
Absolute Radio’s Response to the BBC 

Trust’s Review of Radio 5 Live and 5 

Live Sports Extra 

 

Introduction 
 

Absolute Radio is one of the three national commercial radio stations licenced by Ofcom, 

broadcasting on AM and DAB, as well as a multitude of other digital platforms.  

Absolute Radio is an innovative entertainment and music brand, developing groundbreaking digital 

innovations, broadcasting award-winning programming and creating and publishing original and on-

demand content across multiple platforms from One Golden Square. 

Absolute Radio is committed to real music, comedy and football, including coverage of the Premier 

League. We lead the industry as a digital innovator developing applications for the web and new and 

emerging platforms, including mobile, Wi-Fi radio, and next-generation DAB.  

Absolute Radio also runs a network of brands: digital stations Absolute Radio 90s, Absolute 80s, 

Absolute Classic Rock, Absolute Radio 00s and Absolute Radio extra, the brand’s ‘red button’ service. 

Between them, our services have a 59.8% digital listening share compared with the industry average 

of 26.5%. 

As a key proponent of the digital future of broadcast radio, Absolute Radio is keen to support 

initiatives that continue the drive to digital, and fully supports any BBC initiatives that replicate these 

aims. 

 

Supporting RadioCentre 

 
Absolute Radio fully supports the response to the BBC Trust that RadioCentre has submitted on 

behalf of its members in the UK commercial radio industry.  

In particular we support the call for the BBC Trust to define in greater detail what constitutes “news” 

as pertains to its service licence remit to deliver 75% news and 25% sport. Furthermore, we are 

concerned that the service has grown without a clearly defined role. We believe that the BBC Trust 

should clarify that position. 

We believe that the BBC should seek value for money at all times, especially given the high cost per 

listener hour of Five Live to the licence fee payer. Related to this is our concern that expensive sports 



rights have been acquired on an exclusive basis, locking out commercial competitors who would be 

more than prepared to acquire and broadcast this content. 

We are also concerned that the current Delivering Quality First (DQF) initiative might affect Five 

Live’s carriage on FM where it’s used as an overnight BBC Local Radio sustaining service. We would 

want to ensure that any outcomes as a result of DQF that would result in increased carriage of Five 

Live on FM be rejected by the BBC Trust. 

In particular, we believe that Five Live is the most critical part of BBC Radio’s migration to digital, and 

encourage the BBC Trust to ensure that the service continues to be at the forefront of digital growth 

within BBC Radio. 

 

 

A Digital Future 

 
Absolute Radio believes that the future of radio in the UK will be a combination of technologies, led 

by broadcast. To that end, we believe that the BBC is excellently placed to help drive the take-up of 

digital radio, and DAB in particular.  

 

Figure 1: Digital Listening percentage over time. Source: RAJAR 

The percentage of all radio listening that is digital has shown continued growth over the last four 

years, with noticeable “bumps” coming annually in the first quarter of each year (Figure 1). However 

while this growth is sustained, Absolute Radio believes that a significant intervention is the only way 

that the growth can be accelerated. 
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Absolute Radio is pleased that the BBC is committed to continuing to build out its national DAB 

network, and that this remains a priority. 

We also note that a specific aim of BBC Audio and Music’s work plan is to increase the penetration of 

DAB radio. 

Absolute Radio believes that both these aims can be supported by doing more to encourage its 

listeners to invest in digital radios and listen via digital platforms.  

We note that between them, Five Live and Five Live Sports Extra have attained a cumulative 42.0% 

digital listening share, with a combined 3.3m of the 6.8m total audience listening to at least some of 

the services’ output via a digital platform
1
.  

Given Five Live’s market leading performance amongst digital listening, we believe that BBC Radio 

Five Live should lead the way in digital migration, by closing down its AM service, moving across to a 

solely digital future as early as possible, ahead of the migration of the BBC’s national FM services.  

Station 

% Digital 

Listening 

All Radio 26.5% 

All BBC Radio 27.7% 

All BBC Network Radio 29.8% 

BBC Radio 1      21.3% 

BBC Radio 2    22.7% 

BBC Radio 3    29.4% 

BBC Radio 4 29.1% 

BBC Radio FIVE LIVE        39.2% 

BBC Radio FIVE LIVE (inc SPORTS EXTRA) 42.0% 

 

Table 1: Digital listening as a percentage of all listening. Source: RAJAR Q1 2011. 

 

As Table 1 shows, Five Live is well ahead of other BBC national services in terms of digital listening. 

Absolute Radio believes that Five Live should pioneer the move to purely digital broadcast, with 

popular music services Radio 1 and Radio 2 following on. 

By migrating Five Live to a digital only service, it would act as a significant driver towards a digital 

future. Assuming that Five Live maintained its current audience, the share of listening on digital 

platforms across all radio would instantly rise from 26.5% to 29.2%.  

If Five Live, Radio 1 and Radio 2 were all digital, they would further drive the digital listening figure 

to 48.5% - tantalisingly close to the majority of all radio listening. Furthermore, this single move 

would unquestionably drive digital listening to other stations. In other words, migrating these 

services will actually bring about digital switchover on their own. 

                                                           
1
 Q1 2011 RAJAR 



 

The profiles of Five Live’s audience compared with people who own DAB sets at home are very 

similar to one another, with the exception of Five Live’s strong male bias (Figure 2). 

 

Figure 2: Profile of Five Live listeners compared with owners of DAB radios. Source: RAJAR Q1 2011 

56.7% of Five Live’s listeners already own a DAB set at home according to RAJAR. That’s a higher 

percentage than for any other national analogue BBC radio service, with the exception of Radio 4. 

Furthermore, national analogue transmission costs are significant, making up a sizeable proportion 

of the budgeted £6.8m distribution costs for the service. Those savings could be ploughed back into 

improving the BBC’s national DAB coverage. 

At such point that the BBC switches off its AM transmission, Absolute Radio commits to doing 

likewise thus creating a significant shift in dynamic and digital future. 

We believe that the switch-off of AM provides the BBC with the perfect opportunity for the BBC to 

fulfil it’s already made public commitment to a digital future.  

 

News Provision 

 
Five Live’s service licence states that BBC Radio Five Live should ensure that “News represents 

around three-quarters of output each year. “ 

As mentioned above, this clearly needs some significant clarification into what is and isn’t news. Are 

phone-ins news? How much of this news should be entertainment news?  
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As well as clarifying exactly what does and doesn’t constitute news, we believe that Five Live can go 

further in how it utilises the news that other areas of the BBC already generate. While we 

completely agree with the need for Five Live to differentiate its news provision from that of Radio 4, 

there are some cost-saving measures that could be adopted.  

The BBC should look to use more news from the BBC’s local and nations services. These stations 

maintain significant and valuable editorial resources throughout the UK, and yet their voices are 

rarely heard beyond the confines of their local services. By making stronger use of this resource, Five 

Live would both be able to reduce cost, as well as truly reflecting voices from around the country – 

something that it already views as important and key part of the move of the service to Salford. 

Further, the excellent journalism emanating from the BBC World Service should be “unlocked” and 

given greater airing on Five Live as part of an overall clarification of Five Live’s news values. 

 

Rights 

 
Absolute Radio is concerned that Five Live has overly driven up the prices of sports rights in recent 

years. We believe that the BBC has, more recently, taken a more measured view. However, we 

remain concerned that the BBC bids exclusively for rights that it is unable to fully utilise. The FA Cup 

is a primary example. 

By bidding non-exclusively, allowing commercial rivals to bid for rights also provides the consumer 

with the best possible options and availability. Under the current FA Cup rights package, the BBC has 

been unable to make full use of its rights, and matches that could have been covered have been left 

uncovered. 
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