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The BBC Trust’s Service Review of BBC Speech Radio  

Submission from the Audience Council England 

 

1. Introduction 

 

1.1. The Audience Council England is an advisory body of the BBC Trust.  Our role is to 

provide the Trust with insights on the views, needs and interests of audiences in England.   

In order to do this we are supported by a network of panels, one in each of the BBC’s 

twelve broadcasting regions in England.   

 

1.2. This submission is based on discussions at each of our regional panels, and subsequent 

consideration by the Audience Council England. 

 

 

2. Summary 

 

2.1. The BBC’s speech radio services – Radio 4, Radio 4 Extra, Radio 5 live and 5 live Sports 

Extra, continue to play a valued and important role for the audience in daily, contemporary 

life across the UK. In general, we consider that the speech radio portfolio is performing well 

and meets the individual service licences in many respects.   

 

2.2. In our discussions we have found that BBC speech radio is appreciated by audiences for 

the calibre and range of programmes; for the varied content, both original, archive and long 

established; and for the essential service the individual stations deliver in the broader 

cultural life of the UK. We found that the BBC’s speech radio stations remain distinctive and 

different from commercial radio. Our panel members valued the absence of adverts and 

praised the general high quality and standard of programming across the four speech radio 

stations.    

 

2.3. We understand that around 90 per cent of the population listen to the radio each week, 

of which 66 per cent listen to BBC Radio and 64 per cent to commercial radio.  We found 

that, as would be expected, there are many reasons why people continue to enjoy listening 

to radio, including information and entertainment, companionship and a sense of community. 

We recognise that the way many of us listen to radio is evolving rapidly - with smartphones, 

tablets and laptops joining the more traditional radio set at home, at work or in the car. 

This brings new possibilities where we consider the BBC might initiate and develop more 

occasions to trail and signpost programmes on the speech radio services. This would enable 
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listeners to be more informed and discover content they might otherwise miss, while also 

developing routes for listeners to access more personalised content that is easy to navigate.  

 

2.4. While we understand that time-spent listening remains a challenge for the BBC, the 

most recent (Quarter 3 2014) Radio Joint Audience Research (RAJAR) results detailing the 

radio audience figures show that time-spent is starting to show more stability. Similarly the 

overall reach of radio remains high, with 89 per cent of adults listening each week - and the 

average BBC radio listener tuning in for 15.7 hours per week, up from 15.6 hours in 2013. 

We recognise that as a whole all UK radio continues to deliver in excess of one billion live 

hours consumed by audiences every week. The percentage of the population listening 

digitally each week is currently stable, at 51.2 per cent (27.5 m). Within this DAB accounts 

for a quarter of a billion hours and a 24.5% share of all listening.   

 

2.5. The BBC’s speech radio stations remain very important for audiences in this wider 

context. In preparing our submission to the Trust we have considered how the four stations 

appeal to and serve different audiences.  In our discussions we heard that the services are 

highly valued by listeners, particularly for those who listen regularly and enjoy the familiarity 

of the radio offer. However, what more might the BBC do to foster interest and connect 

with younger adult audiences both in terms of content and ways of listening, given the key 

importance and relevance of the next generation of radio listeners.   

 

 

3. Key Themes  

The Speech Radio Portfolio 

 

3.1 Serving All Audiences 

 

3.1.1. We found through the discussions with our panels that each of the four stations had a 

clear remit, offering a range of high-quality and distinctive output for their target audience, 

with something for everyone. Our panel members felt that the introduction to speech radio 

- and to BBC Radio 4 in particular- often came from within the family, being a common part 

of daily life from generation to generation. In particular, across the Radio 4 schedule, we 

found that there was both a familiarity and consistency for listeners which many members 

valued; with specific programmes having a longevity of appeal over time, while evolving and 

remaining relevant through the decades for example  Desert Island Discs, Just A Minute. 

  

3.1.2. That said the BBC has a remit to reach diverse audiences. Some of our panel 

members felt that there was an opportunity for the BBC to challenge perceptions about its 

speech radio services to enable listeners from diverse backgrounds to discover the variety 

of informative and entertaining programmes. We heard consistently that younger adults 

(20s/30s onwards) should be more routinely heard across the four speech radio services, 

not only as presenters or pundits but as younger adults participating in, leading on or 

developing ideas or contributions in their field.  We would like to understand how the BBC 

might do more to develop fresh approaches to serve diverse audiences and younger adults, 

perhaps maximising or enhancing the digital and online offer for speech radio in this regard.  

 

3.1.3. In this context the Trust may wish to consider how the speech radio portfolio, and 

particularly Radio 4 and Radio 5 live, is evolving post Delivering Quality First (DQF) to 
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connect with and develop regular, habitual listening opportunities for the “replenisher” 

audience of younger adults who enjoy intelligent, wide-ranging programmes and discussion.    

  

3.1.4.  Given the BBC’s public purposes we consider that the BBC might offer more 

targeted cross-promotion and curation of different radio content across the speech radio 

portfolio, and the BBC’s television and online services, to publicise content and actively 

inform the wider audience for example  “if you liked this you might like that”.  

 

3.1.5. Following the Olympics and Commonwealth Games in 2012, some members felt 

there had been an improvement and expansion in the coverage of a wider variety of sports 

on Radio 5 live and 5 live Sports Extra, while other panel members felt that football, cricket 

and golf (the Ryder Cup was taking place during the review period) still dominated the 

sports output. We would like to see greater value and improved choice for audiences from 

both Radio 5 live and 5 live Sports Extra with more varied sports coverage, including 

minority sports, reflecting the range of sport participated in and enjoyed by listeners. 

 

3.2. Quality and Distinctiveness 

 

3.2.1. The BBC Trust has issued a service licence for each of the BBC’s speech radio 

stations. Each licence describes the most important characteristics of the stations, including 

how it contributes to the BBC’s public purposes. We have considered how we believe the 

BBC’s speech radio stations perform against the stated characteristics.   

 

3.2.2. We found that the speech radio portfolio was considered distinctive, with a different 

tone, range, content and audience appeal compared with the commercial stations, for 

example TalkSport or LBC.  

 

3.2.3. As part of our considerations we have discussed the quality and distinctiveness of each 

station with our regional panel members.  

 

4. The Speech Radio Stations 

4.1 Radio 4  

 

4.1.1. BBC Radio 4 has a remit to be a mixed speech service, offering in-depth news and 

current affairs and a wide range of other speech output including drama, readings, comedy, 

factual and magazine programmes. The service should appeal to listeners seeking intelligent 

programmes in many genres which inform, educate and entertain. The station is listened to 

by around 11 million people each week, who tune in on average for 11 hours per week.  

 

4.1.2. In our discussions we found that Radio 4 meets its service remit and continues to be a 

unique speech radio service which is highly appreciated by the majority of our members, 

with many loyal listeners. The variety, range and depth of topics, both general and 

specialised, were appreciated with intelligent debate, high standards, innovative content and 

creative excellence recognised and valued.  

 

4.1.3. Many panel members told us that the originality and distinctiveness of Radio 4 

programmes appealed to a wide audience, provided challenging content, keeping  listeners 

informed  with unique and varied speech content, for example In Business , More or Less, 
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Thinking Allowed;  and surprises, for example Goldie – the Alchemist; Gossip from the Garden 

Pond, 21st Century Myths – The Kardashians.  

 

4.1.4. Members felt that there was nothing comparable to Radio 4 globally, with intelligent, 

informed, widely diverse content and topics delivering must listen moments and appealing to 

different audience interests across a variety of genres.  An example of Public Service 

Broadcasting (PSB) in the United States was perhaps the closest equivalent service we noted, 

but the content varied from city to city. 

 

4.1.5. We agree that there is clarity of remit for Radio 4.  However, we found that while 

many panel members felt it offered both a diversity of content and a wide spectrum of 

contributors from across England, there was also a perception from some members that 

Radio 4 needed to broaden its appeal, particularly to a younger adult audience.  While we 

understand the reasons for this we would like to understand how this perception might be 

addressed by the BBC without compromising the valued identity, core attributes and unique 

remit of the station.  

  

4.1.6. In this context the Trust may want to explore where more regular perspectives from 

around England and the wider UK might help to augment the natural connection of 

audiences to the station and reflect evolving tastes and interests. 

 

4.1.7. Our panel members felt there was an excellent range of informative and trusted news 

output, for example Today, The World at One, PM, The World Tonight, plus similarly distinctive 

and relevant current affairs programming, for example File on Four. 

 

4.1.8. The international reach of the station was valued both in the news output and in 

programmes such as From Our Own Correspondent. 

 

4.1.9. We found that there was a good range and high-quality coverage of the arts, science, 

business, politics, drama and documentaries. While there was broad satisfaction with the 

distinctiveness and calibre of the coverage we would encourage the BBC to ensure that 

content relevant to the diverse audience and the regions of England are consistently 

included in the mix.  

 

4.1.10. For regular listeners, the familiarity of scheduling was a bonus.  Listeners knew what 

to expect, when and where, but there were also surprises and discoveries throughout the 

range of programmes which were valued and appreciated as an essential component of the 

station. 

   

4.1.11. However, for some new listeners, or for those who listened less regularly, the 

assumption that most of the audience, as regular listeners, were familiar with content could 

be frustrating. For this lighter touch audience, combined with a perceived lack of promotion, 

programmes were discovered more by accident than design for example  Journey of a Life 

Time; Three Pounds in My Pocket.  

 

4.1.12. We found that most panel members enjoyed the assortment of comedy which they 

felt offered range and choice for most listeners.  While some appreciated the more 

established and traditional programmes such as Just a Minute, others welcomed the mix of 
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comedy on offer describing it as innovative, risk-taking, refreshing and edgy, for example 

Down the Line, Meet David Sedaris.   There was also recognition that radio can be a fertile 

launch pad for nurturing and developing both comedy writers and performing talent and this 

was welcomed and valued.  

 

4.1.13. Some younger members, who were usually non-listeners to the station but listened 

for the purpose of the review, came to it with a perception that Radio 4 wasn’t for them.   

Although younger members had found content they enjoyed, the aural tone and perceived 

image of the station was less appealing.  Members felt there was a need to do more to 

attract the next generation of listeners. The Trust may wish to consider how the station will 

curate, develop and publicise the schedule so that younger adult audiences choose to listen 

to Radio 4 and its wider offer. We welcome the recently announced partnership with TED 

talks in this context.  

 

4.2.     Radio 4 Extra 

 

4.2.1. The remit of Radio 4 Extra is to provide speech-based entertainment. Its schedule 

should include comedy, drama, stories, features and readings. Most output should come 

from the BBC archive, but the station should commission some original content, particularly 

of types of output rarely found on BBC Radio.  Radio 4 Extra should be available every day 

for general reception in the UK on DAB digital radio and digital television platforms and it 

may be simulcast on the internet. Radio 4 Extra averaged 1.6 million weekly listeners in 

2013-14, with the average listener tuning in for just over 6 hours per week.   

 

4.2.2. Our panel members felt that there was some much loved archive material. However 

they told us that new or original material was harder to find – with some considering that 

the remit of original as well as classic archive content was perhaps too much of a challenge 

for the station.  

 

4.2.3. We found that many members had a belief and a perception that Radio 4 Extra was 

largely an archive service, and many members were surprised that there was also original 

content. We would encourage more promotion of the range of original content available to 

audiences on the service.  

 

4.2.4. With this in mind some panel members suggested that Radio 4 Extra would further 

benefit from clearer branding, with the archive content curated to help guide new and 

regular listeners through the range of programmes. In this context too there was a sense 

from some members that “Extra” in the station title gave the impression it might be edgy, 

targeting younger people as with Radio 1Xtra.  

 

4.2.5. We found that regular listeners enjoyed the schedule and appreciated the inclusion of 

sci-fi/comedy/horror featuring at certain times of the day - although we heard from some 

members who felt that the schedule was repetitive.   

  

4.2.6. There was some surprise that this was a stand-alone service, and not an 

iPlayer/website archive station. There was a view that the material would sit well as an 

online archive service for the audience to access as and when they wanted. 
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4.3. Radio 5 live and Radio 5 live Sports Extra 

 

4.3.1. The remit of BBC Radio 5 live is to provide live news and sports coverage. It should 

be BBC Radio's main outlet for breaking news by bringing its audience major news stories as 

they happen. It should provide context to its news and sports coverage through wide-

ranging analysis and discussion. Programming should be designed to inform, entertain and 

involve. The service should appeal to news and sports fans of all ages and from all ethnic 

backgrounds and areas across the UK. Radio 5 live is listened to by around 6 million people 

each week who tune in on average for 6.5 hours per week. 

 

4.3.2. The remit of BBC Radio 5 live Sports Extra is to bring a greater choice of live action 

to sports fans by offering a part-time extension of BBC Radio 5 live. The service should aim 

to provide increased value for licence fee payers from the portfolio of sports rights already 

owned by the BBC by offering alternative coverage to that provided on other UK-wide BBC 

services. All output on 5 live Sports Extra should be live sports coverage. Radio 5 live Sports 

Extra is listened to on average by 1.1 million people each week for around 4 hours.  

  

4.3.3. For those who value and enjoy news, current affairs and sport, the insight, balanced 

coverage and expert, informed analysis on Radio 5 live provided something for everyone. 

However, we found that irrespective of the larger volume of news content on Radio 5 live 

the perception remained for some members that it is primarily a sports station.  

 

4.3.4. Some members had a personal preference to get their news from Radio 5 live rather 

than Radio 4; they enjoyed the tone of Radio 5 live journalism and analysis, and considered it 

to be more accessible, with listeners being welcomed and encouraged to interact.  The 

variance in choice for accessing news within the speech radio portfolio was highly valued 

and well received.   

 

4.3.5. In contrast for some panel members the image of Radio 5 live was blokey, with the 

assumption that it covered only news and sport, and so finding John Pienaar’s Politics, plus film 

and theatre reviews had come as a welcome surprise. We understand that Radio 5 live aims 

to be the distinctive voice of the BBC outside London – and welcome any further steps the 

station can take to publicise the fuller range of its content and showcase its distinctive offer 

to audiences.   

 

4.3.6. We found that some members turn to Radio 5 live for breaking news stories; it 

provides good up-to-date coverage and the flexibility to stay with a story as it evolves.  

There was praise for the increased number of women commentators, pundits and 

presenters and we consider that this should remain an ongoing priority. 

 

4.3.7. The sports commentary on Radio 5 live and 5 live Sports Extra was widely praised. 

Members applauded the skill and professional ability to relay the atmosphere and deliver live 

commentary, and for many the cricket and golf coverage was second to none. Some 

members felt that more consistent promotion and cross-trails between the two stations 

could be developed to further strengthen the offer for audiences.  
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4.3.8. We found that views varied widely on the phone-ins; while some were not keen on 

hearing views from the public, which they felt were often reacting to tabloid headlines, 

others felt there had been a range of interesting, accessible topics covered and expert 

interviewees provided depth, insight and thoughtful analysis. 

 

4.3.9. Members noted that a wider variety of niche or minority sport was covered on 5 live 

Sports Extra e.g. netball, surfing, kitesurfing, petanque. We hope that the station’s 

complementary service to 5 live might be enhanced to accommodate and offer varied sports 

coverage that is not available to audiences elsewhere.  

 

4.3.10. Members told us that cricket and golf fans would not be without 5 live Sports Extra 

– it was an appointment to listen. However, there was a view from some members that 

there could be better signposting of the range of sport covered on both Radio 5 live and 5 

live Sports Extra.  That said there was a view from some that there was too much football 

and not extending the range of sports coverage was considered a missed opportunity for 5 

live. 

 

4.3.11. We welcome the increasing representation and inclusion of women’s sport on Radio 

5 live and 5 live Sports Extra but we heard from some members that this was felt to be 

mainly focused on football and cricket. We would hope that this service review might 

explore the potential for improving the regular and routine coverage of the full range and 

strength of women’s sport; and a representative and comprehensive range of minority 

sports, on both Radio 5 live and 5 live Sports Extra.  

 

4.3.12. We understand that access to services is out of the scope of this review. However 

we found that 5 live Sports Extra being available on DAB digital radio and online remained 

an issue for a significant proportion of listeners, especially as many people listen in the car.  

Even so, members felt that the station was clearly targeted and met its service remit but 

was limited by available technology and a lack of universal accessibility.  

 

 

5. Future Challenges and Changes in Radio Listening 

 

5.1. We know that audience expectations and listening habits are changing and that the BBC 

must innovate and develop strategies to meet the challenges and opportunities that are 

emerging.  In our discussions about the speech radio stations we considered the role they 

play in listener’s lives and found that while overall listening to the BBC’s speech radio 

remains strong, the way we listen is changing. Given that there are many more choices for 

consuming media across a range of devices we found from our discussions with panel 

members that greater cross-promotion on all BBC platforms was considered key to ensure 

that the variety and range of programming on the speech radio services was publicised and 

promoted to the  audience.   

 

5.2. One of the issues which emerged during our discussions was how, in a crowded 

broadcasting market, the BBC will ensure that audiences, and particularly younger adults 

and listeners from different demographic groups, routinely choose to include the speech 

radio offer within their listening and media options in the future? What more can be 

developed by the BBC to help audiences across England discover content within the speech 
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radio portfolio which reflects their diversity, their interests and also introduces new 

experiences?  

 

5.3. In this regard how might apps, social media, more personalisation and curation from the 

BBC help to benefit and guide both existing and future audiences in relation to the speech 

radio portfolio. 

 

5.4. It was observed by some panel members that radio had been the poor relation on 

iPlayer, and was not as well-served as television. However, the 30 day iPlayer was welcomed 

and the extended availability of programmes may help to broaden audience awareness and 

satisfaction in this regard. 

 

5.5. It was felt that the speech radio podcasts were very good, but not everything was 

available, so a fuller service would be welcome: along with a better audience understanding 

of the criteria for selecting the programmes offered as podcasts. There was praise for the 

radio app and members also listened on iPhones, iPads and via TV.   

 

5.6. We recognise that access to services is out of the scope of this review. However, the 

variations in access to reliable DAB reception and differences of broadband speed, including 

not-spots, remain a critical audience issue for listeners within many regions of England. The 

responsibility for delivery lies outside the BBC remit - so there is a dilemma for satisfying 

audience expectation and, as with access to the BBC’s music radio services, this remains a 

frustration for many listeners in England.  

 

 

 
 


