BBC activities on the wider 

market and ensure that the BBC observes high standards of openness and 

transparency.  

5. The Trust intends to adopt a statement of policy on the syndication of BBC on-

demand content and to hold the Executive to account for compliance with it. It is for 

the Executive to consider and enter into syndication arrangements with third parties2 

on a case-by-case basis, in accordance with the policy. 

6. The principles and procedures set out in this policy are designed to ensure that 

relevant matters are appropriately considered in relation to all new syndication 

activity and that the effect of any arrangements is properly assessed. 

 

Scope 

7. This policy covers arrangements syndicating all BBC content, in particular: 

                                           
1 „Metadata‟. 
2 While such third parties are likely to be broadcasting, media or technology companies, they could equally be other 
types of organisations such as not-for-profit organisations, charities or other such groups. 
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 Full-length television content, previously broadcast on BBC linear services 

and intended for viewing in its own right (e.g. the range of programmes 

broadcast on BBC television channels) 

 Full-length radio content, previously broadcast on BBC linear services (e.g. 

content broadcast on the BBC‟s radio services listened to through products 

such as the iPlayer, or in the form of podcasts etc.) 

 Short-form content, (e.g. promotional trailers, news clips and other content 

on BBC online) 

 Associated features, functionality and metadata 

8. The policy is limited to the provision of material as permitted under existing service 

licences (i.e. it does not expand the scope of any such licence).3 

9. This policy only applies to the syndication of BBC on-demand public service content. 

It is limited to UK content and does not apply to material made available through the 

BBC‟s commercial activities. 

 

Objectives – serving the interests of licence fee payers 

10. The Trust acts in the public interest and represents the interests of licence fee 

payers. This policy is accordingly designed to ensure that syndication operates in the 

overall interests of licence fee payers and that material covered by the policy is 

syndicated where it is in their interests.  

11. The Trust considers that there is generally public value in syndication and that it is in 

the interests of licence fee payers that they can access BBC on-demand content from 

as many platforms and devices as possible, consistent with this policy. In this 

respect, the BBC has specific obligations under Clause 12 of the BBC Agreement: 

The BBC must do all that is reasonably practicable to ensure that viewers, 
listeners and other users (as the case may be) are able to access the UK Public 
Services that are intended for them, or elements of their content, in a range of 
convenient and cost effective ways which are available or might become 

available in the future. 

12. This does not mean that the BBC must make its content available on every platform 

and device: that would be impracticable (not least because it would not represent 

the best use of licence fee funds). However, the BBC‟s overall approach to 

syndication should always be guided by the belief that arrangements should aim to 

serve licence fee payers, by enabling convenient access to the full range of recently 

transmitted BBC linear content, whatever their choice of platform or device. 

13. Other factors must also be considered, such as value for money4 and competitive 

impact.5 In particular, given the proliferation and rapid development of platforms and 

                                           
3 Save for content that has been commissioned and placed for marketing purposes. 
4 The Charter places on the Trust the obligation to „exercise rigorous stewardship of public money‟, meaning that this 
policy takes account of the need for the BBC‟s syndication arrangements to deliver value for money. 
5 The Charter requires the Trust to „have regard to the competitive impact of the BBC‟s activities on the wider 
market‟; and pursuant to that, through its Statement of Policy on Competitive Impact, the Trust „requires the BBC, 
whilst always ensuring the fulfilment of its Public Purposes and taking into account its other obligations in the Charter 
and the Agreement, to endeavour to minimise its negative competitive impacts on the wider market. This 
requirement is known as the “Competitive Impact Principle”.‟ 
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devices, it will not represent value for money for the BBC to make its content 

available on every platform and device. To do so in any particular case will require a 

clear and strong justification.  

14. This policy therefore sets out what the Trust might regard as „reasonably practicable‟ 

in terms of syndication arrangements, having regard to the full range of public 

purposes, obligations and objectives. 

 

Key principles for syndication of BBC on-demand content 

15. This section (paragraphs 16-22) sets out the key principles and criteria on which the 

BBC should syndicate its on-demand content. These principles and criteria are then 

varied slightly depending upon the type of content as described below 

(paragraphs 28-33). 

16. In order to deliver public value and advance the public purposes, all syndication 

arrangements should be designed such that licence fee payers: 

a) Have easy and timely access to the full range of BBC content6 

b) Can quickly and easily discover BBC content on third-party platforms and 

devices, for example, by linking to content or accessing it through third-

party navigation systems, such as EPG or search 

c) Experience a content offer that is subject to editorial control by the BBC, 

and which allows the BBC to guide them to further content that they might 

not naturally be drawn to but which they may find informative and enjoyable 

d) Can easily identify content as originating from the BBC and can distinguish it 

from content from other sources 

e) Only experience BBC content in appropriate places and contexts 

f) Have a high-quality experience (e.g. ease of use, picture and audio quality) 

g) Can access content free of charge (which in the case of subscription 

services, means entry-tier level or equivalent), and free from advertising and 

sponsorship 

h) Have access to parental controls and accessibility features, such as subtitles 

and audio description, and those related to the menu and user interface  

17. As guardian of the licence fee, the Trust must exercise rigorous stewardship of public 

money; all syndication arrangements must therefore be able to demonstrate value 

for money for licence fee payers.  

18. In addition to these audience-facing principles, the Trust acknowledges that other 

factors are also relevant when considering any particular syndication arrangement, in 

particular, the need to ensure: 

                                           
6 As part of its wider strategy, the BBC may also syndicate other products that are editorially selected by the BBC 
that complement its wider offer and sit alongside access to the full range of programmes available on the standard 
BBC iPlayer product, for example, a BBC news syndication product. Such products would syndicate content editorially 
selected by the BBC in addition to the full range provided by the BBC iPlayer. They must comply with the service 
licence framework and are subject to the relevant regulatory assessments as set out in the BBC Agreement. 
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 Adequate scope for the BBC to introduce improvements and innovations as 

audience expectations evolve and technology progresses, consistent with 

the terms of this policy and where such improvements and innovations have 

the potential to deliver clear public value 

 The prompt removal of on-demand content by the BBC where required for 

legal or compliance reasons 

 Accurate and timely user data made available to the BBC (e.g. viewing 

numbers) 

19. The Trust also requires the Executive to comply with all relevant legal and regulatory 

requirements, including state aid law and the BBC editorial guidelines and fair trading 

framework. In particular, it should ensure that it acts on a fair, reasonable and  

non-discriminatory basis when entering into syndication arrangements. 

20. The Trust additionally requires the BBC to make metadata available to stakeholders, 

as part of any syndication arrangement, in order to facilitate the discovery of BBC 

on-demand content, and in a manner consistent with the principles in paragraphs 16-

18. 

21. The Trust does not prescribe a single approach to the delivery mechanism employed 

in syndication arrangements, but expects all such arrangements to comply with the 

principles and requirements set out in paragraphs 16-20 and to fall within the terms 

of this policy. 

22. Finally, any material syndicated by the BBC should only include external links to other 

providers where this is permitted by the platform. 

 

Approach 

23. In setting out these principles, the Trust does not seek to impose a single technical 

solution. However, it believes that these principles will be best served by offering 

would-be partners direct access to the full range of BBC content, via their platform or 

device, within a BBC environment. This currently means a standard BBC product, 

such as the iPlayer, delivered over the internet, but the principles set out in this 

policy apply equally to any future syndication products. 

24. It will be for the Executive to decide how to syndicate its content within the terms of 

this policy, but in making decisions about such deployments, it must pay full regard 

to the need to make available to the overwhelming majority of platforms and devices 

on the market direct access to a standard iPlayer product or any future syndication 

product.  

25. Circumstances may occasionally arise, however, that justify special arrangements 

that depart from this model. In deciding whether to enter into any such 

arrangement, the Executive should take account of all relevant factors, including the 

different circumstances facing each party and the presence of limiting factors, which 

mean it is not technically practicable or economically feasible to adopt a standard 

BBC product. 

26. The basis for any special arrangement will need to be very clear and the Trust does 

not anticipate that such cases will be common or easy to justify. Further, any such 
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development, including a decision on who will meet the associated costs, will need to 

comply, on an ongoing basis, with the principles and requirements set out at 

paragraphs 16-20. 

27. In cases where proposals for a special arrangement have been considered but not 

approved, the Executive must set out clearly to the relevant party the basis for its 

decision. 

 

Application of principles and criteria to BBC on-demand content: 

Full-length television content  

28. We expect that all of the principles and requirements outlined in paragraphs 16-20 

should be met by syndication arrangements that involve full-length television 

content.  

Full-length radio content  

29. Our approach to the syndication of radio content takes account of the different ways 

in which such content is consumed. There are tangible differences in the user 

experience of consuming on-demand full-length television content, compared with 

on-demand radio content. One aspect is that audio content is more likely to be 

consumed in a mobile environment, such as listening to podcasts via an MP3 player, 

for example. Whilst mandating its inclusion within a standard BBC product 

syndication arrangement, we also permit a degree of flexibility in respect of radio-

only arrangements to acknowledge the way this market has developed.  

30. In order to deliver public value and advance the public purposes, all syndication 

arrangements for full-length radio content should be designed to ensure consistency 

with the principles set out in paragraphs 16-20. However, given the nature of on-

demand radio consumption, the principles (a), (c) and (h) in paragraph 16 are not 

relevant for these syndication arrangements. 

31. Whilst radio is subject to a different framework from television, and may therefore be 

syndicated in different ways, there is considerable public value in the inclusion of 

such content in a standard BBC product. We therefore expect the Executive to also 

make it available as part of its standard iPlayer product offer.  

Short-form content 

32. Our approach to the syndication of short-form content, including news clips, 

promotional content and trailers, and other content on the BBC website, permits a 

more flexible approach. This flexible approach is due to the many different ways in 

which this content can be consumed from short clips on video sites to sharing news 

articles via social networking sites. 

33. Syndication arrangements involving short-form content remain subject to the 

relevant provisions within this policy (set out at paragraphs 16-20). However, given 

the nature of on-demand short-form consumption and the environments in which 

this consumption takes place, the principles (a), (b), (c) and (h) in paragraph 16 are 

not relevant for such arrangements. 
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Process for new arrangements  

34. The Trust is required to apply the Public Value Test to all significant changes to the 

UK Public Services. It is therefore ultimately responsible for determining whether 

new syndication arrangements would represent a significant change to the UK Public 

Services. 

35. The Trust considers that, in general, new syndication arrangements which meet the 

principles above,7 are likely to be within the terms of existing service licences and are 

unlikely to represent a significant change to the UK Public Services. 

36. It is possible, however, that some proposals are of such scale that they could 

represent a significant change to the UK Public Services.8  

37. The Executive is responsible for determining the significance or otherwise of a 

syndication arrangement in the first instance. Where it considers a proposal to be a 

significant change to the UK Public Services it must refer it to the Trust. The Trust is 

the final decision maker as to whether an arrangement constitutes a significant 

change to the UK Public Services. In exercising that judgment, it must have regard to 

impact, novelty, duration and cost, as set out in Clause 25 of the Agreement. If the 

Trust determines that a Public Value Test PVT is not required then it is anticipated 

that no further Trust approval will be required (unless falling under other Trust rules, 

protocols, policies or codes). 

38. The Trust also considers that it is important not to put in place bureaucratic 

procedures that are disproportionate and which will unduly hamper and obstruct the 

Executive and its commercial partners from concluding new syndication 

arrangements which may be of considerable public value, particularly in this fast-

developing market where delay may detract substantially from the value of the 

proposed arrangements. The Trust would not therefore expect the Executive to seek 

prior Trust approval in relation to such arrangements, except in the above 

circumstances.   

39. In order to appropriately monitor activity, the Trust therefore requires the Executive 

to: 

 Notify any new syndication arrangement which it considers to be a 

significant change to the UK Public Services either in itself or through its 

cumulative effect, to the Trust for consideration  

 Provide six-monthly updates of all syndication arrangements considered in 

that period, including the basis for entering into any special arrangements. 

Where a special arrangement has been considered or requested by a third 

party but not approved by the Executive, the Trust also requires an update 

on the reasoning for the Executive‟s refusal 

 Within 12 months of the new policy coming into force, report to the Trust on 

operational arrangements, at an aggregate level, in the following areas: 

                                           
7 At paragraphs  16- 20. 
8 In deciding whether new syndication arrangements are potentially significant, the relevant considerations are 
impact, financial implications, novelty and duration together with the presumption that any change which requires a 
new service licence or a change to the key characteristics of an existing licence is significant. 
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 Key performance indicators for development, support, testing, 

monitoring and compliance 

 Costs, including those related to distribution  

40. The Trust may require the Executive to suspend or cancel any syndication 

arrangements (or a collection of such arrangements), which it considers could 

constitute a significant change to the UK Public Services and for which prior Trust 

approval has not been obtained. Where prior approval is not sought before 

conclusion of those arrangements, the Executive must ensure that it can suspend the 

provision of material in the event that a Public Value Test is applied and that it can 

terminate entirely the provision of material, in the event that the Trust decides not to 

grant approval, without material adverse financial consequences for the BBC. 

 

On-demand syndication guidelines 

41. The Executive must prepare on-demand syndication guidelines setting out in more 

detail how it will implement the policy operationally. In particular these should 

specify additional requirements designed to protect the BBC brand, ensure technical 

integrity, maximise delivery of the public purposes and ensure a high-quality 

experience for users. The guidelines must follow the approach, logic and principles 

set out in the policy. They should be developed and, once issued, interpreted, in 

accordance with the syndication policy.  

42. In formulating the guidelines, the Trust expects the Executive to take due account of 

stakeholder views raised during our review. Once published we expect the Executive 

to engage with stakeholders on an ongoing basis to ensure the guidelines remain fit 

for purpose. 

43. The Trust also considers the transparent operation of syndication arrangements to be 

essential. The Executive must publish sufficient information on the technical 

operation of the standard iPlayer (and any future syndication products) specifically 

designed for practical use by manufacturers, platform operators and other would-be 

partners.  

44. This should contain sufficient information to enable third parties to plan and manage 

their development roadmaps and should include, but not be limited to, a set of 

objective criteria used to define standard products, development roadmaps, and 

technical support (both the extent and duration) for standard versions.  

45. When published, the guidelines can be found at www.bbc.co.uk. 

 

Policy review process  

46. The context against which this policy is set is fast moving and both technology and 

audience expectations will continue to evolve. In particular, the boundaries between 

live and on-demand consumption, and between television, radio and short-form 

content are likely to blur further. The Trust will therefore consider whether it is 

necessary to review both the policy (including any reporting requirements placed 

upon the Executive) and guidelines again by no later than mid-2015. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/
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47. In addition, the guidelines implementing the key principles set out in this policy must 

be kept under review by the Executive. Any significant changes may be made only 

with the approval of the Trust. The Trust is the final decision maker as to whether a 

change requires the approval of the Trust. 

 

Complaints  

48. In the first instance complaints with regards to an alleged failure by the BBC to meet 

the terms of this policy or its on-demand syndication guidelines should be addressed 

to the Executive.  

49. Complainants who are not satisfied with the response from the Executive may appeal 

to the Trust. The Trust will handle appeals through the process outlined under the 

fair trading complaints and appeals framework, details of which can be found on the 

Trust‟s website, www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust. 

50. Appeals will be considered by the Trust, which represents the final stage in the 

complaints process. 

 

Transitional period for existing arrangements 

51. As regards existing syndication arrangements, the Trust expects the Executive to 

enter into transitional arrangements with relevant third parties to ensure compliance 

with the new policy and guidelines. Such arrangements should allow a reasonable 

time for any such transition, but are not expected to exceed 12 months from the 

time that the new policy comes into force.9 

 

 

                                           
9 Longer transitional arrangements will only be acceptable in exceptional circumstances. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust

