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1. Introduction  

1.1 Background and scope of research 

This qualitative research report is part of a 2013 review for the BBC Trust which also 

includes content analysis and stakeholder research. It constitutes an audience voice 

within this review. 

Ensuring the impartiality and accuracy of the BBC’s content is a key priority for the BBC 

Trust; it is essential to the BBC’s independence that it retains the public’s trust as an 

impartial and accurate purveyor of news and programming.  

The BBC is required to deliver duly accurate and impartial news by the Royal Charter 

and Agreement and to treat controversial subjects with due accuracy and impartiality. 

The Trust’s role is to ensure this obligation is being fulfilled.  

The Trust approves the BBC’s editorial guidelines, which explain that: 

“Impartiality lies at the heart of public service and is the core of the BBC’s commitment to 

its audiences. It applies to all our output and services – television, radio [and] 

online…..we must be inclusive, considering the broad perspective and ensuring the 

existence of a range of views is appropriately reflected.”  

Alongside approving the BBC’s editorial framework, the Trust has to ensure it is properly 

applied. 

Impartiality reviews allow the Trust to examine the BBC’s impartiality in a specific area of 

output through a rigorous review which can, when deemed necessary, lead to change. 

The Trust’s impartiality review of BBC Coverage of Rural Areas in the UK covers news, 

current affairs and factual programming on radio, television and online on the UK public 

services. It has included sections of network output, output from the devolved nations, 

national, regional and local output and where appropriate output in the indigenous 

minority languages. The review assesses output that refers to life in the UK’s rural areas, 

particularly where matters of public policy and political controversy are covered. 

In seeking to establish whether the BBC provides duly accurate and impartial content the 

review seeks to answer the following questions: 

 How accurate is BBC output in reflecting the lives of rural communities? 

 Is output fair and open-minded when examining the evidence and weighing 

material facts? Has it given due weight to the many and diverse areas of an 

argument, without giving undue weight to particular perspectives? 

 Does coverage reflect a breadth and diversity of opinion across output and 

across time? Does it reflect any variations in opinion between metropolitan and 

rural communities? 

 When scientific theories are involved, are they well sourced, based on sound 

evidence, thoroughly tested, and presented in clear, precise language? 
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 Does output have due regard for the devolved nature of policy in the UK? 

In summary, the review will ask whether the BBC’s coverage of rural areas taken as a whole, 

presents an impartial view of the nature of those areas and the role rural areas play in the 

whole of the UK.  

The review takes place in the light of the BBC’s public purpose to reflect the many 

communities that exist in the UK, to stimulate debate within and between the communities of 

the UK, and encourage people to get involved in their local communities. 

1.2 Audience Research Objectives  

These were as follows: 

To explore how licence fee payers perceive the impartiality of the BBC’s coverage of rural 

affairs in terms of: 

 The accuracy of the coverage (as far as they are able to judge). 

 The extent to which coverage is perceived to be partial or impartial.  

 The extent to which the rural perspective is included in policy stories and features. 

 The differences which may exist across different news and current affairs formats  

o Television, radio, online. 

 How audiences perceive the geographic origins and gender balance of the 

presenters, guests or interviewees. 

The following specific questions were addressed as part of the research: 

 What are audience expectations of the BBC’s coverage of this topic? 

 Do expectations vary according to the type of event, format, programme, presenter or 

reporter? 

 What indicators do audiences look for in the output, in order to make judgments 

about accuracy and impartiality? 

 Do audiences perceive that coverage was unbiased to all parties involved? 

 Were leaders or spokespersons of different strands within reports given the 

opportunity to explain their ideologies and objectives, as well as their views of others’ 

perspectives? 

Are audiences able to make the appropriate judgments in relation to accuracy and 

impartiality, for example: 

 Did the BBC explain and analyse key issues clearly? 

 Was there enough context provided in reports? 
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 Were the background to, and causes of the reports adequately explored, even if not 

definitively explained? 

 What overall messages have audiences taken out of the BBC’s coverage about rural 

affairs, areas or issues? 

 Have audiences been able to draw any general conclusions from the coverage of 

rural affairs, areas or issues? 

 Are there differing levels of engagement with rural affairs, areas or issues amongst 

different age groups? 

 How do audiences find out about rural affairs, areas or issues across platform but 

particularly online? 

 How well do other broadcasters cover this subject? 

1.3 Research design  

This audience research was conducted between October and December 2013. 

The research method was qualitative. Qualitative research employs smaller samples than 

quantitative research so it cannot claim to be statistically representative of opinion in the 

national base. However, it is valuable as a diagnostic tool, in that it allows the audience to 

explain their responses, justify with examples and expand in detail on why they feel as they 

do and judge the output as they do. This is helpful when understanding judgements of 

impartiality and accuracy, which are perceptual issues for the audience.  

We designed the research to allow respondents to comment in an informed, fair and 

reflective way.  

The method therefore combined individual exercises to replicate uninfluenced personal 

media response with group discussion exercises which are helpful to get people to reflect 

and reach consensus. We brought most audience members together in group discussions 

but we also included some individual depths with harder to reach audiences. 

To ensure accuracy when researching content it is important the audience base their 

responses on observations of real content, not on more general perceptions and 

impressions. We therefore included a great deal of both “real time” and prompted content in 

the study. 

The research took each audience member two weeks. There were three separate elements 

(see Fig 1 below). 

To both ensure an unbiased response and help us gauge how well other channels and 

providers were seen to cover rural issues, audience members were not told at first that the 

research was for the BBC.     

For the first stage, we asked audience members to use news, factual and current affairs 

content “exactly as they normally would” but to pay special attention to how life and issues in 

rural areas were covered, both on BBC and other channels and platforms (TV, Radio or 

Internet). Respondents kept a diary for seven days in which they noted factual, news or 
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current affairs content that in their view was relevant to assessing the coverage of “rural” or 

“country” areas and the reasons they considered it relevant. For example, was the story or 

item one which covered rural areas, or in their opinion should have done? They were asked 

if they felt coverage was accurate in how it showed or talked about rural issues, whether a 

range of opinions was included and whether it was impartial, and how they judged this. 

Respondents next attended a three hour focus group or a one hour interview. They 

discussed their perception of what was a rural story or issue, how they felt these items were 

covered across channels and gave detailed examples of what they had recorded in their 

diaries. Audience members were then told that the research was about the BBC. 

In the groups, respondents then viewed some BBC content extracts which had been 

selected by the BBC Trust as “typical” pieces of news, current affairs and factual coverage. 

The audience members wrote down their uninfluenced personal views of the accuracy and 

impartiality of these pieces, then discussed their beliefs and responses in a group setting.  

The content extracts were, as far as possible, unedited pieces and included news, factual 

and current affairs pieces on fracking, rural services (broadband, transport and poverty, 

weather impacts) and Bovine TB (Somerset badger cull). 

Finally, for the third element, a “post task”, respondents were asked to complete a diary for a 

further four days. This time we asked them to concentrate particularly on the issue of how 

stories were developed over time and across platform and to consider how platforms work 

together to deliver the story. They were asked to consider accuracy, impartiality, the number 

of opinions being brought into any debate, how easy it was to probe more deeply into stories 

via the BBC, and also to compare the way other channels were covering the story, if at all.  

 

 (Fig 1) 

The respondents were not told at the outset that the project was for the BBC. This was only 

revealed after they had completed their diaries and responded to the first few clips. This 

meant that it was possible to contextualise their view of the BBC within their total media use 

and see, as far as possible, how BBC output delivered impartial and accurate coverage of 

rural issues and areas relative to a range of other broadcasters and news sources.  
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1.4 Sample  

We conducted nine group discussions and three depth interviews. The sample included 78 

respondents in total. 

 

(Fig 2)  

The research had to reflect the needs and opinions of all licence fee payers. Therefore group 

discussions, usually deliberately homogeneous in make-up, needed to include the whole 

audience in terms of age, social class and education.  

This means some respondents in the groups were more talkative and articulate, others less 

so, but all contributed their written and spoken views and it did mean all relevant BBC and 

non-BBC output and most channels were included in the group debate.  

Media use 

All respondents were in the 80% plus of the population who consume news.  

We used Ofcom’s definition of news engagement and disengagement to ensure a spread of 

attitude to news. To use the simplest definition, the “News Engaged” are heavy consumers 

of news and use three or four news platforms (TV, Radio, online etc.). They tend to be 

interested in international as well as national news.  

At the opposite end of the spectrum the “News Disengaged” are less assiduous daily 

consumers of news, use fewer platforms, are usually more interested in local than national 

or international news, dip into network news mainly when there is something that particularly 

interests them going on, and include celebrity news and sport in their definition of “news”.  

We included a wide variety of BBC use from light BBC use through to heavy. All, at least 

occasionally, watched BBC evening news (6pm or 10pm).  
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However, within each group discussion we deliberately recruited a wide use of other 

broadcasters of news and current affairs on a range of platforms, and a spectrum of high to 

low approval of the BBC.1 

Demographics  

The majority of respondents in the groups were aged 20-60 plus, but we included a mini 

group of 18-24s to look specifically at rural engagement across age and to allow this age 

group to speak freely among their peers. 

The groups included both “new” and “old” rural occupations: agriculture was well 

represented but we also included people working in the public sector, online businesses, 

tourism, retail, construction, manufacturing industry, utilities, services and those not in 

employment. This was to ensure we looked at the spectrum of employment issues facing 

those living in rural areas.  

A spectrum of social class and an equal mix of sexes were included across the research.  

The depth interviews covered audiences who might have found it difficult to get to a research 

group or to express their opinions in front of others.  

For the “in-home” depth interviews, we visited two households in rural poverty2 with poor 

transport access, and a rural landowner with 17 tenant farmers whose social position meant 

that his presence might have inhibited the flow of discussion in a local group. 

Attitude 

We aimed to speak to respondents in metropolitan areas who were “typical” of cities in their 

attitude to rural issues. We recruited two respondents per group who were National Trust 

members or who had some interest in outdoor pursuits, but apart from this, we aimed for a 

“typical” urban outlook and no specific rural interests or experience. We excluded people 

who described themselves as “activists” or who held atypically strong opinions on, or 

regularly campaigned about, for example, environmental issues or animal rights. 

Locations 

Comparison between metropolitan and rural attitudes was necessary so we included both a 

metropolitan and a rural sample. 

We conducted two metropolitan groups. We included London as the seat of UK government 

and the source of much media decision and programme making and we included Glasgow 

as a second, but smaller major city. In both cases, we included respondents living both in 

city centre and in suburban areas close to a green belt.  

                                                           
1
 Recruited according to the standard questions on approval in the Trust’s tracking study. 

2
 This was defined as living solely on state benefits or with an income of £16,000 or less and partly dependent 

on benefits. We found the former definition more helpful in recruiting as it proved more ‘absolute’.  
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When designing the rural sample we set out to ensure it reflected the complex variations of 

lifestyle, geography and access within rural parts of the UK.  

We chose seven rural locations to reflect the following:   

 Remoteness from the nearest “service centre”. 

Research available to the BBC Trust indicated that “accessibility” versus 

“remoteness” drove a major segmentation in experience of key issues like service 

access or quantity and type of employment. There is no accepted cross-UK definition 

of “remoteness”, therefore in most cases we defined “accessible” as meaning under 

a 30-minute drive from the nearest major service centre of 10,000 plus population 

and “remote” as meaning over 30 minutes. However, when defining areas as 

“remote”, we also took into account “common sense” measures such as sparsity of 

population and geographical remoteness from the most heavily populated parts of 

the UK. 

 Size of settlement. An English definition of rurality is settlements of below 10,000. 

Overall, the settlements we chose varied from towns with populations of 7,000 plus 

down to isolated rural hamlets or individual dwellings.  

 The devolved nations and England: Northern Ireland (1 group), Scotland (2 groups), 

Wales (1 group) and England (5 groups, 3 depths).   

 Locations in compass points East to West as well as North to South. 

 Varying affluence and employment. 

 Employment heritage: both industrial and post-industrial rural areas and those whose 

inhabitants earn a living from agriculture or tourism. 

 Inland and coastal “rural” areas. 

 Both mainland and island locations. 
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2. Management Summary  

Overall the qualitative audience research shows that the audience judge the BBC to be 

accurate and that it also “tries” to be extremely impartial in its coverage of rural life and 

affairs. The BBC’s dedicated rural and farming output, its coverage in the devolved 

nations and their indigenous minority language output is felt by users to be particularly 

accurate and impartial, and users are especially satisfied with this. There are some 

caveats over network news and current affairs output made for the whole of the UK, 

where there is sometimes felt to be a subtle, and it is believed probably unintentional, 

“urban bias or outlook” when rural matters are covered. This is mainly felt to manifest 

itself in a lack of emotional identification with farming. 

We found a self-avowed lack of experience and knowledge of rural life (and sometimes 

of the basic makeup of the “provincial” UK in terms of city sizes, definitions of rurality) 

among our London metropolitan sample, and a similar claimed lack of detailed 

knowledge of rural life in other urban and metropolitan centres such as Glasgow. Visits 

to rural areas by Londoners in our sample in particular were limited and leisure oriented. 

It was difficult for them to gauge accuracy or impartiality of coverage for this reason.  

Respondents in England in general, and particularly in London were typically more 

“generationally distant” from farming and the land than respondents in Northern Ireland, 

Scotland or Wales. Therefore adequate context and explanation is important in media 

presentation of rural issues intended for the former audience. 

Those most knowledgeable about rural life are rural dwellers, particularly in the remoter 

English areas and the devolved nations, and those involved in farming and its related 

occupations. Though they value their environment, not all rural dwellers are equally 

informed about agriculture, land management or rural issues. Much depends on how 

close they are to farming and agricultural communities, where they work or were brought 

up, and participation in the local economy or social groups. Some who live in the country 

do not understand rural issues any better than city dwellers do. 

The coverage of rural issues and areas is felt to be lower in network news. This 

perception applies to all broadcasters, including the BBC. Audiences in England, in 

particular, felt this reflected a generally low status for the rural economy within the 

national economy and this seems to be more or less expected by the English audience. 

Coverage levels and the importance given to rural matters are, however, felt to be higher 

in the devolved nations overall: Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales. This is true both 

for rural coverage in English language media and in the indigenous minority language 

media. There is generally high satisfaction with the latter BBC services. 

Of all the channels and services available, the BBC is the one expected to provide rural 

coverage. This is because of the licence fee, its regional remit and the fact that it is 

associated with the most well-known rural and farming programmes, such as Countryfile 

and The Archers. 

Radio 4 listeners in particular found that rural coverage was both in-depth and well 

represented across the output.  
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However, the BBC is felt by the general audience to have a limited number of 

programmes covering rural issues, notably Countryfile, including Adam’s Farm which 

some respondents seemed to view as a separate programme, and the “niche” farming 

programmes such as Farming Today and their equivalents in the devolved nations such 

as Landward. The depiction or representation of rural areas is wider, encompassing 

inclusion in food programmes, Coast, Great Railway Journeys and so on.  

However, this perception of restriction was in some cases a function of some non- 

farming respondents not knowing where to find coverage, and also, in the case of urban 

dwellers, having a limited desire to seek it out. 

Farming respondents and those who worked in agriculture-associated industries felt the 

BBC coverage was good, and knew where to find it. 

The media in general, including the BBC, are felt to depict rural life in a polarised way. 

On the one hand, rather negatively: isolation and deprivation, “victimhood” and 

complaint, and on the other hand as a rural property and lifestyle idyll.  

In order to meet the requirement for accuracy there was felt to be a need for more 

balance and illustration of the actual diversity of rural settings and the people in them. 

There was felt to be a need for a more convincing and well-observed factual exposition 

of rural life, rural occupations like agriculture and the depiction and explanation of rural 

poverty3 so that urban or affluent audiences “buy in” and there is understanding between 

communities. Programmes such as Trawlermen were praised for this sort of accuracy. 

There is very high satisfaction with the accuracy, impartiality and breadth of voice of the 

BBC’s indigenous minority language programming and of the farming and dedicated 

rural programming in England and the devolved nations. The journalistic stance of these 

programmes is felt to be well aligned with rural life and those who make them are felt to 

understand rural areas and people very well.  

The tonality of more general network BBC news, current affairs and factual programming 

is not felt to be quite so perfectly aligned. Those who work the land, whether industrially 

or agriculturally do not always feel their perspective is depicted well in national news and 

current affairs and feel the need to have it explained better. There is sometimes felt to be 

a subtle urban bias to the way their stories are seen and depicted, “a town dwellers’ view 

of the countryside”. However, this bias is felt to be subtle and unconscious and, in the 

view of the vast majority, is not felt to be intentional on the part of the BBC.  

Rural affairs reporting in all media channels is seen to be dominated by weather, wind 

farms and energy, planning, flooding, and animal rights issues. These can be 

controversial and there is felt to be a tendency across all media, including the BBC, to 

have the rural news story led by the protest and to be reactive. The audience do not feel 

this helps them understand the issues and it can make reporting quite repetitive. 

The rural audience feel deliberate strategic continuity of reporting of such issues in 

network news, factual and current affairs would be beneficial over time so that they are 

                                                           
3
 See previous definition. 
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returned to and an understanding is built slowly. Many feel the BBC farming programmes 

and Countryfile already do this kind of continuous “issue” reporting well. 

Respondents who did not have recent generational connections with farming or 

experience of “the land” (definitely in the majority in metropolitan samples in London, 

Glasgow and Bristol) felt that including context when presenting stories was important. 

The BBC is felt to be particularly good at explaining basic context in stories on BBC 

Breakfast and daytime news, Radio 4 and online.  

When respondents reflected on what they found helpful and unhelpful in the stimulus 

exposed on issues such as fracking or badger culling several volunteered that they 

would like to see less reporting of the scientific opinions of environmental pressure 

groups, organisations or even charities, specific issue protestors, and particularly 

celebrity spokespeople and more on what they saw as impartial scientific comment. For 

example, academic environmental research accurately outlining the likely local impacts 

of fracking was deemed likely to be “disinterested”, whereas scientific arguments put 

forward by “interested parties” were deemed likely to be less trustworthy. 

Farmers felt their voice is rather poorly represented in network news. Their positions are 

certainly reported, but often they feel that their economic and rational arguments are 

better depicted than their emotional ones. They do not feel that the British population or 

non-farming journalists understand what “makes them tick” or understand the complex 

feelings farmers have about the animals they both rear and sell. They perceive a 

tendency to over-simplify or not accurately depict farmers’ deep emotions about animals 

and land.   

In addition farmers are aware of historic attacks on premises by activists and this is 

almost permanently at the back of their minds when dealing with the media. Farmers 

therefore have challenges in stock management, “vermin” management and 

conservation which they find it hard to talk about or explain publicly, since many are 

nervous about appearing in the media. This affects the reporting of issues like badger 

culling. More proactive facilitation of their point of view by the BBC was urged. 

The BBC development of stories online is felt to be very accurate and factual. The 

audience believe internet coverage develops well over time, although the interviewees in 

this project did not feel sufficiently interested in most rural stories to follow them up 

online.  

Getting the depiction of rural life right in mainstream TV and radio pieces was urged, in 

order to build better relationships between metropolitan and rural dwellers.  

This meant providing necessary context and aiming for accurate depiction of rural life 

and emotions.  
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3. Detailed Findings 

3.1. Metropolitan, rural and age differences in audience engagement with rural life and 

affairs 

There was a big difference in attitude to and knowledge about rural areas between English 

metropolitan dwellers (represented by London in this sample4) and rural and metropolitan 

dwellers in the rest of the UK. 

With the exception of two people in our London group who had rural relatives5 the London 

respondents were unknowledgeable about rural affairs. The majority seemed to be surprised 

to be included in the project or to be asked to comment on the depiction of rural life.  

Seven of the eight respondents in this group were generationally completely distant from the 

land and farming. Six felt that they “knew nothing” or “little” about rural life and furthermore, 

were happy to say they had no interest in it.  

This meant that on many occasions, when asked to comment on media coverage 

respondents said that they had no basis for judging its accuracy:  

“How do I feel about these things? How do I know? I’ve never lived in the country, I don’t 

know what’s accurate about the country, I don’t know what people feel like.” 

Metropolitan, London 

London was perceived to be a huge city and it was clear that it was possible, and for many 

of the London group, actively desirable, to spend a great deal of one’s life within an area 

more or less bounded by the M25: 

“I’m a Londoner. I work in London and I try to play in London” 

Metropolitan, London 

The interests of the sample were urban and their experience of rural areas limited. Most 

claimed they had spent little time in rural areas, and mostly as tourists: 

“I’ve been to Cornwall and stuff… Whenever I’ve been to the country it’s been to visit people 

who live there, second homes that kind of thing, it always feels quite tidy to me and quite 

well kept, beautiful, sort of cultivated gardens and things. That’s my experience of the 

country, The Cotswolds and that kind of thing” 

Metropolitan, London 

Some struggled to accurately picture the scale of towns outside the capital: 

                                                           
4
 Urban dwellers in England were largely represented by the London sample, but the sample included people 

with urban jobs in Bristol and elsewhere who had been long term urban dwellers. Our youth sample, although 

rural based, were in some cases at university in cities.  

5
 Ireland, the Lake District. 
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“I have written here [media diary] about the defence cuts in Portsmouth6. That is rural isn’t it? 

or maybe not… I am not sure!” 

Metropolitan, London 

Glaswegians, our second metropolitan group, also claimed limited knowledge and interest in 

rural matters on the whole, but pointed out that they also lived in a very small city of “0.5 

million” with “fifteen minute” access to countryside. More respondents in this group (three of 

eight) had rural upbringings. The geographical experience and understanding of 

Glaswegians was self-evidently more extensive than that of the Londoners who attended, 

stretching to the Highlands, the Borders, and into England and the Southeast. One 

respondent expressed an opinion that people in the South of England might actually be less 

likely than Scots were to leave their own region: 

“It’s not just a North South divide in this country: it’s the rest of the country and the South 

East divide that exists!” 

Metropolitan, Glasgow 

There was a view among some audience members in Skye and Glasgow (and occasionally 

elsewhere in the North) that the national media (not specifically the BBC) were South East 

focussed.  

Both in London and Glasgow living in rural areas was seen as a lifestyle choice. In Glasgow 

it was largely seen as just a rather impractical lifestyle choice. In London, on the whole, it 

was seen as an inexplicable and baffling one. 

Londoners found it more difficult to identify with the reasons why people would live in the 

countryside and in London words like “backward” were used in relation to amenities and 

outlook:  

“People walking round with straw in their mouth” 

Male, London (remark intended as Jocular) 

Londoners saw rural areas largely as recreational “I like to get out of the city, peace, quiet, 

green”, for relaxation, spas and holidays. The imagery was of fields, cows and views, “things 

to look at”. 

All metropolitan dwellers tended to say that they could not imagine living without amenities 

such as shops, cultural and transport services. 

Stronger engagement among certain segments of the rural audience 

By contrast, strongest engagement with and knowledge of rural areas and matters was 

among: 

                                                           
6
 City, Population 209,166 
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 Rural people who “worked the countryside”7 as opposed to ex city dwellers or 

“incomers” who were simply residing in it. 

 Audiences in remote or sparsely populated rural locations (Cumbria, Cornwall), and 

in hamlets of a few houses close to farms or in close contact with agricultural 

communities. 

 Audience members in the devolved nations, Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales, 

were felt to have a stronger rural outlook and economy. Respondents in these areas 

had a more direct generational connection with the land (i.e. they had friends or 

parents or close relatives in agriculture). 

These respondents viewed the countryside as a working environment whether for mining, 

agriculture, construction, or conservation: 

“Rural life to me means agriculture and that is looking after the countryside, basically” 

Metropolitan, Glasgow 

Most of them accepted certain limits to services, experiences, retail, or even access to 

emergency healthcare.  

The majority were likely to see the countryside just as “where I live”, pointing out, for 

example, that living in it was not always a matter of choice and that housing and social 

mobility could be limited by income. 

Others had chosen the lifestyle and were actively looking for isolation and quiet. 

Rural dwellers perceived there to be active advantages to living in rural areas. These were 

safety and freedom (for children), a relaxed pace and a belief that there was a superior 

community: 

“The comparison when it is snowy in a city compared to when it’s a rural area, the difference 

between what you can and can’t do. I wouldn’t see [myself] like walking a dog and sledging 

down a road in the middle of the city because there’d be cars everywhere, other people 

everywhere”  

Rural, Norfolk, 18-24 

“People helping one another … crofting communities especially – each different croft would 

help others … and an example if there is a death… People come from all over, they bring 

stuff, they do stuff … oh I must go to the house and see the widow and get some cakes and 

whatever … we wouldn’t think not to do that because that is the way we were brought up” 

Rural, Skye 

There was for many, particularly those working in agriculture, a strong emotional attachment 

to animals and landscape: 

                                                           
7
 Agriculture, game-keeping, fishing, mining, rural industry etc. 
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“The mountains … the landscape, I am bonded to it” 

Rural, Wales 

Younger respondents, both rural and urban, were not particularly engaged in rural 

issues 

Both rural 18-24s and their urban counterparts in the sample were largely unengaged with 

rural issues, being more interested in celebrity news, humour, social media, music and 

friends. 

Most respondents were students, leisure or retail workers. Some were commuting into major 

population centres. The rural young people liked and appreciated rural life and saw 

themselves bringing up their families there in due course but they felt an interest in rural 

news and current affairs was something for older people. They would come to it but it was 

not of great interest now:  

“If I was older and had a boat I might be interested in some bloke’s boat getting stolen [on 

the Broads], but not now!” 

Rural, 18-24, Norfolk 

Environmentalism, for example, wind farm opposition, was also seen as an older adult (or 

more specifically, parental) preoccupation. There was no particular concern over animal 

rights in the sample. Rural housing, however, was an issue that was beginning to concern 

some young people. 

3.2 How the Audience define “rural”, and “rural stories” 

Both rural and urban dwellers defined “rural” as most obviously meaning agricultural. 

Rural meant “anywhere with fields” to Londoners: often seen from a motorway “it’s the bits 

either side of the motorway”. However, they felt that there were patches of rural or rural like 

environment within London and on its fringes. 

Rural dwellers saw more segmentation and variation between rural areas in wealth, service 

access and problems. They saw differences between remote areas and those close to 

transport and services, those with industry and without, and also differences between small 

clusters or hamlets and large towns: 

“Sorry it (Lewes, Sussex – visual in the prompt material) has got a motorway! It’s a town – 

rural is middle of no-where and 10 houses – like this!” 

Male, Cumbria  

Respondents in the study were asked what the media regularly covered as rural stories, and 

also what they felt to be genuine rural issues. 

The stories below were given as examples at most sessions. 
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Current issues 

 

In the past /little heard of now 

 

 Weather (particularly extreme 

weather) 

 Flooding 

 Windfarms  

 Planning issues (housing, HS2 

motorways etc.) 

 Badgers 

 Transport 

 Housing shortages 

 Services  

 Rural roads, pavement maintenance 

 Fracking (however, this can be an 

urban issue not just a rural one) 

 Rural murders or violence: felt to be 

something that “made” the national 

news while more “boring” issues 

didn’t. 

 

 

 Foot and mouth 

 Hunting  

 

 

(Fig 3) 

In many cases, rural people struggled to separate general rural news and current affairs 

from regional or local stories as a category.8  

There was felt to be a tendency towards repetition of content and angle with many “rural” 

story areas.  

                                                           
8
 Often, we found that audience criticisms of “lack” of rural coverage were actually criticisms of perceived lack 

of local or regional coverage. 
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Weather stories were felt to be something that ran on network TV every season, and it was 

felt to be predictable that journalists would come to the countryside to cover snow, rain and 

flooding. 

Respondents felt that some stories have incidental rural backdrops (for example a power line 

extension in Scotland) but there were fewer stories dealing with the issues facing rural 

communities. 

3.3 Audience views of the extent and nature of media coverage of rural areas  

Both rural and metropolitan audiences claimed they found it difficult to find coverage of rural 

life in “mainstream” viewing and listening during the week when they filled in their media 

diaries and said coverage was “low” (or worse).  

Because this was the case, a number of respondents looked for coverage that they would 

not have otherwise seen so that they would have something to talk about at the group 

discussion. 

Those in the devolved nations and those in the farming community were the most aware of 

programmes and therefore found it easiest to find sources of coverage. They felt that many 

programmes are relatively niche and aimed at a specific farming target.  

Radio 4 listeners also found many more programmes and stories than those who did not use 

Radio 4. 

Some of the metropolitan audience (London) were surprised by the amount that was 

available on a detailed search, indicating that if interested, information was accessible. 

However, they did not feel that they would normally be interested. 

The main evening TV news, across all channels9 was not felt to routinely cover rural affairs, 

particularly in England.10 Respondents felt the regional news following it touched on rural 

areas and stories more often, although depth of coverage was felt to be light: 

 

“They don’t really do much, just probably a couple of minutes, then they go onto something 

which is a lot more … popular … I don’t think it interests many people much, to be honest”  

Rural, 18-24, Norfolk 

Rural current affairs programmes were felt to be rare, in fact, the BBC’s Countryfile was the 

only one most respondents could think of. 

                                                           
9
 Both the 6pm and 10pm, but particularly the 10pm. 

10
A minority of respondents in Skye believed there was low rural coverage on (devolved) National Scottish TV 

news and a predisposition to cover urban areas and issues and central Scotland. However, the amount of rural 

coverage respondents in Skye were able to find for their diaries from across the BBC’s Scottish output was 

higher than for equivalent communities in England, for example in Cornwall. Many Skye residents were 

avowedly more interested in their local Gaelic coverage than that from central Scotland. 
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There was, however, little surprise among respondents that this was the case. News and 

current affairs programmes seemed to be expected to follow issues that affected the majority 

of the population, or to follow international affairs.  

Both rural and metropolitan dwellers shared this expectation. 

Audience differences by geography  

Those in the devolved nations generally felt that they were living in a more “rural” economy 

than respondents living in England.  

English respondents agreed that rural matters felt relatively peripheral to the English political 

and news scene, and media coverage was believed to simply reflect this.  

Respondents in Wales, Northern Ireland and Scotland felt that their local, indigenous 

minority language and devolved national media environment reflected a culture with rural 

affairs and agriculture relatively close to its centre, whereas those in England did not express 

this view.  

This view was crystallised in the opinion of two respondents who were frequent travellers 

between England and the devolved nations: 

“I really notice the difference in radio coverage of rural issues when I cross the border into 

Wales” 

Male, Bristol (daily commuter to Bristol from Wales)  

Network news was felt to be relatively light on rural content: 

“The local BBC Wales and Radio Wales was quite fair and accurate but there was no 

mention from the London based TV or Radio” 

Rural, Wales 

Respondents in the devolved nations sometimes complained of a news focus on the seat of 

devolved government or another city where the bulk of “the media” were perceived to be 

based. For respondents in North Wales this meant a perceived emphasis on Cardiff, in Skye 

on Glasgow or central Scotland. Most resultant dissatisfactions centred more on impact on 

their local news coverage rather than specifically on rural coverage. However, we found 

there was in fact a greater quantity of rurally related programming and a higher general 

“rural” news profile in the devolved nations’ media when we analysed diaries.  

Even so, rural programming is felt to be specialist and segmented: 

“There are only a set number of programmes you could say contribute to rural life” 

Northern Ireland 

3.4 How do audiences find out about rural life and affairs? 

Urban dwellers in the sample, with the exception of a few who had rural relatives, said they 

normally had no desire to find out about rural issues. There was no active searching.  
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Urban dwellers’ impressions of rural life were, in their own view, quite stereotypical. They 

said their main impressions came from: 

 Property, lifestyle and “downsizing” programmes such as Escape to the Country and 

Homes Under the Hammer. Many London respondents said these were their lead 

medium in terms of impressions. Rural dwellers confirmed that this “idyllic” media 

depiction of rural life was familiar to them too. 

 Children’s books. 

 Travel programmes; for example, Coast, Portillo’s Railway Journeys. 

 Nature programmes (Springwatch). 

 Countryfile, (though there was less viewing of this in London than in the other 

groups).  

 Drama, particularly historical drama: Downton. Soaps: Emmerdale, The Archers. 

Sitcoms: The Vicar of Dibley, Doc Martin. 

“If there is a drama, it seems to be like set in olden times so they are all wearing 

tweed and living in a massive house … there is always a murder going on and they 

think ‘let’s do it in the forest’.” 

18-24, Rural, Norfolk 

For most rural dwellers the motivation when searching for stories in everyday life was more 

to find local news than rural news. The rural nature of the content was often incidental.  

Rural dwellers were clear about where to find such local news. Their sources were: 

 Local TV news and radio: BBC, ITV, ILR. 

 Welsh and Gaelic language programmes (several English speakers watched these 

with English subtitles in Skye). 

 Local newspapers (older user profile) and local newspaper websites (these seemed 

more popular among younger respondents than the newspapers themselves). 

 Google, “police reports and tweets” (18-24s in particular). 

 BBC local or national news websites. 

Farmers and those working in agriculture were the ones most interested in broad rural 

issues. They were aware of, and satisfied with, a range of specialist media from farming 

magazines and newspapers through to regional programming and farming programmes. 

Countryfile, Landward (its Scottish equivalent), nature and wildlife programmes and Radio 4 

were the sources most used by those who had an interest in rural matters.  

Farming Today on Radio 4 also appealed to people who were generally interested in rural 

affairs, and not just farmers. 



BBC Coverage of Rural Areas in the UK Qualitative Report  Page 21 

3.5  Impressions of rural life given by “the Media”, including the BBC  

Overall, media coverage of rural areas across all media channels is felt to be polarised 

between a very negative and a very positive depiction.  

Where depiction is extreme it is felt that it results in inadequate texture, realism and hence 

empathy and that it is therefore more difficult to build understanding between metropolitan 

and rural audiences. 

Typical polarisation in stories would be negative stories about deprivation or isolation versus 

escapist or “cotton wool” lifestyle programming or publications:  

“Country Living magazine – move to the country, buy a house for £750,000 and run an 

Alpaca farm – simples!” 

Rural, Cumbria 

“When you see rural life on the media everything all seems happy ever after, if you know 

what I mean. They don’t see the farmer stuck down the field at ten o’ clock at night with the 

tractor broken down you know, or machinery broken down and they have to get it going the 

next day. Working in the shed half the night to get it going so you can make your living” 

Rural, Northern Ireland 

Rural dwellers were sensitive to being seen as “takers” so stories about “rural hand-outs” 

were disliked.   

“I think that people think we get too many grants and subsidies” 

Rural, Northern Ireland 

Rural audiences were also concerned about being seen as “whingeing” rather than self-

reliant and independent. This particularly related to coverage of services or housing. 

They were also sensitive to unfavourable depiction of rural people as stupid or “yokels”. 

(Sometimes, for example in the case of Wales, this issue of unfavourable depiction was also 

caught up with what they saw as stereotypical national depictions.)  

They felt that much of the general media coverage of planning or environmental issues 

focusses on following the story of a protest, rather than following a rural issue proactively 

and spontaneously.11 

 

 

                                                           
11

 This feedback first emerged spontaneously, at the start of group discussions when respondents were asked 

to produce a list of ‘typical’ rural news stories; they referred to e.g. wind farm and planning protests. The 

feedback was repeated more emphatically after the specific stimulus on fracking and badger culling was 

shown. 
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This can mean that country dwellers are seen as “NIMBYs”12, or issues are not given 

enough context, or stories are repetitive over time. 

Much programming was perceived to originate from the national capital (London). A trap this 

was felt to lead to was a subtle “urban-centricity” in editing, choice of story or angle. 

However, it was believed by most rural respondents that this was generally unintentional.  

There was slightly stronger negative feeling in Skye, where a small minority perceived that 

media organisations based in London and the South East of England (not specifically the 

BBC) should make more effort to accurately reflect Scottish weather or issues arising from 

different agricultural practice.13  

The BBC did not escape all the generic criticisms. Some of the content which was examined 

in the research suffered from the generic issues in regard to a polarised depiction, subtle 

urban-centricity or a tendency for the news to follow the protest.  

However, in many cases, and certainly across platforms, both the quantity and accuracy of 

BBC coverage was felt to be superior to that of other providers. 

3.6. Audience expectations and judgment of BBC coverage versus other providers   

Expectations of coverage 

Respondents in the research were asked which media providers or media “brands” they 

most expected to cover rural topics. There was universal agreement that the BBC was the 

channel most likely to do so. 

This was because 

 The BBC is believed, under the licence fee, to have a remit to cover all UK groups 

and audiences. 

 The BBC is associated with the rural programming the audience are most aware of. 

The audience were on the whole aware that the BBC produces Countryfile, The 

Archers, Farming Today: “They have most of the programmes like Coast”. 

 The BBC has regional channels and programmes. 

 The BBC has indigenous minority language programming. 

Although ITV was felt to have credentials in the rural coverage area (because of its heritage 

of regional news and programme production), it was felt to have stepped back considerably 

                                                           
12

 NIMBY (an acronym for the phrase "Not In My Back Yard"), or Nimby, is a pejorative characterization of 

opposition by residents to a proposal for a new development because it is close to them, often with the 

connotation that such residents believe that the developments are needed in society but should be further 

away. Opposing residents themselves are sometimes called Nimbies. 

13
 The generic  suspicion of South East media bias was not borne out for the BBC in Skye because accurate 

coverage of local rural life  in Skye’s indigenous minority programming  was felt to be strong by the majority. 
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from programme making, particularly in Northern Ireland, or to cover rural issues peripherally 

in programmes that were actually about history (for example, Robson Green’s Tales from 

Northumberland).  

ITV’s regional news offering was felt to be particularly strong and we recruited as many 

respondents who were primarily following ITV news in rural areas as we did who followed 

the BBC. 

There was no expectation that Sky or Channel 5 would cover rural news. This view was less 

clear cut with Channel 4, which was felt to cover it occasionally. 

Some respondents felt that Channel 4’s approach to news would be beneficial to covering 

rural issues as it was felt to be an issue-driven channel, but there was no strong expectation 

that it would cover them. 

The BBC was felt to have more regularity of rural coverage (Skye).  

Finally, brand expectations of the BBC are high in terms of accuracy, thoroughness and 

depth: 

“That is the BBC, and the BBC do the thing properly” 

Rural, Northern Ireland 

Judgment of provision 

When respondents completed their viewing exercises and diaries their perception that the 

BBC had more and deeper coverage of rural areas was borne out.  

BBC main evening news was felt to cover rural issues as they arose. However, respondents 

did not perceive there to be continuous thematic coverage of rural affairs on evening news 

programmes, particularly the 10pm news, perceiving rural stories to be more of a “one off” in 

response to events.   

Channel 4 News’ more thematic exploration of issues or creation of stories was used as a 

point of comparison in terms of format. 

“Channel 4 news will take an issue and follow it for a whole week, it’s a different approach.” 

Rural, Bristol 

BBC news programmes earlier in the day: BBC Breakfast14 and News at One were felt to 

have the strongest rural coverage by those watching frequently in rural areas, and farmers 

noted that there appeared to be a content link between the radio coverage and the daytime 

news programmes. They said they noticed linking; that rural stories broken on Farming 

Today and Radio 4’s Today were continued through onto the early daytime news.  

                                                           
14

 Respondents in Wales noted a 20 minute piece on the future of farming on BBC Breakfast in the week of the 

research. 
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Countryfile was almost regarded as the generic rural affairs programme, with a one-off 

programme on Channel 4 on one occasion being described as a “Countryfile type 

programme”. Lambing Live, Autumn Watch and Springwatch were also mentioned. 

Current affairs programmes such as Question Time and Any Questions? were felt to have a 

format advantage in travelling the country geographically which meant that rural areas and 

topics naturally got covered, and the rural point of view was heard in live audience comment. 

This was appreciated. Programmes such as Coast, Great Railway Journeys, and a 

multiplicity of cookery and food programmes included rural areas. 

Phone-ins such as Jeremy Vine were also seen as positive in gathering national opinion; 

they covered rural topics as they arose. 

Regular followers of Radio 4 listed a great deal of rural coverage, including Open Country, 

Gardeners’ Question Time, The Food Programme, The Archers as well as Farming Today. 

Farming Today was observed by farmers and other listeners to be thematic over time and 

have good continuity of coverage of issues such as schools. Stories and information were 

developed and built on. Farming Today was picked up and listened to by some of the wider 

audience, particularly keen Radio 4 listeners, but it was chiefly seen as a farming 

programme. 

Indigenous language media were believed to deliver a lot of rural coverage, and to do so 

with particular depth and accuracy. Both BBC TV Alba and BBC Radio Nan Gaidheal were 

given as examples:  

“I listen to the radio, I’m a postie, so I jump in the van in the mornings, stick the Gaelic radio 

on, I’ve got it on all day, and quite often there’s a programme from nine till ten, comes from 

Stornoway and they deal with a lot of … quite often they might take a national story, and 

they’ll look at it in a rural setting, how it affects the rural, which is quite good... And the guys 

who present the programme are local, they’re up, you’re not getting people from the middle 

of Glasgow talking about issues up here, its guys from Stornoway, guys from Portree, or 

guys from Staffin... so they know exactly what they’re talking about.” 

“I’d say BBC Alba at the moment, that’s proper crofts, that was really good, to see different 

people, and through the year, different stages of crofting. True respect, all situations, good 

times, bad times … the other good thing was the one that dealt with the fishing ... the lasses, 

the three lasses” 

Rural, Skye 

A few respondents specifically looking for content for the project on BBC English language 

channels in Scotland found less coverage of rural issues. Some in Skye had an existing 

opinion that both Scottish TV news and BBC Scotland radio focussed more on central 

Scottish urban issues. However, this view was contradicted by more regular viewers and 

listeners aware for example of dedicated Saturday morning rural coverage (BBC Scotland). 

Youth-facing media such as BBC Radio 1 were perceived to contain least coverage. 

The BBC news websites (specifically, content produced for network and for the devolved 

nations, rather than the English regional news websites) were seen as effective in covering 
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rural issues, as opposed to just rural stories. The websites were perceived to cover these 

issues in depth and detail and were seen as particularly relevant for context, factual and 

scientific information to supplement news and to see how stories developed over time.  

Respondents were asked to complete follow-up diaries to look at the treatment of rural 

stories online and many said they found that the stories they saw covered by the BBC were 

either not covered at all, or were not covered in depth elsewhere. 

However, few in the sample would have followed up on a rural story online because these 

stories were of limited interest to most people. 

The most local BBC news websites in England (for example, in Bristol) surprised some 

respondents by not covering rural stories “in depth”. Sometimes they were simple “one view” 

news reports, without follow up of stories. However, these audience members did appreciate 

BBC links on their local sites to other detailed sources, often outside the BBC.  

The devolved nations and regions had a number of their own BBC news and factual 

programmes such as Farm Fixer and Landward which were felt to cover rural issues.  

ITV regional coverage of rural areas received good reviews in many respondents’ diaries. 

Some English audiences felt that ITV local was at least as good as the BBC in covering their 

very local rural news. 

A perception of good comparative coverage of rural issues for ITV versus BBC was 

sometimes partially due to the relative geographical footprints of the BBC News regions 

versus the ITV ones. The city or location broadcast from, and its “rurality”, were felt to have 

an effect both on the type of news broadcast and the tonality of news (for example BBC 

news broadcast from Carlisle vs ITV from Newcastle).  

The size or “length” of the region covered also had an effect on how emotionally close rural 

areas felt to the content or origin of news. For example, Cornish respondents claimed to 

receive some BBC broadcasts from Bristol and others from Truro or Plymouth, and they 

appeared to feel quite differently about these broadcasts. Respondents in rural Norfolk 

claimed they were receiving news reports from BBC Look East about snow preparation in 

Southend. One Skye resident felt ITV reflected the East Coast slightly more, and BBC the 

West coast. 

In at least two or three cases the efforts made by ITV to cover rural stories, and the accuracy 

of coverage, were commended: 

“Fair play to UTV, they came out to us when we had sheds where they [The sheep in snow] 

had all died, and they showed that. It was good coverage” 

Farmer, Northern Ireland 

3.7 Audience perceptions of the BBC’s accuracy in reflecting rural life 

3.7.i How the audience judge “accuracy” 
 
The research objectives ask us to consider whether the audience believe BBC rural 
coverage is accurate in reflecting rural life or whether it gives a partial view.  
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This is an apposite question as the chief criticisms of inaccuracy in media coverage of rural 

life centred on polarised depiction and the omission of facts and perspectives which rural 

dwellers feel are necessary for metropolitan audiences to understand their lives. It was rarely 

felt that omissions or partial depictions were deliberate, just that presentation of rural issues 

could be naïve or too metropolitan in outlook. 

 

Typical issues rural respondents had with “inaccurate” depiction, not specifically by the BBC 

but by all media, were:  

 Coverage which did not reflect the practicalities, hardships and challenges of 

farming. 

 Conversely, repeatedly exaggerating the hardships in certain communities which had 

gained a reputation for being “deprived”. Welsh respondents said they lived in an 

area which got a lot of documentary attention and in their opinion the media sought 

out unflattering angles and interviewees because they had come to the area to cover 

a certain type of story: “there are a lot of nice houses in the village but they only pick 

out the worst looking ones” ... “and the worst people!” One respondent said she had 

suffered flooding the previous year and the media (not the BBC) had come to film: 

“They asked me if I could get the kids’ toys to float around in the flood water so I said 

no!” 

 Not depicting or covering difficult or potentially “upsetting” wildlife issues such as 

what farmers or gamekeepers deem to be vermin control (trapping or killing what are 

in their view predators and pests).15 This included conflicts over land use between 

“traditional” farmers and environmental groups. 

 The complexities of conflict over land use: e.g. the designation of new National parks 

for environmental, tourism and leisure purposes versus those interested in local uses 

for farming or industrial development (Northern Ireland, Wales and Scotland). 

 Not exploring and accurately portraying the complexity of farmers’ relationships with 

and feelings towards stock they breed for sale. This is an emotional dimension rural 

dwellers feel urban dwellers definitely do not understand. 

 The positive side of animal stories but not the negative ones (for example, sheep 

being shown surviving snowdrifts rather than the large numbers of dead sheep). 

 Too much “sob story” coverage in relation to rural dwellers and deprivation (“moaning 

and doom and gloom”), not rural self-reliance or toughness (for example, Scottish 

farmers were believed to be strong and self-reliant by the Glasgow group).  

                                                           
15

 For example, the organised release of captured urban foxes into country areas, regarded by some as myth. 

Hansard (http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201011/cmhansrd/cm110317/debtext/110317-

0001.htm) indicates MPs believe the phenomenon exists. This was referenced twice by rural respondents.  

One respondent (Brampton) claimed personal experience of a doorstep tussle over his Co-op shopping bag 

with a hungry urban fox. Whether the phenomenon exists or not, country dwellers believe such hotspots of 

urban-rural misunderstanding are real and deserve coverage in order to avoid bad practice.  
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For example, respondents felt rural schools tended always to be covered in a 

negative way in “the media” such as in stories of schools closing down or needing 

budget.  

In fact there was a universal defence of rural schools among the sample as well 

invested in, progressive, international, disability friendly and well equipped. 

“I am the person here who was at school most recently and I got a better education in 

a rural school where the teachers were involved in their community and their kids go 

to the same school” 

Rural, Skye  

“I go into a lot of schools in the city and the Villages and I would pick a rural one … 

the classes are smaller, the teachers are nicer as they are just less stressed” 

Relief teacher, Bristol 

“Our school was rebuilt when we were there... and we went on trips to France and 

Iceland … I’ve got no complaints” 

18-24 Norfolk 

“It’s not ‘rural’ schools that are short of budget is it? ...it is just all small schools” 

Belfast Teacher living rurally, Northern Ireland 

 Media not picking up on fresh angles rather than stereotypical ones: for example in 

Wales and Cornwall affluent “incomers” from Manchester and London had changed 

local communities bringing in new skills and resource. Groups wanted to discuss the 

cons and pros of this. 

 Acknowledging that prejudices and misunderstandings need to be confronted with 

facts and examples so that metropolitan audiences can understand rural ones. For 

example we encountered a metropolitan prejudice, (of which rural dwellers were well 

aware), that living in the country is a better or “lovely” lifestyle, and furthermore that it 

is rural dwellers’ own (sometimes perverse!) choice to do this. Therefore they should 

put up with the consequences. This makes the depiction of an issue like rural poverty 

(below) a more challenging one for the BBC if part of their role is to build 

understanding and empathy between urban and rural communities. 

Finally, many in cities and some who lived in the country felt that they knew too little about 

rural subject matter to be able to judge the accuracy of output.  

However, they agreed that doing the following meant that TV, radio or online output gave an 

impression of accuracy: 

 Citing facts 

 Using percentages and figures 

 Taking a number of viewpoints 
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 Using a number of sources 

 Bringing lifestyle to life in a fresh and convincing way 

“Countryfile gives you facts … there are so many opinions there [in the overall 

coverage of issue] that I wouldn’t know which one to go with but at least it helped me 

understand”  

Metropolitan, London  

3.7.ii. How the BBC was felt to perform on accuracy 

Following completion of their diaries and viewing of materials in detail, the vast majority of 

respondents said they believed BBC coverage of rural areas and issues was “very accurate”. 

This particularly applied to news coverage, website expositions and factual programming. 

Several BBC programmes were analysed in depth by respondents. The programme which 

received most spontaneous attention from the majority of respondents was Countryfile. 

There were different opinions of Countryfile from different types of viewer. 

For occasional viewers, including urban viewers, the less rurally engaged and those who 

had just watched the most recent episode (one on apple farms) for the research, Countryfile 

had a slightly middle class, escapist or “cosy” image.  

Some of these viewers placed Countryfile in a lifestyle or Escape to the Country niche, 

perhaps for older viewers. They were sceptical that it could stretch to “grittier” issues such as 

rural drug abuse or crime:  

“It is not what the people sitting down to watch it expect to see” 

“There is actually more coverage of rural crime on ‘The Archers’!” 

Rural, Bristol  

However, Countryfile received great respect from regular viewers across the UK. Those 

living in the English countryside and the devolved nations and engaged in farming and other 

rural pursuits and jobs were the most frequent viewers in our sample.  

Countryfile was seen by them as factual and high quality: 

“It is accurate. Each segment that it does there’s a lot of work put into it and they cover it 

very thoroughly” 

Rural, Northern Ireland 

Regular viewers felt that Countryfile covered a very broad range of rural issues in the course 

of a year, which covered all the diverse aspects of rural life, including industry, many of them 

“serious” and scientific. 

In Scotland the BBC factual series Trawlermen was praised for showing the life of Aberdeen 

fishermen in a way which explained its demands to people who had no idea of the lifestyle. 
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“It was just a world I had no idea about and I had an interest to see how they end up living” 

Metropolitan, Glasgow 

Farm Fixer, a rural diversification programme in Northern Ireland was also praised for 

accuracy: 

“I think it’s a pretty accurate programme, it reports from many different angles … they have 

experts, Nick Hewer [The Fixer] has to focus mainly on his viewpoint and what he thinks … 

but even with him pinpointing his point there are a range of viewpoints shown... It explained 

how Castlewellan show works as a business and the weather dependency very clearly.” 

“Farming Today - Tenant farmers, they had one family starting out all rosy who were just 

moving in, another farm it had all gone wrong - that was accurate and impartial and showed 

both sides - we don’t have many tenant farmers here so I found it interesting.” 

Rural, Northern Ireland 

Other respondents cited the 20 minute farming slot on Radio Ulster and BBC Scotland’s 

radio coverage which in the week of the research was found to have done a “balanced” 

piece on mobile libraries which Glasgow listeners felt had successfully explained their value 

to remote rural communities. BBC coverage of the UK division of CAP subsidies was also 

praised as factual and impartial. 

An example of an issue which city dwellers in particular felt it was important to explain well 

was rural poverty. Metropolitan dwellers tended to see the cities as the centres of poverty 

and countryside settings as rather affluent and idyllic.  

“They choose to live there … they should come to parts of Glasgow! [Schools coverage]” 

Metropolitan, Glasgow 

For an issue like rural poverty to be credible, whether it was food banks in Surrey or hill 

farms in Wales, it was felt that facts, figures and examples were necessary. It was not 

enough to go with the goodwill of the audience and expect them to believe a stereotype that 

rural poverty existed. Respondents felt it was necessary to confront audience prejudices 

about this, give evidence and demonstrate what the issues were. 

For example, the test stimulus we used included a piece on rural deprivation in Lewes from 

BBC South East. This asserted that a need for rural food banks existed, and included an 

interview with food bank staff and a visual of a young woman visiting one. However, it did not 

go into further evidence of rural need.  

This was a regional piece, not intended for network broadcast, so it would be unfair to 

critique it on the same level as a larger budget piece. However, the findings proved 

instructive to the project in terms of how to gain credibility for an issue. 

Both city dwellers and affluent rural dwellers found the relevant lifestyles hard to imagine and 

needed more help with what modern rural poverty meant in terms of income or 

circumstances: 
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“I find it hard to believe that in this day and age people are really that desperate for goods 

that they are willing to go to some Random’s house [Food Bank] and take her beans … if 

maybe she [food bank user] is a single mum, supporting a couple of kids, working, minimum 

wage, really struggling with the bills … but the woman using the bank never spoke … you 

need more information. I was pretty cynical about it” 

Metropolitan, Glasgow 

There was also a lack of understanding in all the groups about how food banks were 

accessed. Respondents who knew that food banks could be accessed only via social 

services and for a limited time, explained this to others. Other respondents found this helpful 

and were more convinced both of the need and of the “deserving” nature of users. 

All felt it would be helpful to explain definitions of rural poverty by income levels and 

circumstances in more detail in future.16  

Finally, those who had been personally involved in local or regional stories covered on the 

BBC website and news felt that they had been reported accurately: “Judged by my own 

experience it [BBC] is accurate” (Diary excerpt).  

3.8 Audience perception of the BBC’s impartiality in depicting rural life 

3.8.i How the Audience judge impartiality  

The audience used the following criteria to judge impartiality: 

 A spread of voices: 

o All or several sides of the argument included, whether in interviews or in the 

introductions to pieces: “different opinions, often shared”. 

o Inclusion of appropriate experts, not just those “with an angle” such as 

protestors, or with limited knowledge credentials such as celebrities. 

o “Ordinary folk” speaking as well as “the hierarchy”. 

 Impartial interviewer stance  

 Interviewer making the time for all respondents and challenging them all 

appropriately  

 The same perceived time given to both sides of the argument (either live or in edit) 

                                                           
16

 The depths and Skye group cited many difficulties: sourcing career advice without access to cities, getting to work (or 

anywhere) if you didn’t have a car, relative danger and vulnerability of using motor bikes or scooters in all weathers, 

inflexibility of bus schedules if attempting to work and unaffordable expense if trying to travel to training, difficulty of 

council house transfers to areas with more work, low wages, lower incomes combined with higher fuel and food prices: 

“we don’t have Aldi!”, perceived employer preference for migrant labour in agriculture and manual work. 
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 An equal emotional weight given to both or all sides of the argument (this was 

particularly noted in Badger Culling pieces for example in the balance of “pity” for 

badgers versus “pity” for cattle or farmers). 

 Equal status or ability of interviewee chosen to represent all sides of the argument. 

3.8.ii How the BBC was felt to perform on impartiality 

There was a strong consensus, based on detailed analysis of diaries and the clips shown, 

that the BBC “try” to be extremely impartial in the way journalists behave and in the way 

pieces are put together. 

The audience found evidence of this across current affairs, news and factual coverage in 

several ways, including: 

 Balanced choice of spokespeople on news, current affairs and factual programmes. 

 Carefully written introductions to pieces and to call-ins (Jeremy Vine and Newsnight 

were examples). 

 Large numbers of contributors on pieces. 

The BBC was observed to regularly take certain network programmes such as Question 

Time, Gardeners’ Question Time, and The Food Programme out to rural areas.  

There was particular appreciation when issues and assertions about rural issues were either 

brought to life by, or contradicted by the voices of “ordinary” rural people. 

For example, children had been interviewed talking about enjoying their long journeys to 

school on Farming Today that week, and Boston rural dwellers had been on Question Time 

pointing out the benefits of Eastern European immigration. 

3.8.1 Perceptions of any bias in BBC coverage 

A minority of respondents reported that they or their community (for example farmers, 

landowners, rural “conservative establishment”) had a general assumption that the BBC’s 

stance was “left of centre.” Some also used the words “politically correct”. Others, usually in 

cities, had a converse latent assumption that the BBC was “establishment” (i.e. by default 

supported the government in its position).  

Those respondents who felt the BBC was “left of centre” or “politically correct” were not able 

to produce specific evidence to support this from diaries or in-group viewing.  

A minority in the Bristol and London sample felt the BBC occasionally took an 

“establishment” position. This comment was prompted in the groups because they believed 

they detected a tendency to “make fun” of or undermine some environmental protestors in 

the editing of two of the stimulus clips shown to the groups on badger culling or fracking.  

Rural dwellers felt there was an inadvertent urban bias particularly in South Eastern 

originating news and current affairs (BBC or not) in knowledge and attitude towards rural 

affairs, and particularly of the issues facing farmers. 
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This criticism of urban bias was definitely not applied by any respondents to BBC specialist 

rural affairs or farming programmes. 

Where respondents believed BBC output failed to be impartial, they perceived a default 

urban ‘attitude’ in programmes and news reports. These perceptions related to network 

output, that is news, current affairs output and factual programming that was broadcast 

across the whole of the UK. Any ‘partiality’ was usually felt to be subtle, inadvertent and 

presumed to be caused by a lack of understanding of rural life among urban-based 

journalists. 

3.8.iv The necessity for emotional balance as well as rational “balance”  

The main example given of an inadvertent urban perspective was a perception that the 

media were poor at portraying farmers’ emotions either via interview or editing. 

For example, rural dwellers felt that the BBC badger culling coverage shown was definitely 

setting out to be impartial in terms of time given, weight and choice of interviewees.  

However, some did not feel it had achieved impartiality in terms of the final emotional 

balance in the pieces shown. They felt that the emotions of protestors and the animal rights 

side were clearly expressed and delineated, but the emotion of farmers was not similarly 

brought to life.  

In the news clips shown, badger culling was depicted as a business issue for farmers 

through the language chosen by campaigners and journalists, but attachment to stock was 

believed by rural dwellers to be a very emotional issue too.  

Farmers were not believed to be particularly good at expressing emotion on screen. 

However, there was also felt to be a latent issue in terms of whether “urban” journalists truly 

understood the stresses on farmers and their relationship with stock. It was explained that 

farmers breed their stock lines over decades and become very attached to breed lines. They 

take pride in “their” herd’s appearance and quality. They work physically hard in all 

conditions to bring stock up, and keep them alive in winter. There is therefore a significant 

emotional attachment to animals despite the fact that cows and sheep eventually go to 

market.17 

“It seems like again the farmer was nearly the villain, because he was wanting to cull the 

badgers” 

Rural, Northern Ireland 

“What about the poor cows!” 

Rural, Cornwall 

 

                                                           
17

 Countryfile’s coverage, which we reviewed for insertion, but did not actually use in the research, did explore 

this emotional aspect rather more, showing an farmer in Ireland close to tears and clearly very tense while his 

stock were being tested for TB.  
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3.8.v The voice of the farmer is felt to be often absent  

The rural landowner interviewed, who felt that he was very much speaking on behalf of his 

tenant farmers, was keen to point out that the media (not just the BBC) seemed to 

misunderstand why farmers were reluctant to speak out or be interviewed on almost any 

animal welfare topic, and that this issue was not empathised with enough. 

He said this was because of historic violent attacks by animal rights activists on farmers, and 

particularly criminal attacks on premises, including in his own area. This meant that farmers 

were very cautious indeed about what they said in all media. This could mean depending on 

unions or other spokespeople for farmers, not all of whom were articulate or had 

personalities likely to generate empathy among the public. 

The landowner suggested more help could be offered by all programme makers, including 

the BBC, to help farmers explain their position: 

“If it was some issue like female genital mutilation, they [The BBC and others] would go to 

some effort to help the person speak – disguise voices and things like that”  

Rural Landowner 

Farmers in Northern Ireland also regularly expressed an opinion that food was very hard to 

produce and there should be more media coverage of the efforts gone to by farmers in order 

to increase public respect. 

3.8.vi  Including the rural resident as well as the tourism and leisure angle 

Rural residents understand that their environment is used for urban leisure and tourism and 

that this benefits the economy. However, they sometimes feel residents’ rights and 

perspectives within this are somewhat neglected in media coverage: for example, if the 

journalistic stance emphasises the economic importance of tourism or the rights of leisure 

users. 

This is not only a BBC issue, but criticisms were equally applied to the BBC as to other 

channels on this front. 

Rural communities in Snowdonia and Northern Ireland felt that coverage of potential 

conversion to National Park status needed to acknowledge this dimension in terms of 

balancing coverage of outdoor sports enthusiasts talking about rights with the issue of 

convenience to farms and landowners.  

Finally, there was a perception that the major wildlife organisations’ views on conservation 

and wildlife can be felt to dominate by rural dwellers over coverage of the needs and 

convenience of local people. The news media in general, including the BBC, were felt to be 

almost automatically on the side of conservationists and conservation organisations such as 

the RSPB. The counter-arguments and issues of the population were felt to be un-

investigated. 
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This point of view was put forward in regard to a bird reserve in Cumbria and also by 

residents in Skye, where the Sea Eagle population had recently been re-vitalised: 

“The Sea Eagles are killing sheep left right and centre … there are farmers losing sheep. I 

know a chap who wanted just to get rid of his sheep … he has lost four last week because of 

the Sea Eagles. You don’t see the farmers’ perspective on losses” 

 

Rural, Skye  

 

Non-farming residents in rural areas even felt that there were “politically correct” positions 

about cycling which they would like to see challenged on occasion. For example, two older 

Norfolk respondents felt cyclist behaviour was an issue on rural roads when they were trying 

to get to work, but they felt cycling was seen as “a good thing” by the media and never 

questioned. They cited a piece from BBC Look East about a girl who had been convicted for 

tweeting that she had knocked over a cyclist on the way to work. They felt that the 

opportunity to talk about inappropriate use of roads (for example, cycling several abreast at 

key commuter times, clubs “taking up the whole road” when not actually on a “scheduled” 

cycling event) should be taken up by local news at some point. 

 

Respondents in Wales noted that ATM closures had recently been depicted in local news as 

a tourism inconvenience, not as an inconvenience to residents. 

 

3.8.vii Detail on regional and local news websites 

 

On two occasions18 the editorial decision taken that BBC local news websites should not 

cover stories in detail led to respondents saying that the pieces only had one point of view 

(for example only contained the press release) and were therefore strictly, not impartial.  

 

3.9 Whether the BBC delivers appropriate context and background, including science 

There was an acknowledged lack of knowledge and understanding of rural life and farming 

in the metropolitan sample, and in some cases among rural dwellers who had no agricultural 

background. 

Because of this, context was felt to be particularly important in news and current affairs so 

that respondents could understand stories and issues. 

Badger culling was a particularly apposite example. Respondents found it very difficult and 

confusing to access and make judgments on this issue and there was consistent feedback 

that without answering one very basic question audiences could not even start to engage 

with the debate. 

“Do badgers spread TB?” was the question most respondents wanted to be answered in 

news coverage. 

For most, this was a basic “starter question” that needed answering before the audience 

could take an interest and move on to issues such as “was the cull working?” or even 

                                                           
18

 One prompted, one spontaneous. 
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whether they approved of the cull. This question was shared by both metropolitan and rural 

audience groups. 

Generational differences in education were also important to whether or not context was 

needed. For example, no-one in our 18-24 year old focus group knew what “TB” was. 

Educational pitch within news programmes was perceived to be different. Some news 

programmes within the BBC were felt to be particularly careful to provide context whereas 

others did not appear to give it such emphasis. 

BBC Breakfast was felt to consciously cover basics for their audience. Occasionally other 

news items, particularly later in the evening, were felt to be pitched too high in terms of 

assumed understanding or did not succeed in clarifying issues enough. 

Some respondents believed that UK network coverage of rural affairs “dipped in and out” in 

response to protests or developments and this could mean that issues were not explored or 

developed proactively over time via the news.   

Those respondents who followed up on issues such as Bovine TB and fracking via the BBC 

website said that contextual coverage on this was systematic, regularly updated and had, in 

their opinion, got good scientific context.  

However, very few said they would follow up these or any other rural issues online, they 

were therefore dependent on sufficient context within the report. 

The contextual set-up on programmes such as Jeremy Vine and Newsnight (used as 

prompts in the research) was found to be extensive and to cover the major issues well. 

An example of a BBC story where it was felt more or differently expressed context could 

have been helpful, was a story many people covered in their diaries. This story, on Dartmoor 

ponies, was felt to be emotionally engaging in its subject matter and presentation, it had a 

good range of interviewees and the audience approved of it being covered on the BBC 

evening news.  

However, the background reasons for Dartmoor ponies failing to sell at market, and hence, 

perhaps in future dying out on Dartmoor, were explained only in outline early in the piece 

(perhaps at the point where the audience were least engaged). Respondents also found the 

language challenging: for example “pack animals” was not always understood, and why and 

how “animal welfare rules” and “economic downturn” and “unique ecosystem” were relevant 

were not developed. The respondents, including both rural as well as urban dwellers, 

therefore said they missed the background and felt “none the wiser”. They did on the whole 

want to know why the issue had occurred, sometimes because they “wanted to do 

something”. 

This contributed to the outcome of the story feeling sad or hopeless both from an animal 

welfare and conservation viewpoint: in line with the widespread audience criticism that rural 

stories tended to the negative. Respondents felt they could do nothing and also understood 

incompletely, and hence felt disengaged. 
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Example of the Audience needing more contextual help, Dartmoor Ponies 
16.11.2013 (passages highlighted in transcript) 
 (http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-24971097) 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The explanation of science 

The scientific content in BBC factual programmes, including Countryfile, and on the website 

was felt to be good on the whole. 

Audiences appeared to feel very positively about scientific discussion and clarification but 

favoured a simple presentation. They liked the use of spoken and written (superimposed) 

facts and statistics in news pieces whenever possible, and particularly liked graphics. 

However, there was felt to be more need for scientific spokespeople or impartial scientific 

contribution at specific points in some of the prompted coverage. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-24971097
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In the news coverage both of fracking and badger culling, a high proportion of the 

contributions were felt to come from environmental campaigners, celebrities, or pressure 

groups. 

Respondents wanted environmental scientists to be given more of a voice in the fracking 

coverage. This was because many concerns were expressed about environmental effects, 

and some had independently seen American footage of gas escaping from domestic water 

taps. They felt they had seen many opinions and heard many fears expressed but they had 

not had a conclusive answer on what the actual environmental effects would be on people 

living near a fracking site. This is what they wanted to hear, and they wanted to hear it from 

a source which they considered scientifically credible.  

Respondents did not automatically accept environmental groups such as Greenpeace, 

protestors or interested commercial parties such as fracking companies as scientifically 

reliable sources. That is, a proportion of the audience were sceptical of what “interested” 

organisations said about the likely scientific effects of fracking, whether that organisation 

was seen as pro or anti fracking.  

The Managing Director of a particular fracking company, who appeared twice in the prompt 

material as a spokesperson, was, however, universally seen as plausible and convincing so 

it was seen as important to balance him out in news coverage with somebody who had an 

equal degree of “gravitas” if a news piece was not to appear one sided. 

On badger culling there was a similar issue. Respondents on the whole disliked the use of 

protestors, particularly celebrities to put across arguments, as in their minds these people 

had little credibility and had “opinions” rather than impartial scientific evidence. They asked 

for more “scientists”.  

In one of the BBC news pieces used to prompt on badger culling there was, in fact, a 

scientist, but this was missed by almost all respondents. The piece sub-titled him “Lord 

Krebs, Badger Cull Trials”. John Krebs’ baronetcy was not seen as being relevant in giving 

him licence to speak on the matter of badger culling, and respondents did not know how to 

interpret what ‘the trials’ referred to in relation to Lord Krebs were and hence what his exact 

credentials were. Detail on screen making explicit his scientific credentials (for example, “ex-

government scientific advisor”, or “lead scientist, Badger Cull Trials”) would have helped 

respondents contextualise his point of view. The voiceover did reference his experience but 

respondents were used to looking at on screen text for the credentials of interviewees. 

Another contributing factor was that the scientific section which concluded this news report, 

though it ended very “factually” with sub titles identifying interviewees, facts and figures, was 

initially set up in a tonal style that was heavy on “opinion” and did not indicate to viewers that 

the news piece was moving into “another mode”. The initial delivery was not what 

respondents classically expected from “scientific” input. The piece was introduced with the 

presenter quoting that Lord Krebs had described the cull as a “crazy scheme”, i.e. the 

context continued to be adversarial.  

Respondents seemed to expect a dispassionate style to signal “scientific” input.  

The result of all this was that the audience did not attach special weight to the evidence this 

interviewee put forward.  
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They did recall the “facts and figures” and absolute statements about differences in UK 

practice which then concluded the TV piece with considerable accuracy. These were 

delivered in an unemotional manner and sometimes accompanied by graphics. 

The audience’s chief desire was for credible spokespeople with knowledge they could 

respect, so it was not always necessary in their opinion to use scientists. John Barron of the 

Irish Cattle and Sheep Farmers’ Association, another interviewee on culling, was felt to be a 

trustworthy and helpful witness on the basis of his experience of a “successful” cull, and 

particularly the objectivity of his presentation manner: “It wasn’t so emotive, was it?” 

3.10 Whether the rural perspective is considered in national policy stories and 
features, and the devolved nature of policy taken into consideration 

No major policy issues were being examined in the news at the time of the research so the 

view of respondents on this topic was chiefly perceptual. A small amount of coverage of a 

government policy to give patients “named GPs” was commented on in Cornwall. 

 

On the whole the audience did not feel a separate rural perspective was covered routinely in 

policy stories or features produced by broadcasters for the wider UK news audience, 

whether by the BBC or other broadcasters.19 There was, however, no expectation that it 

should be, in a short news piece. Respondents again felt it was justifiable for these to focus 

on how any policy affected the majority of the population. 

 

In the case of the “named GPs” story respondents felt that this was not an issue, as rural 

dwellers felt that both rural and urban people would feel similarly about an issue like this. 

 

The respondents in Northern Ireland and Scotland in particular, seemed well aware of what 

aspects of policy were devolved, so they looked more naturally to BBC Scotland, BBC 

Northern Ireland and BBC radio Ulster for coverage of this. Satisfaction with these BBC 

services’ coverage of the rural perspective among rural dwellers was generally high, though 

the coverage was not necessarily always to be found on TV but was found to be spread 

across Radio and the internet too.  

 

3.11 Audience perceptions of the geographic origins, age and gender balance of 

presenters, guests and interviewees 

There were few or no spontaneous criticisms in the research of the choice of presenters or 

interviewees for rural issues. 

There was “tongue in cheek criticism” of the way BBC (and other) reporters dressed if they 

ventured into the colder Northern regions to report for special national pieces. Investment in 

outdoor clothing was noted, along with occasional comments, from Scotland, that local 

reporters were not used on national TV reports but English presenters were imported. 

“The cold snaps there will always be some punter from London who is parachuted up, it is 

always the coldest place in Britain and they always stand there with a jacket that [you think] 

                                                           
19

 Some similar observations were heard of major news and current affairs stories originating from Glasgow. 
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cost them about £1000 looking absolutely miserable and thinking ‘I am in the coldest place in 

the world.. get me the hell out of here’ … Why don’t they just use a local person?” 

Metropolitan, Glasgow 

“She’s got a Puffa jacket as if she’s going to the North Pole ... I mean it’s (only) Cumbria!” 

Metropolitan, London 

On the whole, however, the balance of reporters on the BBC was seen to be representative 

of the national and local picture. For example, the majority of Scottish respondents observed 

(Glasgow) that there were a large number of permanent Scottish reporters, correspondents 

and presenters on the regular network news and current affairs broadcasts. 

There were no spontaneous comments on sex, age or gender of presenters or interviewees. 

There were the usual complaints that the weather20 (not specifically the BBC presentation of 

it) was London-centric in presentation and content, and in one case in choice of presenter. 

There were also a few other comments about the self-consciously careful pronunciation of 

local place names in a Radio 2 piece, but these comments were also tongue in cheek and 

the reporter was felt to be putting in considerable effort to get it right. 

3.12. Audience views on the BBC example content included in the study 

All the respondents were shown clips of BBC content to illustrate three main topic themes. 

Comments were made privately then talked through in a group.  

The clips shown fell into three topic areas: Rural services, Bovine TB and fracking 

3.12.i  Rural services 

 TV: BBC Breakfast. Rural petrol price report 26.02.2013 

 TV: BBC News Report Heavy snow affects Arran and elsewhere 24.03.2013 

 TV: South East News Rural poverty in the South East 20.06.2013 

 Radio: Farming Today Rural disadvantage, school sparsity grant, 26.06.2013 

 TV: News at One Rural High Speed Broadband 26.09.2013 

 Web page: Highlands and Islands Broadband 12.10.2012  

 Web page: BBC Wales, 18.7.13 Welsh Farmers’ Hardship grants 18.7.13 

 

                                                           
20

 There was one more serious observation attached to this, which was that if the weather was South East-

Centric and for example weather in Skye or Cornwall was actually good, this could repress tourism. 
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Across the reports, the accuracy and the impartiality were felt to be good overall, with 

enough facts and points of view included. Proposed enhancements were usually to do with 

helping audiences empathise even more and get a closer understanding. 

The rural petrol price report was thought to have a good and simple set up and on the whole 

the rural audience were impressed that it had been included and an effort had been made to 

go out and get interviews. Metropolitan audiences did feel it helped to bring the issue to life. 

A few rural dwellers made the point that in their opinion the story should be a bigger one 

about government tax, and that this was a cross-UK issue.  

The range of interviewees was felt to be good in terms of outlining the problem though some 

felt a petrol company executive should have been interviewed: for example to explain why 

rural petrol was still expensive even when sold by the larger petrol chains rather than 

independents (Norfolk). 

The report on snow in Arran was felt to be particularly accurate and visually effective at 

bringing the unusual extent of the weather to life by most respondents including those in the 

Highlands and Islands: “true to life and it portrayed the hardships”. A visual of engineers 

showing snapped steel poles was praised as vivid. Rural dwellers liked the fact that the 

Arran interviewees were pragmatic about their plight rather than “whingeing”. However, 

interviewees in Cornwall felt that in their view there had been equally bad snowfall in 

Cornwall but that it was more conventional for the BBC to visit Scotland.  

A more widespread complaint was the “feel-good” nature of the concluding part of the piece 

(which showed lambs by the Aga in Yorkshire). Agricultural workers who felt that stock 

losses had generally been neglected by the media during this very bad weather complained 

that the concluding shots gave an inaccurate overall picture: 

“Arran lost half the sheep, it didn’t paint the picture of how it was in Arran” 

“I think it was accurate with what it did, but it could have shown more” 

“Yes, real death.” 

Rural, Skye 
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“I know of a farmer pretty close, his sheep had their bodies, but he ended up cutting their 

throats because the ewes would never eat again, their mind was gone with starvation” 

Rural, Northern Ireland  

Rural poverty 

The food bank issue has been dealt with above.  

The piece was only intended to run in the South East and given this, its intention was 

commended: 

 

“What it brought across to me is if you’re living in a tower block in the city and you see that 

on the TV, that there’s a food bank in a rural area, you are going to say well not everyone in 

the country’s rich! Maybe there are poor people in the country too, that’s how I saw it” 

Rural, Wales 

There were some complaints that the story about a charity arranging a lift for a bricklaying 

apprentice contributed to an impression of lack of self-help among rural dwellers. For 

example some people in Cornwall said they would have got a scooter or a friend to take 

them to work.  

The story raised a lot of issues which respondents suggested following up or drawing out 

more explicitly. For example the interviewee living in rural poverty in Cumbria noted that it 

was very important for the boy in the South East story who was training as a bricklayer to get 

this special training, as it would guarantee him a much higher income throughout his life than 

an unskilled manual labourer like himself could command. He also said that the period 16-19 

was very difficult for young people living in rural areas as at that point young people, in his 

experience, found themselves in a vacuum as far as both advice and funding went.  

The consensus was that the number and choice of interviewees was good but to reinforce 

credibility and accuracy and drive points home to metropolitan viewers further facts or 

figures of the type mentioned above would have enhanced the piece. 

Rural broadband report 

The rural broadband story, which centred on a report critical of BT in terms of the speed of 

roll-out was felt to be covered well in terms of number and choice of interviewees, though 

some did suggest suppliers competitive to BT should have been interviewed so that BT did 

not get off too lightly. 

This was only one of a large number of stories that the BBC had run on rural broadband, 

some of which centred on self-help, and one of which (Highland broadband installed by the 

community) was included in the prompt material. 

The chief criticism of the piece was again tonality. Rural viewers felt that the piece portrayed 

rural dwellers as ungrateful or “moaning”: two suggested that the piece could at least start 

with a customer view that it was fantastic that high speed broadband was coming at all.  

For similar reasons, some metropolitan dwellers (particularly those who had poor broadband 

themselves) found it did not increase their empathy with the rural situation:  
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“He [Post Office owner who could not get online] might not be able to order online but surely 

he can order by phone, or by post, he runs the Post Office!”  

Metropolitan, Glasgow 

However, the London group did say that the piece had brought the previously unimagined 

inconveniences of rural life home to them very clearly. 

Farming Today, Rural Schools Sparsity Grant 

This was a piece of content that most people thought was aimed at farmers and core farming 

communities. The choice of two interviewees, teacher and MP was felt to be good and the 

behaviour of the interviewer in posing difficult questions and pushing the interviewee was 

commended. Regular listeners felt that Farming Today was following rural schools in an 

exemplary way long term, including not just the issues but some engaging interviews with 

children. They also commended the thematic coverage of rural hardship over the course of a 

week (this was part of a series).  

Most of the rest of the respondents were a little tired and sceptical about stories to do with 

school budget cuts. Some listeners, not so familiar with the programme, would have liked 

some more details on or examples of what budget cuts meant in practice (for example 

activities that would have to be dropped) in order to engage their sympathy.  

A minority also felt that the fact that this was a middle or secondary school could have been 

clearer as these schools sometimes got less attention than primaries. 

3.12.ii  Bovine TB 

 TV, News at One London protest prior to cull 01.06.2013 

 TV, News at One, Badger cull starts in Somerset, 27.08.2013 

 Radio, Jeremy Vine, Radio 2 Badger Cull Phone-in, 28.08.2013 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Almost all respondents were exposed to all three pieces of coverage.  

Respondents felt that the radio piece with Jeremy Vine was balanced, giving a good range of 

voices and setting the issues out up front particularly well.  
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“The Jeremy Vine, the radio show, they had conflicting points of view, lots of different people 

speaking”  

Rural, Cornwall 

The two interviewees, Jay Tiernan from “Stop the cull,” and a farming spokesman, Robin 

Page, were deemed to represent both sides of the debate. Jeremy Vine was seen to be 

good at asking the relevant questions and ensuring the debate kept strictly on topic. Some 

respondents felt that the interview format did not suit their personal taste as it was “more 

about confrontation than illumination" but on the whole the programme was felt to have been 

put together in an unbiased way. The reporter who trawled the countryside on the first night 

of the cull was felt by rural dwellers to have put together a truthful picture of the stand-off and 

slight degree of intimidation between local farmers and protestors:  

“I have to be honest, my brother-in-law is a farmer [Devon] and I don’t approve but I can see 

him behaving like that”  

Rural, Bristol 

The TV piece from August was felt to do a similarly good job in terms of the number and 

choice of interviewees which included the local NFU representative and chair, the RSPCA, a 

politician and others. The spread of contribution clearly indicated an attempt at impartiality 

for the respondents.  

However, some rural dwellers felt that the emotional balance or “impression” of the piece 

was not equally impartial. Firstly, they felt that showing “fluffy badgers” in quantity was never 

going to result in an impartial outcome or be “unbiased”.  

The logic of the fact that badgers spread TB was felt to be put across reasonably well by the 

farmer (though not all grasped his argument), and the economic damage done to farmers 

was felt to have been addressed, but the emotional perspective of the farmer, as outlined 

above, was felt to be missing:  

“Where is the farmer’s point of view and the cow?” (written comment) 

Rural, Bristol 

“More of the impact of what it actually does to a family farm, the financial impact, the stress, 

what it is to build up a herd of cattle you know, to let the public see that we do care about our 

animals. It’s not just about money, it’s the loss of those animals you’ve bred for years … 

there was too much emphasis on the protestors, and… it seemed to be that the farmer was 

really on for this cull, ‘let’s get them culled this is the way to do it’ … and the wee cuddly 

badger, you know for a townsperson it’s a lovely animal - but to a farmer that has lost his 

flock… But, you know, I am not extreme, I would go for a vaccine” 

Rural, Northern Ireland 

The scientific facts at the end of the piece were felt to be well presented but left respondents 

with questions, such as why was there no TB in Scotland? Audiences were not sure about 

the credentials of some of the interviewees; they perceived that there were many official 
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spokespeople and “opinions” but not one whose knowledge they particularly bought into. 

They felt that the credentials of Lord Krebs in particular were not established successfully. 

The chief question arising from both the initial pieces was whether badgers actually gave 

cows TB and it was felt that it was hard to progress the story if that was not answered. The 

news piece felt inconclusive to the audience and therefore made it harder for them to 

engage with it. 

The audience wanted to reach some kind of conclusion or view about the story. The most 

successful news piece in the view of almost all respondents was the June piece in which 

John Barron, an Irish Cattle Association spokesman was interviewed. 

The initial interviews with Bill Oddie and Brian May in this piece were dismissed by most 

respondents, particularly rural ones, as unhelpful, not contributing to a sense of accuracy or 

impartiality.  

However, the John Barron interview following them felt both accurate and impartial.  

 The presenter’s questions echoed the ones the audience were interested in, and 

direct answers were given. 

 The longitudinal nature of the “successful” cull in Ireland was made clear, which in 

turn made the small annual reductions in infection which were being spoken about in 

reports about Somerset “make sense” to the audience. 

 Farmers were depicted sympathetically, as wanting the best for the countryside and 

for farming; the talk of a new generation of “young and healthy” badgers was a 

convincing and attractive vision for viewers. 

 The interviewee’s manner was dispassionate, calmly paced and factual. There was 

no emotionally expressed “opinion” and the audience found him convincing. 

 John Barron made listeners feel he was knowledgeable about countryside 

management, TB and farming. 

Respondents felt that this was a positive and hopeful piece to watch. This was appreciated 

as they felt that not all pieces on rural affairs, or on this topic were. The conclusive nature of 

the piece reduced the irritation and frustration respondents felt in trying to understand this 

unfamiliar issue and made some feel they had reached a satisfactory view. 
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3.12. iii  Fracking 

 Website: BBC the daily politics 8.10.2013 

 Website: BBC News, Politics Fracking OK for desolate North East 30.7. 2013 

 TV: Newsnight, Balcombe drilling protest 27.08.2013 

 TV: Countryfile, Fracking 04.08.2013 

 

The Countryfile piece was felt to be a balanced piece with good exposition, context and 

scientific information and an appropriate number of interviews.  

Some of the younger respondents felt that it was reminiscent of “a geography lesson at 

school” and like much of Countryfile, not for them. 

The Newsnight piece was felt to be about “a story that turned out not to be a story”.  

 It was felt that the choice of opinion in this piece (Newsnight) was balanced and a 

good attempt to be impartial. Locals for and against fracking, the protestors and the 

drilling company were all included. However, the time given to, and the editing of the 

more eccentric or extreme protestors was objected to by some in London and Bristol 

as undermining: “no one deserves to be made fun of”. 

 The story was seen as very much about the protest. The protestors, though able to 

put their views at length, were not seen to put convincing scientific arguments about 

the likely effects of the drilling on the water or land stability to match Cuadrilla’s, but 

rather to express opinions and fears.  

 The audience assumed that these rational or scientific arguments had simply not 

been articulated rather than edited out. However, if they were available the 

respondents would have liked to see them.  

 The Newsnight piece was, however, entertaining to watch and engaged attention 

with the issue, particularly among the younger audience members.  
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For both pieces, the audience felt a strong requirement to hear some “scientific” counter 

information which could stand up against Cuadrilla’s contribution, which they usually saw as 

quite serious and impressive. The pieces were slightly impaired, not by having no balancing 

counter opinion, but from having one that was not “weighty” enough. If the chosen speaker 

on one side was more credible then they felt it was more likely that a piece would be seen as 

unbalanced or “pro” fracking. 

Suitable additional interviewees were suggested to be environmental scientists, or 

companies or the environment agency, since they were the ones felt most likely to have to 

deal with any pollution problems and would have little cause to be biased.  

The documentary Gasland21 was by far the most important influence on the perspective of 

the audience on fracking and the claims and imagery in it dominated for those already aware 

of the fracking issue. This context influenced respondents’ desires for a definitive picture of 

“end effects”. The issue of end effects was something that a good proportion of the sample 

would have followed up on BBC online if they had lived in a “fracking area”.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
21

 Gasland is a 2010 American documentary written and directed by Josh Fox. Nominated for an Academy 

Award for Best Documentary in 2011, the film focusses on communities in the United States impacted by 

natural gas drilling and, specifically, a method of horizontal drilling into shale formations known as slickwater 

fracking.  Audience members aware of the film had good recall of shots of gas escaping from domestic water 

taps, drilling technicalities and landscape impacts. 
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4. Appendix 

4.2 Discussion guide and pre and post diary tasks 

Discussion Guide BBC Rural Affairs  

Introductory 

section 

 

 

 

Put news and 

current affairs in 

context as a 

source 

 Warm up exercise; what rural life means to you 
(picture/object) 

 Where do you see rural coverage – where do 
you get it from?  

 What is the most important type of programme 
or channel that has formed your impression of 
rural life and people?  

 Any obvious difference in presentation by 
major broadcasting brands, any better or 
worse? Who associate with rural coverage (don’t 
encourage respondents to over-commit or take 
up a ‘position’ at this stage) 

 What impression of rural areas do you get from 
broadcasting as a whole? adjectives flipchart 

 What long running rural stories are there – 
flipchart – how well are these covered – in an 
unbiased way etc, interestingly?  

15 Mins 

Review and 

discuss diary 

 

 

 

 

 

Topline 

impressions  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Does coverage 

reflect a diversity 

 How did they find the diary task – easy 
/difficult? (Probe whether it was difficult to 
define rural affairs or whether it was just that 
there aren’t any stories!) 

 Discuss initial comprehension of the task – what 
is meaning of ‘impartial’ etc. – how do they 
judge this in news, factual and current affairs? – 
clarify as necessary to ensure feedback in group 
is clear 

 What did they notice overall when they did the 
diary and answered the questions? 

 Take one example of coverage (BBC or other) 
per person – briefly ascertain what news 
platforms they use and get range of  platforms 
across group 

 What did they see or hear – is that something 
they normally watch? 

 Why did they feel it was relevant to the 
question? 

 Was it accurate in their view – how judge that? 
 What did they think of range of opinion in it – 

how did they judge that? Was a point of view 
obviously left out? Was one given too much 
emphasis or airtime? 

 Was it impartial? (explain as “unbiased or open 
minded” if difficulties) – how judge that? 

 If the story is one that develops over the week 
or has been developing over time – what do 
they think of the way it has been handled over 

30 Mins  
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of opinion across 

output and 

across time? 

 

 

When scientific 

theories are 

involved are they 

well sourced 

based on sound 

evidence 

thoroughly tested 

and presented in 

clear, precise 

language? 

time – what channels /platforms have they 
followed it on? 

 Has that been fair, has it covered all points of 
view, any left out long term, has it been 
accurately covered (why do they say all this)? 

 Remember to prompt if relevant story comes up 
here or below (BBC only): 
o If a scientific theory has been covered or 

followed over time what do they think of the 
quality of the evidence, how clear has it 
been? Has broadcaster used suitable 
sources? 

o Does the national news and current affairs 
outlook encompass devolved policy in 
Northern Ireland, Scotland or Wales? 

 Sum up all the feedback and decide what 
forms impressions most – do they feel the 
impression of rural life and people they are 
getting is satisfactory? 

 Which channels appear to cover rural life most, 
and most impartially? 

Response to clips 

Response to 

edited clips and 

online  

 

 

 

 

Does coverage 

appear to 

stimulate 

debate and 

encourage people 

to get involved? 

 

Geographic 

origins of 

presenters 

 View clips and write down private responses 
 What was the brand? (reveal BBC) 
 Discuss private responses 
 Is this the kind of issue they’d normally 

have any interest in - why and why not? 

 Would they normally follow this type of story on 
these programmes or on the BBC or on other 
media why? 

 Judgment of the coverage 
 Was it accurate – why, what indications do you 

get of that? 

 Was it impartial – why what indications do you 
get of that?  

 Did it give weight to all the arguments and 
points of view or did it give undue weight to 
any; why do they say that (pick up on the way 
the points of view are handled, choice of 
presenters)? 

 Have they followed it on the BBC – on what 
channels, what do they think of the way the 
story has developed? 

 What impression does coverage we’ve 
shown give of country dwellers /people in 
rural areas – probe any issues of pity/ 
victimhood/self-reliance/empathy 

 (Answer by observation as well as directly) 
 Does any coverage make you want to discuss or 

debate the issue more? 

 Does any of coverage encourage you to get 

35-40 minutes 

per section 

 

Break rural 

affairs into two. 

Badgers – do 

Vine cutdown 

and tv on tablet 

– break to 

discuss then 

look at Brian 

May 

Fracking 

Show 

Countryfile – 

write/ discuss – 

then Newsnight 

– discuss. 
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involved in a rural issue in any way?  
Summing up and conclusions 

  What they expect of the BBC versus other 
broadcasters in covering topics like this. 

 Did this coverage deliver on that expectation, 
why/why not?  

 Is or was the background and context 
adequate in the main media they would 
watch? How could that be improved? (answer 
by observation or as go along if easier) 

 How use the various platforms when following a 
story on the BBC, what platform, online, radio 
etc contributes what, what gives the dominant 
information? 

 What’s basic role for them personally of BBC TV, 
Radio and online for the BBC?  

 Are there any differences in their needs or 
expectations of how the BBC should cover 
rural stories by the type of story – what 
are their personal ‘rules’ for this? 

 Wrap up. Based on everything seen, what is the 
audience’s view of how well impartiality and 
accuracy are handled by the BBC across 
platforms and formats – why they feel this way? 

 Explain post task and encourage to complete. 
Need not be 4 consecutive days – the objective 
is to see whether the BBC’s coverage of rural 
stories is accurate and unbiased as it develops 
OVER TIME and OVER PLATFORMS – best to 
follow an existing story but if new ones come up 
don’t exclude 

15 mins 

 

Pre placement diary  

What do you think of the way life in rural (country) areas is shown on TV, Radio etc? 

Is it accurate (that is, truthful?) is it impartial (that is, fair and balanced?) 

We want to know what you think of the way life in rural areas is covered.  

Including when you watch TV, listen to radio and use the internet.  

We want you to record what you think about what you see on the main channels for news and ‘current affairs’ 

and also ‘factual’ programmes like documentary and science programmes. 

Is there a ‘rural’ or ‘country’ view that gets left out of national news for example? Or when you watch 

programmes about the countryside or listen to local radio do you think they’re true to life?  

For seven days, including a weekend, please watch TV, use the internet and radio exactly as you would normally 

do. There’s no need to watch anything special, and when you’re watching something relevant jot down your 

thoughts in this diary. 
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Please bring this diary to the group discussion  

 
Day One   Day of the week (type or write  
in)              Date (type or write in)  
 

Time, 
channel 
programme 
title 
 
(e.g. 8am, 
BBC Radio 
4 Today 
programme, 
10am Sky 
News online 
etc) 

How long 
watched 
for/listened 
to/used 
the 
website for   
(eg 5 
mins) 

Why you think this 
programme or website is 
relevant to the questions 
we’ve asked? 
e.g.; it is a national 
programme you thought 
should include the rural point 
of view on something (and 
did or didn’t), it’s a 
programme or site especially 
about life in the country, it’s 
a local programme or site? 

Was it 
accurate in 
how it showed 
or talked 
about rural 
issues in your 
view? 
 
Why do you 
feel that? 

Did it help put a wide 
range of opinions 
about rural issues into 
the media? 
 
 
Why do you feel that? 

Was it 
‘impartial’ in 
what it said 
about rural 
issues?  
 
 
 
 
How did you 
judge that? 

 
 
 

     

 

Post placement diary 

Thank you for coming to the group discussion on how well the BBC deals with showing rural life. We would like 

you to complete a very short follow up diary. This time the diary only covers four days. These don’t have to be 

consecutive days (ie they don’t need to be four days ‘in a row’). 

We are most interested in ‘rural relevant’ stories in factual, news or current affairs programmes you had 

already been following in your diary or which were covered during the group discussion. (Include new ones if 

you can’t find any that were running before).  

We are interested in how the BBC only covers them in the days following the group. Please also think about 

how stories are handled across all platforms – TV, Radio and online (internet) as time goes on. 

 Do you feel, as the stories develop, that BBC coverage is ‘impartial’ (unbiased)?  

 Are enough points of view or opinions included as the stories develop over time, is the mix of 

opinion ideal or are any valid points of view missing?  

 Is the story covered accurately by the BBC over time?  

 How well do the different ‘Platforms’– TV, online and radio work together to develop the story?  

 If you choose to look into the story in more depth, how well does the BBC help you do this? 

PLEASE POST THE FULL FOUR DAY DIARY BACK IN THE SAE PROVIDED BY x 

First write down on this page any more thoughts you have after the group discussion: 

 Have you reconsidered any of your views about how well ‘rural issues’ are covered? – if so how? 

 Do you now agree or disagree with anything that was said in the group by you or anyone else? – if yes 

please tell us more about that below 
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Now go to day one/  

 

4.2 Personnel and Timings 

 The research was moderated by Drusilla Gabbott and Stephen Pickthall of Oxygen 

Brand Consulting 

 Recruitment was mainly by Gale Blears and Vicky Heritage at Viewpoint Field, with 

additional groups by Bristol Focus and Taylor McKenzie Glasgow. 

 The research was conducted in October, November and December 2013 

 

Day One  
Date:  
Day of week:  

News, 
Factual 
or 
Current 
Affairs 
Story 
being 
covered 
by the 

BBC 

Why is 
the story 
relevant 
to the 
Rural 
Issues  
project 
e.g. 
national 

story that 
needs a 
rural 
angle, a 
rural 
issue, a 
local news 
issue 

Time, 
channel 
programme 
titles 
watched or 
used 
(e.g. 8am, 
BBC Radio 4 
Today 

programme) 

Is the way 
the story is 
being 
covered by 
the BBC as 
it develops 
day by day 
impartial 
(unbiased) 

or 
accurate?  
 
Why do you 
say this? 

Is a wide 
enough 
range of 
opinions 
being 
covered 
as the 
story 
develops? 

Are any 
important 
rural 
opinions 
or angles 
being left 
out? 
Why do 
you say  
that? 

In your 
opinion 
what do the 
different 
‘platforms’ 
– TV, 
Radio, 
online 
bring to 

how the 
BBC 
coverage 
develops? 
how is that 
e.g. online 
brings 
detail, 
allows 
people to 
comment 
etc) 

If you want 
to find out 
more about 
this issue 
via the 
BBC how 
easy is it?  
 
Is the BBC 

helping you 
do that?  
– how?  

Is any TV 
channel or 
radio station 
other than 
the BBC 
covering this 
issue in a way 
that seems 
more accurate 

or impartial to 
you from a 
rural 
perspective – 
why and how? 


