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Introduction 
The BBC Trust sets the BBC’s Complaints Framework and the associated complaints 

handling procedures. In July 2011, Lord Patten, Chairman of the BBC Trust, stated that 

the BBC complaints process should be “faster, simpler and easier to understand”.  A new 

system was implemented on 26 June 2012 with changes made as a result of audience 

feedback. 

The Trust decided to conduct a mystery shopping exercise in 2013 to test the new 

procedures one year on. (The Trust had carried out a previous mystery shopping exercise 

in 2011 that showed that the requirements of the complaints framework were not 

consistently being met.)   Trustees wished to see if the experiences of complainants to the 

BBC had improved.  The mystery shopping report and a response from the BBC Executive 

follow later in this document. 

 

Mystery Shopping Research 
The mystery shopping research, conducted by ICM, was concerned with editorial and 

general complaints only and concentrated on testing the initial stage of the complaints 

procedures, looking at: 

• The timeliness of the response; 

• Whether the initial stage 1 response contained a case number and a link to the 

complaints process; 

• Whether the second stage 1 response gave an explanation as to how to escalate 

the complaint; 

• The quality of the response; 

• Customer satisfaction; 

• How effectively the Audience Services team are making reasonable adjustments 

to the process for complainants with disabilities and special requirements. 

 

Trust Conclusions 
Licence fee payers expect the BBC to take their complaints seriously and respond in a 

timely fashion.  The Trust welcomes the marked improvement in the speed with which 

complaints are being handled at stage 1 since 2011 – in particular that the Executive has 

risen to the Chairman’s challenge to make the complaints process faster.   
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Timeliness 

Considerably more complaints were responded to within the stipulated timeframe. 

Complaints have also been responded to more quickly than the BBC target, at around 3-6 

working days for email (webform) complaints rather than 9-11 working days in 2011.  

• 98 per cent of email (webform) complaints received an initial response within 10 

working days (60 per cent in 2011) 

• 83 per cent of letters received a response to their initial complaint within 16 

working days (62 per cent in 2011) 

• Just 1.1 per cent of all complaints (letters, phone calls and webform) to BBC 

Audience Services were not answered.  

The response times for complaints asking for a more detailed response (stage 1b) have 

also improved considerably: 

• 93 per cent of complaints made by webform and 86 per cent of letters received a 

response within the required timescale of 20 working days (82 per cent and 71 

per cent respectively in 2011, although there was no 20 working day requirement 

in place in 2011). 

Quality of complaint responses and customer 
satisfaction 

Trustees are aware that timeliness is important – and that it is a significant factor in 

determining how satisfied complainants are with responses they receive. Trustees were 

pleased to note that in addition, overall, complainants reported a positive experience in 

terms of the content of the replies and the extent to which they were tailored to the 

individual complaint.   

However, Trustees also noted the significant differences in satisfaction ratings recorded by 

complainants, depending on the method used to complain: 

• 87 per cent of those who complained by letter were either “extremely satisfied” 

or “satisfied” with the response they received, followed by 80 per cent of 

telephone complainants and 60 per cent who complained by webform. 

Webform complaints normally make up around 75 per cent of all the complaints received 

in a year by the BBC. Trustees noted from this research that complainants who contacted 

the BBC via webform were less likely to feel “extremely satisfied” or “satisfied” with the 

content of the responses they received or with their experience of the process overall.   

 

They were markedly more likely to feel neither “satisfied” nor “dissatisfied” than 

complainants who contacted the BBC via letter or telephone (23 per cent who complained 

by webform, 14 per cent who complained by telephone, and 8 per cent who complained 

by letter were neither satisfied nor dissatisfied).  

 

Trustees appreciate that it is difficult to obtain high satisfaction ratings when a 

complainant feels strongly about an editorial judgment that the vast majority of the 

audience has found acceptable.  Even so, Trustees were concerned that there has been a 
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downward trend in satisfaction rates in terms of the content of email responses to 

complaints submitted by webform since 2011.  

 

Trustees would like the BBC to consider how it may improve the drafting of responses to 

complaints submitted by webform and are pleased to hear that the Executive has already 

planned to do further work on complaints responses during 2014.   

 

Reasonable adjustments for complainants with 
disabilities 

Qualitative research was carried out with a small number of complainants with disabilities 

who required reasonable adjustments to access the complaints service.   

The responses did not consistently meet the complainants’ expectations.  Trustees noted 

that the sample size in this exercise made it difficult to draw clear conclusions, but they 

welcomed the Executive’s plans to improve the handling of complaints from licence fee 

payers who require reasonable adjustment, and they ask the Executive to report to the 

Trust on the outcome in 2014. 

Complaints handling 

Complaints about BBC website content are automatically forwarded to the relevant 

division (e.g. Sport or News).   Trustees noted that two complaints passed to BBC Online 

were closed without being dealt with. Trustees had noted in their work on appeals 

brought to the Trust that some complaints sent to BBC Online divisions were not being 

replied to.  

This is unsatisfactory and the Executive has confirmed it is reviewing the handling of 

certain complaints about website content to improve consistency of handling. The 

Executive will report back to the Trust on this later in 2014.  

Licence fee payers are encouraged to submit their complaints to a single central point.  

Whilst complainants are not guaranteed a response unless complaints are submitted 

centrally to BBC Audience Services, the Trust asked for a small number of complaints to 

be sent directly to independent production companies and BBC programme departments 

to see how complaints sent outside the main BBC Audience Services channels are 

handled.   

The Trust noted that some complaints were unanswered by independent production 

companies because they had been considered trivial. The Trust understands that 

companies need to prioritise their resources but the BBC should expect companies to 

comply with the BBC’s best practice guidance and seek assistance from their BBC 

commissioning editor on which complaints require a reply.  The Trust has asked the BBC 

Executive to remind independent production companies that this service is there for them 

to use. 

Conclusion 

Licence fee payers expect the BBC to be accountable to the people who fund it.  When 
they contact the BBC with a complaint about output or about decisions made by the 
Corporation, they expect it to respond to their concerns.  
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The Trust is pleased by the progress that has been made in improving the complaints 
process.  It is inevitable that, in any organisation, some complainants will remain 
dissatisfied at the outcome of their complaints, but the Trust expects the BBC to continue 
to find ways to make the process itself easier for complainants to use, and to draft replies 
in ways which enhance licence fee payers’ perceptions of the BBC. 
 

The Complaints Framework 
The BBC Complaints Framework sets out the way the BBC is expected to handle all 

complaints. There are seven complaints procedures for different types of complaints.1 

Stage 1 

All complaints about the BBC must first be dealt with by BBC management (stage 1). 

Sometimes there is more than one exchange of correspondence at stage 1. So for 

example, the Editorial Complaints Procedure has a stage 1a for a first reply from the BBC 

and a stage 1b where programme makers may give a second reply to answer complaints 

in greater detail.   

Stage 2 

Complainants who are still unhappy at the end of stage 1 may be able to complain to 

senior BBC management to have their complaint looked at in more detail at a second 

stage (stage 2). The BBC has set up a special unit called the Editorial Complaints Unit 

(ECU) to investigate editorial complaints at stage 2.  It is not a programme making 

division of the BBC and is independent of programme makers but its remit is limited to 

investigating complaints that material broadcast or published by the BBC has breached 

the standards expressed by the BBC’s Editorial Guidelines.  The Executive may decide not 

to investigate a complaint if it fails to raise an issue of breach of the Editorial Guidelines or 

if it is trivial, misconceived, hypothetical, repetitious or otherwise vexatious. In this case 

complainants can ask the Trust to review that decision. 

Stage 3 

The Trust is the final arbiter in the BBC for complaints. The Trust is the sovereign body of 

the BBC. It takes appropriate complaints on appeal. For editorial and general complaints 

this is known as stage 3.  Complaints about the Trust go straight to the Trust to reply to 

and do not go through BBC management. 

                                                
1 http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/governance/complaints_framework/ 
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The Executive Response to the 
Trust’s Mystery Shopping 
Exercise 
 
1. Introduction 
 
The Executive welcomes the Trust’s research findings and is pleased that there has clearly 
been substantial improvement to stage 1 complaints handling since the revised complaints 
framework was introduced in 2012 to introduce simplified, more centralised handling of 
complaints and greater transparency. 
 
Those changes, made by the BBC Trust following public consultation, were designed to 
ensure a more proportionate use of resources which would enable the BBC to continue to 
investigate potentially serious issues whilst providing better value for money, and simple 
access to the service, for all licence fee payers. A new online corrections and clarifications 
service was also introduced to give greater visibility to the outcome of complaints 
investigations and public clarifications. Trivial, repetitious and otherwise vexatious 
complaints would no longer automatically be investigated or escalated and, to ensure 
more comprehensive tracking and more cost effective handling, complaints not submitted 
centrally were no longer guaranteed to receive a response. 
 
This Mystery Shopping exercise, a follow-up to that conducted in 2011, was therefore 
aimed primarily at testing the new centralised system to see if complaints were effectively 
tracked and answered on time. The 2011 Mystery Shopping exercise represented a 
benchmark against which to test the effectiveness of the new system.  The overall 
conclusion is that the new system is a significant improvement, responding far more 
quickly than before. 
 
The quality of responses and the effectiveness of our provisions for reasonable 
adjustment were also assessed to provide qualitative insight into the performance of the 
system.  
 
 
2. BBC Executive’s response to the findings of this research  
 
Although we are not complacent about the few complaints which were not answered, we 
are pleased to see evidence that the system for handling complaints centrally appears to 
be working effectively. Almost all 465 complaints submitted and received centrally via 
email, phone or letter were answered, most within expected target periods and to a 
reportedly good standard. They were also tracked and assigned case numbers. This 
represents significant improvement on the results from 2011. All phone calls were 
answered, 94% within 5 minutes, and no significant issues were reported with 
accessibility. 
 
All webform complaints received acknowledgements within a short period of being 
submitted and 98% were replied to within 10 working days. This is a significant 
achievement compared to the 2011 result of 60% before the introduction of the new 
framework. Complaints submitted by letter represent only 3-4% of complaints in a year 
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and the time taken for the complainant to receive a reply will be affected by Royal Mail 
delivery periods at both ends of the process. This is also the only medium where there 
can be ambiguity about the difference between a comment and complaint, since the 
recipient must judge how to classify both from the text of the letter. Of those letters sent 
to the central address, 83% of replies were delivered within 16 working days.  Again, this 
is a significant improvement on the 2011 results of 62% before the introduction of the 
new framework. 
 

All but four of written replies to centrally submitted complaints (which were recognised as 
complaints) pointed people to online information about the complaints process. Only five 
written complaints experienced handling errors: 
  

• two webform complaints and one letter were passed internally to other 
departments for reply but not then answered by the departments due to errors; 
 

• a second letter was not answered as a result of a handling error; 
 

• a third letter could not be found and is thought not to have been received. 
 
Complaints not submitted centrally to the BBC are not guaranteed a response and those 
sent to independent companies or BBC production departments were consequently the 
most likely not to receive responses. 
 
There was a reported lack of consistency in how telephone agents handled the small 
number of reasonable adjustment requests, however each request for adjustment was 
different both in the nature of its complaint and the type of adjustment required. This 
research represents a valuable qualitative pointer to those areas where more work needs 
to be done in partnership with the BBC Diversity Unit and other advisory bodies. As with 
all organisations, the BBC faces a challenge in providing a variety of appropriate 
adjustments across a broad spectrum of differing needs. 
 
The Executive remains committed to ensuring that the stage 1 complaints process 
operates to high standards and the actions proposed in response to these findings are 
summarised here. 
 
Inter-department handling 
 
Two webform complaints were submitted about the BBC Sport website. As with the BBC 
News website, such website complaints are currently forwarded directly to the website 
team for reply so that corrections can be made swiftly if necessary. These were logged 
and forwarded to BBC Sport but not answered – having been incorrectly re-classified by 
BBC Sport as ‘comments’. The division is reviewing its procedures with the relevant staff 
in consultation with Audience Services. 
 
One letter about the BBC News website was referred to the BBC News website team but 
due to a clerical error the letter was not attached. This was not followed up by either 
team and the letter remained unanswered.  
 
These failures are being followed up and outcomes will be included in a subsequent 
update to the BBC Trust. 
 



Mystery Shopping / BBC Trust Conclusions        

    

February 2014 7 

 

Independent Production Company and BBC Programme Department 
complaints  
 
The complaints procedures explain that all complaints should be made to BBC Audience 
Services and that the BBC cannot guarantee a reply if complaints are directed elsewhere. 
Although Independent Production Companies (IPCs) and BBC Programme Departments 
(PDs) are under no obligation to respond to complaints received directly, those contacted 
as part of the Mystery Shopping research stressed to Television that they take complaints 
handling very seriously.  
 
14 of the 27 'complaints' sent directly to IPCs and PDs eventually received a response. 
Among the 13 that did not, it is noteworthy that Television found two instances where 
'complaints' were sent to a PD email account which produces an auto-response advising 
the sender that complaints should be submitted via the BBC Complaints website.  
 
In the remaining 11 cases, most IPCs said that they may not have responded because the 
'complaints' were in fact comments or did not raise serious editorial issues.  In two cases 
the IPCs had responded to other 'complaints' submitted as part of the Research. Some 
IPCs suggested that the general email accounts to which 'complaints' were sent are not 
rigorously monitored for complaints and as a result the emails may not have been picked 
up. This appears to be due to the fact that those accounts are more often used by 
members of the public to submit general enquiries rather than complaints. While PDs may 
set up an auto-response on their email accounts to direct senders to the BBC Complaints 
website, this is clearly not a viable option for IPCs which produce programmes for various 
broadcasters. IPCs and PDs pointed out that the vast majority of complaints are received 
via Audience Services. 
 
It appears to be the case generally that when a complaint is received directly by an IPC or 
PD, a senior member of the production team makes a judgment about whether or not the 
complaint requires any action. IPCs and PDs said that when complaints received directly 
raise serious and specific editorial issues, they do aim to respond and regularly consult 
the BBC about appropriate handling. The BBC Commissioning website, which is aimed 
primarily at independent programme-makers, includes a section titled ‘Handling Audience 
Complaints’ which outlines their responsibilities in this area 
(http://www.bbc.co.uk/commissioning/tv/compliance-and-policy/handling-audience-
complaints.shtml). 
 
It is worth noting that Television is unaware of any actual instances since the revised 
Complaints Framework was introduced where Red Flag complaints have gone unanswered 
because they were sent directly to IPCs or PDs rather than BBC Audience Services. 
 
Overall, Television is satisfied that IPCs and PDs take an acceptable and sensible 
approach to complaints handling. Nevertheless independent production companies will be 
reminded about best practices. 
 
Diversity  
 
The BBC Diversity Unit is holding a forum with specialists in disability issues relating 
particularly to the spectrum of learning difficulties, autism and Asperger’s syndrome. This 
will make recommendations for how staff can be expected to identify callers who may 
present with such requirements, and suggest some procedures to enable reasonable 
adjustment to be provided across the range of needs these disabilities may require. These 
may in some cases require more specialist handling adjustments to be developed. The 

https://email.myconnect.bbc.co.uk/owa/redir.aspx?C=_9vqt2GAGE6LdoF20lv7En7P7ZhurtAItwhkaY7mQKXqhrGQcnzGxEaOm4PV39OVLaRT3UuMMw8.&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.bbc.co.uk%2fcommissioning%2ftv%2fcompliance-and-policy%2fhandling-audience-complaints.shtml
https://email.myconnect.bbc.co.uk/owa/redir.aspx?C=_9vqt2GAGE6LdoF20lv7En7P7ZhurtAItwhkaY7mQKXqhrGQcnzGxEaOm4PV39OVLaRT3UuMMw8.&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.bbc.co.uk%2fcommissioning%2ftv%2fcompliance-and-policy%2fhandling-audience-complaints.shtml
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Trustees’ suggestion of altering the automated message menu can be considered as part 
of this work. 
 
Other 
 
Landline calls from Wales are routed to Bangor for Welsh language provision during office 
hours. This cannot be done for mobile numbers which are not geographically fixed in 
Wales. We regret that one (relatively new) agent in Belfast took some time to find the 
direct Bangor number for a Welsh language caller but this is provided to agents and 
widely known by them although we will issue an additional reminder. 

 
 

 

 


