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1. The Trust’s decision 
 
 

1.1. Introduction 
 

1.1.1. In November 2013, the BBC submitted proposals to extend the on-demand permissions for 
iPlayer, from seven to 30 days, and to remove series stacking functionality. The Trust must 
consider whether the proposed changes are significant, which would trigger a Public Value Test. 
 

1.2. Decision on significance assessment 
 

1.2.1. The proposed changes to iPlayer comprise: 
 

 An extended television and radio catch-up window to enable audiences to stream or 
download BBC programmes for 30 days after they have been broadcast 

 The removal of series stacking for television (i.e. the ability to watch retrospectively multiple 
episodes) - radio catch-up series stacking is unaffected 

 
1.2.2. The Trust must consider whether these proposals represent a significant change to the UK public 

services. If they do – according to the considerations set out in Clause 25(3) of the Framework 
Agreement1 – then it must conduct a PVT before deciding whether to approve the proposals. 
Since these proposals represent a change to the key characteristics of a service, the Trust must 
approach the question from the perspective of a presumption that a PVT is required. 
 

1.2.3. Having taken account of Ofcom’s advice and completed its assessment, the Trust has formed the 
view that these changes do not constitute a significant change to the UK public services. It has 
therefore decided that a PVT is not required. In reaching this decision the Trust considered the 
presumption referred to, and the likely impact of the proposals, their novelty, proposed duration 
and cost.  

 

1.3. Changes to the key characteristics of a service 
 

1.3.1. While we do not consider the proposals to be significant, they do require changes to the key 
characteristics of the individual television services licences and the BBC Online and Red Button 
service licence. Clause 25(3) of the Framework Agreement states that where proposed changes 
require the alteration of key characteristics of a BBC service licence (as is the case here) the Trust 
should presume that the changes ought to be subject to a PVT, unless it can justify departing 
from the presumption. Section three explains our assessment of significance and our reasons for 
departing from that presumption. Annex I sets out the changes to the relevant service licences 
that the Trust is making as a result of approving these proposals. 
  

                                                 
1 http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/about/how_we_govern/agreement.pdf  

http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/about/how_we_govern/agreement.pdf
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2. Background 
 

2.1. Context 
 

2.1.1. In 2007, the Trust approved on-demand proposals from the BBC following a Public Value Test 
(‘PVT’). iPlayer launched later that year as a seven-day catch-up service2 with a 30-day storage 
window for content that was downloaded. In 2008, it introduced series stacking, which extended 
the availability of selected programmes from the standard seven days to the lifetime of the series 
while on air.3 

 
2.1.2. In November 2013, the BBC submitted proposals to the Trust to extend the on-demand 

permissions for iPlayer, from seven to 30 days, and to remove series-stacking for television. The 
proposed extension entailed changes to the key characteristics of BBC service licences4 and the 
Trust had to consider whether these changes were significant, thereby triggering a PVT. 
 

2.1.3. This document sets out our decision as to whether the changes to iPlayer are significant (i.e. 
whether a PVT is necessary).  
 

2.2. Summary of proposed changes  
 

2.2.1. The proposals crystallise an ambition by the BBC to extend and simplify the catch-up window, 
and bring iPlayer into line with other offers. They entail: 
 
 An extended television and radio catch-up window to enable audiences to stream or 

download BBC programmes for 30 days after they have been broadcast, rather than seven 
days 
 

 The removal of series stacking for television (i.e. the ability to download retrospectively 
multiple episodes) - radio catch-up series stacking is unaffected 

 

2.3. Regulatory process for determining significance 
 

2.3.1. Under the terms of the Framework Agreement, the Trust may from time to time need to 
undertake assessments of certain BBC proposals in order to determine when a PVT must be 
applied. The PVT is a formal assessment requiring the Trust to assess the public value of the 
proposed change; Ofcom to assess the market impact of the proposed change; and two periods 
of public consultation. Ordinarily the overall assessment process lasts around six months. The 
Trust recognises its responsibility to undertake a PVT where a proposal constitutes a significant 
change to the BBC’s UK public services. 
 

2.3.2. In deciding whether a proposal constitutes a significant change, the Trust must have regard to 
the four considerations set out in clause 25(2) of the Framework Agreement; that is:  

 

 Impact 
 Novelty 
 Duration; and 
 Cost of the proposed change 
 

2.3.3. In 2011 the Trust made a commitment to expand its relationship with Ofcom to take full 
advantage of its understanding of the wider communications sector and, in particular, to invite 

                                                 
2 The storage window for catch-up television over the internet was set at 30 days from the day of download. 
3 Series stacking was limited to an annual quota of 15% of all television content offered on-demand. 
4 of the individual television services licences and the BBC Online and Red Button service licence 
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Ofcom to provide its view of the ‘impact on others’ (e.g. providers or potential providers of 
alternative products and services) of a proposal from the BBC Executive (hereafter, the Executive) 
that the Trust considers should be subject to a significance test. Ofcom’s view of the ‘impact on 
others’ informs the Trust’s decision in respect of significance, and in particular, the Trust’s view of 
the ‘impact on others’ of the proposed changes.  

 

2.3.4. This document relates specifically to proposals to extend the on-demand permissions for iPlayer, 
from seven to 30 days, and to remove series-stacking for television. As set out in clause 25 of the 
Framework Agreement, whether these proposals ultimately meet the criterion of significance is a 
matter for the judgment of the Trust. 
 

2.4. Future proposals for changes to iPlayer 
 

2.4.1. A longer catch-up window is an extension of existing permissions. The Trust recognises, however, 
that while plans to develop the service in a gradual way, with discrete proposals, may not trigger 
a PVT, taken together their cumulative effect could potentially do so.  
 
We are aware, in particular, of the Executive’s publicly stated longer-term vision for the 
development of iPlayer with the aim of transforming it from ‘catch-up television’ to ‘online 
television’. We do not express a view here on that vision, as no proposals have been submitted. If 
they are, we will apply the relevant regulatory processes. In particular, in applying the 
significance test, the Trust will take account of the cumulative effect of these changes taken as a 
whole, which may not otherwise be adequately captured or properly understood when considered 
on a standalone basis. 
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3. Significance test 
 

3.1. Introduction 
 

3.1.1. The proposed changes comprise: 
 
 An extended television and radio catch-up window to enable audiences to stream or 

download BBC programmes for 30 days after they have been broadcast 
 

 The removal of series stacking for television (i.e. the ability to watch retrospectively multiple 
episodes) - radio catch-up series stacking is unaffected 

 
3.1.2. In deciding whether these changes constitute a significant change to the UK public services, we 

took account of:  
 

a. The likely impact on audiences and others in the market; 
b. Novelty; 
c. Duration; and 
d. Financial implications. 

 

3.2. Are the changes significant? 
 

3.2.1. We considered whether the proposals represented a significant change to the UK public services, 
which could not be approved without the application of a PVT. Having reviewed the proposals, we 
concluded that the changes did not represent a significant change to the UK public services.  
 

3.2.2. In reaching this conclusion, we noted that the proposals entailed a change to the key 
characteristics of the individual television services licences and the BBC Online and Red Button 
service licence and we therefore applied the presumption (see clause 25(3)) that such a change 
requires a PVT. We decided, in this case, that the presumption was rebutted and we set out our 
reasoning below. 
 

3.3. Impact on audiences 
 

3.3.1. The impact on audiences is likely to be positive and worthwhile; the proposals will strengthen 
iPlayer and help ensure the BBC is better prepared for the future. An extended 30-day window is 
an important element of the overall strategy to make the BBC programme library universally 
available, through a combination of public service and commercial activity. 
 

3.3.2. Changes will increase the availability of a wider range of programmes and, by removing series 
stacking,5 will do so on a more uniform basis. Current on-demand permissions mean certain 
programmes6 are available for less time than those that are series stacked (the number of series 
that can be stacked is subject to certain restrictions in the service licence). 

 

3.3.3. The proposals therefore present a much clearer and consistent catch-up offer; most BBC content 
will be available for 30 days after broadcast, irrespective of whether users stream or download 
and regardless of whether a programme had its linear broadcast on television or radio.7  

 

3.3.4. Proposals also respond to audience expectations for a greater range of content on more flexible 
(and crucially, longer) terms. Current permissions create frustration when users cannot find 

                                                 
5 For television. 
6 For example, those comprising single episodes and continuous or long-running series. 
7 [ - REDACTED - ] 
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programmes on iPlayer. In the six months to June 2011 the BBC logged 18,345 ‘contacts’ relating 
to iPlayer and podcasts, of which 27% related to complaints about programme availability. This is 
reinforced by the findings of a more recent survey, where nearly one in five users often or always 
found that the television programmes that they were looking for were not available.8 

 

3.3.5. While the ability to address audience dissatisfaction is necessary and important, the proposal 
brings other wider benefits; the ability to guide audiences to content they may value but would 
not otherwise find is central to the delivery of the public purposes. While catch-up is central to 
iPlayer, room exists for exploration. Around 40% of users access iPlayer without a specific 
programme in mind (compared with 20% in 2009).9 The ability to discover content in this way 
relies, to a large extent, on recommendations, the usefulness of which is closely linked to the 
total volume of content available. The proposal will increase the amount of programmes available 
on iPlayer by around four times for television and two-and-a-half times for radio and will 
therefore also enable the BBC to improve its editorial curation.  

 

3.3.6. Against that, the proposals entail the removal of series stacking for television but we believe that 
any consequent impact on audiences will be limited. Firstly, series stacking applies to 15% of on-
demand content and as a result, contributes a relatively small (2%) share of total iPlayer viewing 
after day seven.10 Secondly, when the removal of series stacking is combined with the extension 
of the catch-up window, the cumulative effect reduces the impact further; after day 30, the 
contribution of series stacked titles to overall iPlayer viewing is very small.11  

 

3.3.7. Thirdly, current awareness and usage of series stacking on iPlayer is relatively limited. According 
to 2013 BBC research, nearly 40% of survey respondents were not aware of series stacking and 
a further 29% were aware of it but had not used it.12 

 

3.3.8. But the changes do nonetheless mean that audiences have less overall time to watch or listen to 
a programme from the current range available than the existing (7-30-7) offer allows. That is to 
say, under proposals, if a person downloads a programme on day 29, they will have one day to 
watch or listen to it. Under the current offer, they can download a programme on day seven of 
the catch-up window, open the download on day 29 and have a further seven days to watch or 
listen to it. However, data provided by the Executive suggest that only a very small number of 
people download programmes in the final few days of the catch up window, so where there is an 
impact, it is so small that it does not change our overall assessment. 

 

3.3.9. Overall, an extended window promises to simplify and enhance the on-demand offer with a 
corresponding increase in user satisfaction and a positive, if modest uplift in usage. (The 
Executive estimates that the changes will lead to a 4% increase in the number of hours of 
programmes watched on catch-up services by 2018, equivalent to an increase of less than 0.5% 
of total television viewing, compared with the counterfactual.13) 
 

3.3.10. The changes may also increase the usage of iPlayer as a discovery tool (a similar point was made 
by Ofcom in its advice to the Trust), which brings further incremental benefits to audiences. But 

                                                 
8 Pulse Survey (July 2013), BBC. 
9 According to a BBC survey, the increase occurred between 2009-10, whereas the proportion of users coming to 
iPlayer without specific programmes in mind has stayed broadly constant at 40% over the last three years. 
10 This estimate reflects that the volume of on demand content that can be series stacked is limited to a 
maximum of 15% and viewing outside the initial 7 day window for stackable series titles represents between11-
20% of total iPlayer viewing for those titles though, for the purposes of analysis we assume this to be 15%. 
11 Analysis of iPlayer consumption data for 2012 supports this hypothesis, indicating that 5% of viewing of series 
stacked titles takes place 30 days or more after the linear transmission. However, this estimate should be treated 
with caution, as the data set on which it is based is incomplete. The estimate reflects an average across all 
genres/titles.  Analysis of data from 2013 based on iPlayer PC requests suggests there is some variation between 
genres. In particular, there are relatively low levels of viewing of drama post day 30 whereas children’s 
programming is more likely to be viewed post day 30. 
12 Pulse Survey (July 2013), BBC. 
13 That is, the retention of the current window and of series stacking. 
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while the overall impact on audiences is positive, any uplift in usage is likely to be modest and 
does not breach the threshold for significance in this area. 
 

3.4. Impact on others in the market 
 

3.4.1. As part of our assessment, we asked Ofcom to assess the potential impact on others (providers 
or potential providers of alternative products and services). Ofcom wrote to the Trust in January 
2014 with its advice, which is published alongside this document.  
 

3.4.2. In summary, Ofcom expects the proposals to have some impact on other providers of audio-
visual services, and that by increasing the amount of available content iPlayer will be a more 
appealing offer. The impact would be likely to focus on providers of television, rather than audio 
services, given the greater importance of on-demand consumption for television compared with 
radio. Ofcom broadly agrees with the Executive’s assessment of both where the impact would be 
felt and its scale, although it felt that the Executive was, in places, slightly too absolute and that 
excluding from its analysis subscription based VOD services was debatable as there could be an 
impact at the margins. 

 

3.4.3. Overall, Ofcom felt that the potential impact on others was unlikely to be material. It did note 
wider strategic changes under development by the Executive, including those now approved for 
BBC Store, and the potential for a cumulative impact resulting from these changes taken as a 
whole, which may not be captured or properly understood when considered on a standalone 
basis. It suggested that the Trust consider these potential cumulative impacts when reaching its 
decision.14 

 

3.4.4. In terms of the specific forecasts used by the Executive, as clarified earlier in the assessment of 
BBC Store, the Executive confirmed that the financial projections for BBC Store take into account 
an extension of the window to 30 days. Moreover, the economic study from Mediatique, 
commissioned as part of the 30-days proposals and provided to Ofcom, also takes into account 
the launch of BBC Store.  

 

3.4.5. The Mediatique report assumes that the extension of the catch-up window would cause a 
reduction in consumption of all Pay-VOD, including BBC Store, in proportion to their overall share 
of pay-VOD consumption under the counterfactual without the 30-days extension.15 The overall 
negative impact on third party pay-VOD operators is estimated to be less than 4% of overall 
viewed hours in 2018.  
 

3.5. Novelty 
 

3.5.1. The proposals involve an extension of the existing catch-up window, in line with market norms 
and in response to audience expectations. It is very much an evolution of the existing offer and 
does not entail changes that are, in our view, either novel or original.  
 

3.6. Duration 
 

3.6.1. The proposed changes are intended to be on a permanent basis. When considered alongside the 
other criteria we do not believe that duration is a cause of concern 
 

                                                 
14 As indicated at section 2.4, the Trust will take account of the cumulative effect of changes. 
15 It is fair to say that this assumption is conservative, given that the chances are that the extension of the 30-
days window is more likely to cannibalise the BBC Store, that is, more than proportionally than its future share of 
the overall Pay-VOD market, which is defined as all discrete paid-for content, thus including both DTO and DTR, 
and covering content aggregators such as iTunes, but also vertically integrated commercial outlet such as Sky 
Store and ITV player.  

http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/news/press_releases/2014/bbc_store.html
http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/news/press_releases/2014/bbc_store.html
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3.7. Financial implications 
 

3.7.1. The Executive has confirmed that the total incremental cost of supporting a 30-day on-demand 
window is relatively small and will be accommodated within existing service licence budgets.16 
Certainly the combined costs do not breach (or even come close to) the financial threshold for 
significance. 
 
 Rights: [ - REDACTED -  
 
 
 

]  
 

 Technical build costs: the radio proposals require a one-off technical development investment 
of [- REDACTED -]. A further [- REDACTED -                                                               
                                                                                                   ]. This will be borne 
by existing budgets.                                                                                                                                                                                                                           
 

 Distribution costs: based on its viewing forecasts, the Executive estimates that the 
incremental IP delivery costs resulting from an extended window is likely to be [ REDACTED ] 
by 2018 [ - REDACTED -          ] 
For radio this would be [- REDACTED -] per annum by 2017.   

                                                 
16

 The exception being those related to distribution. 
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Annex I service licence changes 
 
The proposal requires changes to the ‘key characteristics’ of the individual service licences, and 
to the BBC Online and Red Button service licence. The current wording and the new changes are 
set out in the table below. 
 

BBC TV SERVICE LICENCES 

Reference Existing text Changes to text 

Section 2  It may also offer its broadcast 
content on fixed and mobile 
internet protocol networks or via 
other platforms1 for seven days 
after it has been broadcast. On the 
same platforms, it may allow users 
retrospectively or prospectively via 
pre-booking to download multiple 
episodes of first-run series (known 
as ‘series stacking’) until a date no 
later than seven days after the last 
episode in the relevant series. The 
aggregate volume of such "series 
stacked" content must represent no 
more than 15% of all television 
content offered on demand. On the 
internet, it may give users 30 days 
after downloading the content to 
access it for the first time and may 
allow the user to repeatedly 
consume downloaded content for 
up to seven days after first access. 

It may also offer its broadcast 
content on fixed and mobile 
internet protocol networks or via 
other platforms1 for seven 30 days 
after it has been broadcast. On the 
same platforms, it may allow users 
retrospectively or prospectively via 
pre-booking to download multiple 
episodes of first-run a series 
(known as ‘series stacking’) until a 
date no later than seven days after 
the last episode in the relevant 
series. The aggregate volume of 
such "series stacked" content must 
represent no more than 15% of all 
television content offered on 
demand. On the internet, it may 
give users 30 days after 
downloading the content to access 
it for the first time and may allow 
users to repeatedly consume 
downloaded content for up to seven 
days after first access. 

BBC ONLINE & RED BUTTON SERVICE LICENCE - IPLAYER & TV 

Section 2 It may also offer BBC broadcast 
television and radio content on the 
internet for seven days after it has 
been broadcast (both streamed and 
for download), and give users 30 
days after download during which 
they may first access the content. 

It may also offer BBC broadcast 
television and radio content on the 
internet for seven 30 days after it 
has been broadcast (both streamed 
and for download. , and give users 
30 days after download during 
which they may first access the 
content. 

Section 4 In fulfilling its other aims and 
objectives, iPlayer & TV should aim 
to contribute to the growth in the 
usage of rich media in broadband 
households. It should aim to make 
seven-day catch-up available on 
platforms in a manner consistent 
with the BBC Trust’s syndication 
policy and the Executive’s 
syndication guidelines. 

In fulfilling its other aims and 
objectives, iPlayer & TV should aim 
to contribute to the growth in the 
usage of rich media in broadband 
households. It should aim to make 
seven30 day catch-up available on 
platforms in a manner consistent 
with the BBC Trust’s syndication 
policy and the Executive’s 
syndication guidelines. 

 


