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Background 

Ensuring the impartiality and accuracy of the BBC’s content is a key priority for the Trust; it is 
essential to its independence that the BBC 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 is committed to making sure that the BBC fulfils this obligation. 

Alongside approving the BBC’s editorial framework, the Trust has to ensure that 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. 

This will be the Trust’s sixth impartiality review.  Recent reviews looked at breadth of opinion (due 
summer 2013), coverage of the events known as the Arab Spring (2012) and science coverage 
(2011).   

Scope of the review 

The review will cover news, current affairs and factual programming on radio, television and online 
on the UK public services, including selections of network, national, regional and local content. 
Where appropriate, it will include indigenous minority languages. It will assess 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 
will seek to answer the following questions: 

•   How accurate is BBC output at 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 institutional perspectives?  

 Does coverage reflect a breadth and diversity of opinion across output and across time? 
Does it reflect any variations of opinion between metropolitan and rural communities? 

•  When scientific theories are involved, are they are well sourced, based on sound evidence, 
thoroughly tested and presented in clear, precise language?  

•   Does output have due regard for the devolved nature of policy in the UK?  

In summary, it will ask whether the BBC’s coverage of rural areas taken as a whole, presents a 
partial 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 with their local communities. 

Scope limitations  

Impartiality reviews are not performance reviews and will not evaluate quality or consider market 
impact. This review will not seek to make judgements on any areas of debate which impact on 
rural areas; it will consider the BBC's approach to coverage of these areas.  

While impartiality is an important part of any assessment of programme quality, it is not the only 
factor. As this review focuses on impartiality, it will not seek to draw broader conclusions about 
the quality of BBC output. Nor will this review draw conclusions from the quantity of coverage 
except where it is considered to have been a contributory factor affecting impartiality.  
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The review is of output and would not cover transmission difficulties in rural areas. 

Approach  

The BBC editorial guidelines (which can be found at www.bbc.co.uk/guidelines/editorialguidelines) 
set out how impartiality is to be attained in BBC content.  

The Trust report will draw on an assessment from an independent author, Heather Hancock, a 
managing partner at Deloitte UK and a former chairman of the BBC’s Rural Affairs Committee.  
Audience research and content analysis will be commissioned by the Trust to support the review.  
The Trust will expect the author to make substantial use of that research and to engage with each 
of the UK’s four Nations and to understand the different public policy approaches to rural matters 
in each of these Nations. Heather Hancock will be supported during the review by a project 
manager from the Trust Unit.  

The main work streams of the review will include:  

 Engagement with key stakeholders  

 Submission from the BBC Executive  

 Audience research  

 Content Analysis 
 
Timetable  

Timing  Action 

Spring 2013 Review announced  

Late Spring 2013   Author appointed and Terms of reference agreed and announced. 

Early Summer 2013 Author begins to gathers evidence, Engagement work begins, 
Audience Council engagement, audience research, and content 
analysis, commissioned.  

Winter/Spring 2014  Analysis by author  

Spring 2014 Executive response presented to the Trust  

Summer 2014  Report published  

 


