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Introduction 
 
In August 2016, the Trust published its seventh impartiality review, which was on the subject of 
the BBC’s reporting of statistics in its news and current affairs output.  The review found that the 
BBC had great strengths in this area.  However, it also concluded that the BBC sometimes fell 
short and recommended initiatives to address this.  The review is available at: 
http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/our_work/stats_impartiality/report.pdf    
 
The review included a number of recommendations and Trustees asked the Executive for an 
update in December 2016 (later delayed to February 2017) to inform them of the action that had 
been taken, the progress that was being made and the impact it was having on BBC output. 
 

The BBC Trust’s Conclusions on the Executive’s follow up 
report of 2017 
 
In the short time since the publication of the Trust’s Impartiality Review in summer 2016, a series 
of historic events has continued to shape the news agenda.  These include the European 
Referendum in June and ongoing discussions concerning under what conditions the UK will leave 
the European Union, the Olympic Games in Rio de Janeiro in August, the US Presidential Election 
in November, the ongoing Syrian refugee crisis, terror attacks in France and Germany and the 
increasing financial challenges facing the NHS, amongst others.  All of these stories have relied 
heavily on the use of statistics.  The Trust therefore welcomes the progress which has been made 
by the BBC in recent months in implementing the recommendations of the Impartiality Review. 
 
The Trust is pleased that the recommendation to make Reality Check a permanent feature has 
been implemented so speedily, particularly in the light of the ongoing debate over ‘fake news’.  We 
believe it will be important for the BBC to raise public awareness of this service. The Executive has 
reported to the Trust that the branding of issues under the “Reality Check” banner is sometimes 
complex and we appreciate that multiple factors need to be considered in choosing stories to be 
scrutinised and analysed in this way.  Nevertheless, we are pleased to note the Executive’s 
commitment to make Reality Check more visible and believe this will be crucially important to the 
BBC's long-term strategy in the reporting of statistics and in combating the spurious legitimacy of 
'fake news'. 
 
The Trust also welcomes the progress reported in contextualising statistics.  The Executive 
suggests there is now a heightened awareness within BBC News teams of the need to be rigorous 
in testing stories based on statistics and the Trust is pleased to see signs of a “cultural shift” in the 
BBC’s use of due scepticism.  The Trust notes that those journalists and programmes who initially 
impressed us with their handling of statistics continue to set a strong example to others.  It will be 
important for the BBC to give other programmes and other journalists and presenters the 
confidence to follow suit.  For example, Trustees have noted many occasions when politicians have 
made assertions about levels of funding for public services without audiences being helped to 
judge whether funding is really increasing or decreasing when considered in contexts such as 
inflation and population growth.  We are confident that the BBC's creation of the Data Journalism 
Team will inform further improvements in this area.  We are particularly pleased to note that more 
investment is also going into data journalism in Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales.  This was 
an area we specifically focused on in our initial conclusions to the Review.  We stated we would 
like to see statistics used more often to illuminate stories where there are measurable differences 
between different nations and regions of the UK.  We note the difficulties caused for journalists 
when the different UK administrations do not produce comparable data and we commend the 
BBC's efforts to produce information which will enable those comparisons to be made.   
 

http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/our_work/stats_impartiality/report.pdf
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As staffing matters are solely the responsibility of the Executive we decided against recommending 
a new post of Head of Statistics, but we very much welcome the BBC's decision to establish this 
role and we hope the new post holder will have an impact across the organisation.   
 
The Trust notes the Executive’s report of clear progress in interpreting and explaining rival 
statistics and guiding the audience, consistent with a fundamental finding of the Review that the 
BBC should get “better and braver” in this area.  We are particularly pleased to read of the 
noticeable increase in collaboration between programme teams such as Radio 4’s “More or Less” 
and newsrooms.  The Executive’s report also suggests that progress has been made in ensuring 
that presenters are in a position to challenge statistical assertions made by external contributors.  
The BBC says this progress is borne out by the detailed tracking of the three programmes they 
previously committed to analysing (Today, Breakfast and 5live Drive).  Without further content 
analysis or details of this tracking it is difficult to be conclusive and, certainly, examples continue 
to come to our attention in which challenge could and should have been better.  However, the 
Trust acknowledges the scale of the task and the seriousness with which the Executive takes this 
issue.   
 
We are particularly pleased to read of recent advances in the identification, use and development 
of the existing statistical expertise within the BBC and of progress in championing and incentivising 
the excellent use of statistics in programme making.  It is our belief that the BBC’s existing 
personnel are its biggest asset and fully exploiting their potential is fundamental to maintaining the 
BBC’s position as a world leader in impartial and accurate journalism.  To this end we are pleased 
to note the Executive’s progress in developing plans for building statistical capability, particularly 
by the increase in training and the plan  to conduct training sessions face to face (which goes 
further than the commitment made in the Executive’s response to the Impartiality Review). 
 
Finally, we welcome the swift publication of the BBC’s Guidance on the Use of Statistics and note 
the external discussions which have been held on disseminating other non-BBC statistical 
guidance.  
 
The Trust is grateful for the Executive’s follow-up report and we are struck by the willingness of 
senior executives to engage with the issues under discussion and with the key conclusions of the 
Impartiality Review.  We believe that the BBC has a truly crucial role to play in bringing statistics 
to public attention and helping audiences to digest and understand them. Recent world events 
have shown this will be a vital part of informing the democratic process.   We take encouragement 
from the fact that the BBC Executive clearly takes this issue seriously and is committed to 
developing the BBC’s leadership in this field, but we recognise that this will require sustained 
effort, programme by programme and team by team, not simply in high profile areas. 
 
  



   

4 

Background: the 2016 Impartiality Review 
 
The impartiality review on the BBC’s Use of Statistics consisted of content analysis produced by 
Cardiff University, audience research undertaken by Oxygen Brand Consulting, a report by the 
independent review panel chaired by Dame Jil Matheson and a response from the BBC Executive.   
 
The report produced by the independent Panel highlighted the BBC’s strengths but also drew 
attention to areas where the Panel considered improvements could be made.  These included the 
following: 
 

 Contextualising statistics – A number without trends or comparisons, rarely means 
much.  The Panel recommended that much more should be done to ensure that statistics 
are always contextualised. 
 

 Challenging statistics – The Panel recommended that more is done to ensure that 
presenters are in a position to challenge erroneous assertions by contributors appropriately 
and confidently. 
 

 Interpreting and ‘refereeing’ statistics – The Panel suggested the BBC needs to get 
better and braver in interpreting and explaining rival statistics and guiding the audience.  
The Panel recommended that ‘Reality Check’ became a permanent feature. 
 

 Presenting risk – The Panel suggested that while the BBC is often better than other 
media at explaining risk it by no means does so consistently well.  The Panel recommended 
that clearer guidelines and a more consistent approach to reporting risk are needed.   
 

 Being clear about significance – The Panel recommended it is important to be clear 
when things have in fact not changed significantly (in either a statistical or economic 
sense).  
 

 Increasing statistical capacity – The Panel recommended the BBC should consider how 
better to identify, use and develop the expertise it has.   
 

 Consistently applying standards – The Panel recommended that the BBC adopts or 
modifies the advice commonly found in guidelines from, for example, the Royal Statistical 
Society. 
 

 ‘Data journalism’ is part of the future – The Panel suggested that now, and 
increasingly, the BBC needs the capability to understand and interpret figures and a 
statistical capacity to work alongside journalists and developers.  The Panel recommended 
the BBC should develop plans for how to build such capability. 

 
In response, the Executive made the following points: 
 

 They accepted the recommendations that: 
 

o Reality Check should become a permanent feature; 
 

o training be improved – they committed to further online training in this area;  
 

o guidance from external bodies and other centres of expertise in using and handling 
statistical information be promoted (they committed to developing BBC guidance on 
the use of statistics); and 
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o journalists should be enabled to better challenge contributors’ use of statistics.  
They outlined plans for the News Editor, working in conjunction with the Head of 
Statistics, to review every six months the progress of programmes and presenters 
in holding people in public office to account. In the first six months the focus would 
be on the Today programme, Breakfast and on 5live Drive. 

 

 They also outlined existing plans to develop data journalism as a cornerstone of the BBC’s 
reporting and analysis in all areas of News coverage.  This included: 
 

o An already announced partnership with the News Media Association to create a hub 
for data journalism for the benefit of local and regional news organisations across 
the UK, including the BBC’s English Regions. 
 

o Plans to create a centre for data journalism linked to newsrooms in the four Nations 
under a UK Head of Statistics. 

 

o Looking to partner centres of excellence such as Universities and research 
institutes, building on previous collaboration with the Universities of Oxford, 
Loughborough and Westminster. 

 

Background: Trustees’ conclusions in 2016 
 
The Trust Conclusions to the review in 2016 included the following key points: 
 

 The Conclusions welcomed the attention given by the review to the existing strengths the 
BBC has in its reporting of statistics.   
 

 However, they also stated that the Trust shared the frustrations of the independent Panel 
that the BBC sometimes falls short in this area.  They noted the concerns highlighted by 
the Review regarding lack of confidence, interpretation, challenge, devolved reporting and 
existing BBC Guidance and welcomed the Panel’s recommendations in this regard. 
 

 The Conclusions noted that the Executive had plans in place to develop its data journalism 
capacity (one of the key recommendations from the Panel), as well as other detailed 
initiatives to tackle the recommendations of the Review (including appointing a UK Head of 
Statistics). 
 

 In the Conclusions, Trustees asked the Executive to give a report to the ESC in December 
2016 (later postponed to February 2017) to update on progress on taking forward these 
actions. They specified that such a report should include information about: 
 

o the BBC’s progress in its plans to develop its data journalism functions and partner 
centres of excellence; 
 

o the implementation of Reality Check as a permanent fixture in BBC news; 
 

o the development of internal guidance and the promotion of external guidance; 
 

o the rollout of online training in the use of statistics for journalism across the BBC’s 
journalists; and 

 



   

6 

o an update on the progress in the three nominated programmes (the Today 
programme, Breakfast and on 5live Drive) in holding people in public office to 
account. 

 

Summary of the BBC Executive follow up report in February 
2017 
 
The Executive’s paper presents the follow up response by the BBC Executive to the 
recommendations made in the review in terms of planning and execution.  It summarises the 
Executive’s progress and provides reports against the following actions: 
 

 “Reality Check” to become a permanent feature of the BBC’s activities, with a 
prominent online presence  
 
This has been achieved, although the Executive state that more work is needed to ensure 
that it achieves the prominence it had during the referendum campaign on the BBC’s 
broadcast output.   

 

 Ensure that statistics are always contextualised in such a way that audiences 
can understand their significance  
 
The Executive report that the review has heightened awareness within BBC News teams of 
the need to be rigorous in testing stories based on statistics.  They suggest that the new 
Head of Statistics position will be expected to play a leading role in guiding output as to the 
appropriate use of statistics and the degree of context needed, as well as contributing to 
some of the other commitments made.  They outline progress on creating the new Data 
Journalism Team. 

 

 Get better and braver in interpreting and explaining rival statistics and guiding 
the audience  
 
The Executive give examples of how Reality Check has taken this action forward and that 
there has been a noticeable increase in collaboration between programme teams, 
newsrooms and ‘More or Less’.  They report that in English Regions, the data journalism 
unit in Birmingham has prompted greater interest in newsrooms going beyond headline 
claims in press releases and that collaboration between local radio and Network News has 
led to original reports using data from Freedom of Information requests. 

 

 Consider how better to identify, use and develop the expertise the BBC has and 
how to champion and incentivise the excellent use of statistics in programme 
making  
 
The Executive outlines the Director of News’ recent ‘Slow News’ initiative to complement 
daily reporting with news which has greater depth – drawing on data, analysis and external 
expertise – to help explain an increasingly complex and challenging world.  The 
Birmingham data unit has run masterclass sessions on data collection and handling, a first 
#DataUK data journalism conference met in the Mailbox in November 2016 and the data 
journalism partnership between the BBC and the News Media Association will launch in 
June 2017.  More investment is also going into data journalism in Northern Ireland, 
Scotland and Wales.  
 

 



   

7 

 Ensure that presenters are in a position to challenge assertions appropriately 
and confidently  
 
The Executive reports that progress has been achieved on Today, Breakfast and 5live Drive 
in this area. 

 

 Develop plans for how to build capability to understand and interpret figures 
and a statistical capacity to work alongside journalists and developers 
 
The Executive highlights plans for the BBC Academy to run courses (face to face and 
online) to be piloted in March, on data and statistics.   

 

 Reference to reporting statistics and risk will be reviewed in the next edition of 
the Editorial Guidelines. Meanwhile Guidance on the Use of Statistics will be 
added to the existing Guidance on Reporting Risk  
 
This has been published alongside the Executive’s follow-up report. 

 
 Develop guidance, including adopting or modifying the advice commonly found 

in guidelines from, for example, the Royal Statistical Society and others, and 
disseminates their availability widely across the BBC  

 
Discussions with external bodies on this are continuing.  
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BBC Trust Statistics Impartiality Review 
Executive Response Follow Up 

 

 The impartiality review of BBC reporting of statistics, commissioned by the BBC Trust and 
led Dame Jil Matheson, was published in August 2016 and warmly welcomed by BBC News.  
 

 It came at a point when BBC News was already developing its plans to build on existing 
best practice to bring about a significantly enhanced capacity in the reporting of statistics 
and delivery of original journalism based on data of all kinds. This work took place in the 
context of BBC News plans for high quality distinctive journalism during the period of the 
next Royal Charter.  
 

 BBC News accepted the central thrust of the Matheson report that while the BBC is in many 
respects a leader in the accurate and responsible use of statistics in its journalism there 
was significant scope for further development in this increasingly important area. 
 

 BBC News is committed to the highest standards of journalism across all platforms, 
developing knowledge and understanding both of our staff and audiences, investing in data 
journalism and training, as well as promoting cooperation across the BBC and with external 
bodies committed to the accurate and informative use of statistics. 
 

 Below is a summary of the progress to date on the actions agreed with the BBC Trust in 
response to the recommendations of Dame Jil’s report. 

 
 

 “Reality Check” to become permanent feature of the BBC’s activities, with a 
prominent online presence  

 
The first action taken after the review was published was to make Reality Check a permanent 
fixture, rather than one which only appeared during elections. With concern about a ‘post truth’ 
era and the rise of ‘Fake News’, this has proved a good decision.  
 
This month it was announced that the remit of the Reality Check team will be extended to address 
directly items of `Fake News’ which have achieved sufficient traction to run a serious risk of 
misleading audiences on matters of significance, such as the claim that the Pope had come out in 
support of Donald Trump.  
 
More work is needed to ensure that Reality Check achieves the prominence it had during the 
referendum campaign on our broadcast output. This will be a priority in the coming months. We 
will aim to use styles and formats that ensure the facts are more interesting than falsehoods. 
 

 Ensure that statistics are always contextualised in such a way that audiences 
can understand their significance  

 
The report and BBC response have heightened awareness within BBC News teams of the need to 
be rigorous in testing stories based on statistics. This is reflected in the work done within 
Newsgathering specialist clusters to assess potential stories before offering them to output teams. 
This is reinforced by the scrutiny given to the robustness of statistics-based journalism during the 
main daily editorial meeting chaired by the Director of News each morning, as well as the 
equivalent afternoon meeting and daily and weekly planning meetings. 
 
Coverage of a report in January of a study in Canada which linked dementia rates and road traffic 
– “Dementia rates 'higher near busy roads'” – is an example of the approach to providing context 
on air. Dr Jennifer Rogers, Director of Statistical Consultancy Services at Oxford University, 
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appeared on The World at One to contextualise the figures in relation to other risks related to 
neural function. 
 
BBC News will be advertising shortly for the post of Head of Statistics. That person will be 
expected to play a leading role in guiding output as to the appropriate use of statistics and the 
degree of context needed. 
 
In addition, the Head of Statistics will develop external partnerships as the BBC’s representative 
with government departments where appropriate, as well as the Royal Statistical Society and other 
relevant bodies. 
 
The Head of Statistics will also work closely with the new Data Journalism Team on stories where 
complex statistical analysis is needed, including hypothesis testing, regression, Bayesian modelling 
and time series analysis. A new Editor, Data Journalism will be appointed shortly and the Visual 
Journalism department is formally extending its remit to become Visual and Data Journalism. 
 
Already more care is being taken to ensure that graphics are clearly presented and not overloaded 
with information. The development of digital media using portable devices has reinforced the need 
for this. 
 

 Get better and braver in interpreting and explaining rival statistics and guiding 
the audience  

 
Reality Check has looked at subjects ranging from the true size of the British economy to the 
record of selective schools and the level of net migration to the UK. It has not been afraid to reach 
a clear conclusion in sensitive areas of public debate. In January, for example, Reality Check 
concluded that inequality has not been ‘getting worse’ over the last decade as Labour had claimed. 
In the same month it judged that the NHS had not been given more funding than it had 
requested, as the Prime Minister claimed. 
 
Beyond Reality Check, there has been a noticeable increase in collaboration between programme 
teams, newsrooms and ‘More or Less’, which continues to bust myths.  
 
In English Regions, the data journalism unit in Birmingham has prompted greater interest in 
newsrooms going beyond headline claims in press releases. For example, examining a story about 
the increase in flights from regional airports.  
 
Collaboration between local radio and Network News has led to original reports such as one 
showing a 25% rise in the number of illegal migrants arrested by police forces across the UK, 
using data from FOI requests. 
 
An example of Network News’ greater ambition is the current development of a UK-Wide NHS 
Tracker project which will look at 3 measures (cancer treatment, A&E waiting times and routine 
operations) and a measure of GP performance. 
 
 

 Consider how better to identify, use and develop the expertise the BBC has and 
how to champion and incentivise the excellent use of statistics in programme 
making 

  
The Director of News has recently launched a ‘Slow News’ initiative to complement daily reporting 
with news which has greater depth – drawing on data, analysis and external expertise - to help 
explain an increasingly complex and challenging world. 
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The Birmingham data unit has run masterclass sessions on data collection and handling, content 
and ideas workshops for data stories, as well as providing hands-on training on areas such as 
basic scraping tools, understanding spreadsheets and FOI skills. 
 
More than 80 delegates to the first #DataUK data journalism conference met in the Mailbox in 
November.  
 
The data journalism partnership between the BBC and the News Media Association will launch in 
June. 
 
In Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland more investment is going into data journalism. BBC 
Scotland has engaged with statisticians from National Records of Scotland and the Scottish 
Government about the presentation of official statistics, and will be holding staff seminars in 2017. 
  

 Ensure that presenters are in a position to challenge assertions appropriately 
and confidently 

 
Today, Breakfast and Five Live Drive were identified as the priority output for the first six months 
following the report. Progress has been achieved on all three programmes. 
 
Presenters and production teams have been briefed on the recommendations of the report. The 
editors report a shift in culture, with greater discussion and examination of the robustness of 
statistics in editorial meetings.  
 
Today is introducing a template for interview briefs which highlights where interviewees are likely 
to make contentious use of statistics and working closely with Reality Check. 
 
Breakfast works hard to avoid stories based on dubious statistics in press releases, while using 
statistics to illuminate important stories like Brexit, the pressures on the NHS and their series on 
cancer in November. 
 
Five Live Drive has added a 'stats' column in the running order to flag up stories with potentially 
contentious statistics. Good working relations have been established with the Reality Check team.   
 

 Develop plans for how to build capability to understand and interpret figures 
and a statistical capacity to work alongside journalists and developers  

 
The BBC Academy is to run courses, to be piloted in March, on data and statistics. This will be 
developed in conjunction with the new Head of Statistics. Courses will be offered face to face and 
online to permit the widest dissemination of skills to BBC journalists across the UK and globally. 
 

 Reference to reporting statistics and risk will be reviewed in the next edition of 
the Editorial Guidelines. Meanwhile Guidance on the Use of Statistics will be 
added to the existing Guidance on Reporting Risk 

 
The Director of Editorial Policy and Standards has confirmed to the BBC Trust Editorial Standards 
Committee that draft guidance will be submitted to them by March. 
 

 Develop guidance, including adopting or modifying the advice commonly found 
in guidelines from, for example, the Royal Statistical Society and others, and 
disseminates their availability widely across the BBC  

 
BBC News is grateful for the offers of expert advice and practical assistance made by senior 
figures in academia and public bodies in government across the four Nations following publication 
of the report. The Director General recently met with the National Statistician and discussion 
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included ways in which he and the Office for National Statistics could assist BBC journalists in 
achieving the highest standards of journalism based on official statistics. Those discussions and 
others, including with the UK Statistics Authority, are continuing.  
 
 

 


