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Summary: 
 
1. whether the operating licence adequately describes the characteristics and 

other features of the BBC Word Service as it is currently provided 
 
Based on CReSC’s detailed research and analysis of the BBC World Service over the 
last decade, we consider the description in the operating licence of the ‘characteristics 
and other features’ of the World Service as inadequate. 
 
In particular, some key elements that contribute to the distinctiveness of the World 
Service – its cosmopolitan workforce and working practices, cultural sensitivities,   
and long-established trust and empathy with its audiences – are not adequately 
reflected in the operating licence. Similarly, the range of broadcasting activities 
outside of the provision of straight news is not sufficiently taken into account. As it 
stands, the operating licence does not make the case for the World Service as a 
‘distinct’ entity within the BBC. 
 
 
2. whether the content of the operating licence is appropriate to allow the 

Trust to govern the BBC’s World Service 
 
The operating licence does not contain sufficient safeguards to allow the Trust to 
govern the BBC’s World Service. 
 
The relatively recent diminution of the World Service within the BBC management 
structure undermines the ability of the Trust to govern the World Service. The 
retrospective nature of Trust oversight, combined with World Service’s status within 
the Corporation, leave us with a sincere concern that important decisions at an 
executive level, where the World Service has no direct representation, may be taken 
without due regard to its international significance and standing. This represents a 
considerable obstacle to the ability of the Trust to ensure that a distinct World Service 
continues to deliver on its objectives and public purposes.  
 
The ‘performance measurement framework’, as described, is inadequate. In addition, 
there is no indication that the cultural value of the World Service, as opposed to its 
market value, is to be assessed. Without a more sophisticated range of performance 
measures it is unlikely that the cultural achievements and significance of the language 
services and their uniquely skilled staff will be sufficiently protected under the 
operating licence. 
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Response 
 
 
1. whether the operating licence adequately describes the characteristics and 

other features of the BBC Word Service as it is currently provided 
 
 
The BBC World Service is a cultural institution as well as an international 
broadcaster. 
 
Its success has historically rested on its editorial ethos and journalistic 
professionalism as well as its ability to engage audiences and users on cultural, 
linguistic and emotional terms through the aptitudes of its cosmopolitan staff working 
in the 28 language services. 
 
This unique combination of skills is critical to audience trust in the World Service and 
underpins its influence and ‘soft power’. This gives the BBC a global competitive 
advantage in strategic terms that has been eighty years in the making, but which can 
easily be destroyed if ignored. 
 
We are pleased to note the draft operating licence acknowledges that, in addition to 
the provision of ‘accurate, impartial and independent news,’ the World Service is 
commissioned to broadcast and distribute ‘content in other genres’. This recognises 
the wider broadcasting landscape (including arts and cultural genres alongside sport, 
technology and business programming) occupied by the World Service which is 
conspicuous by its absence in the Trust’s accompanying guide entitled ‘BBC World 
Service: a licence fee funded service’. Nevertheless, there remains a concern that the 
description of ‘characteristics and other features’ does not give due prominence to this 
broader dimension and its cultural impact, leaving the impression that the World 
Service is somewhat less than the actual sum of its parts.  
 
The ‘distinctive’ nature of the World Service remains somewhat elusive in the 
operating licence and supporting literature. The amalgamation of World Service with 
domestic news operations at New Broadcasting House has been a major culture 
change for the Corporation and has delivered some considerable advantages for both 
staff and audiences. However, vigilance will be required to ensure that the practical 
‘folding-in’ of the World Service in to BBC News does not dilute and eliminate the 
journalistic, geostrategic and cultural attributes of the World Service as the 
Corporation continues its rationalisation of editorial and operational resources. 
 
As indicated by the four BBC public purposes to which the World Service will 
contribute, the remit and output of the World Service – while centrally focused around 
the provision of news – extends beyond this core activity. It is consequently surprising 
that this is not reflected in the ‘priorities’ and ‘targets’ laid out for the World Service. 
Such an omission, alongside the limited nature of the ‘performance measurement 
framework’, will have potentially negative implications when it comes to the overall 
perception and understanding of the value of World Service for audiences both at 
home and overseas.  
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2. whether the content of the operating licence is appropriate to allow the 
Trust to govern the BBC’s World Service 

 
 
Broadcasting in 27 foreign languages and English with a weekly global audience of 
192 million, staff of around 1,770, and an annual budget of £245m (about 6.5% of the 
overall BBC budget), the BBC World Service is an internationally significant and 
hugely important part of the Corporation’s portfolio.i The scale of its operations and 
its value in broadcasting as well as cultural and diplomatic terms has been 
documented in our research over a decade.ii It has also been recognised by the 
appointment of an international Trustee to the BBC Trust and the role of the Foreign 
Secretary in agreeing objectives, priorities and targets for the World Service. It is a 
highly esteemed source of information whose value is well understood by those 
around the world who engage with its output. 
 
This external recognition of the significance, importance and distinctiveness of the 
BBC World Service is not reflected in its position within the internal management 
structure of the BBC. The World Service and its subsidiaries are represented on the 
World Service Board under the Chairmanship of the Director of Global News, which 
is just one division of the News Group. The wider interests of News Group are 
subsequently represented on the BBC Management Board and then to the Executive 
Board by the Director of News and Current Affairs. The distinctive interests of the 
World Service and its audiences around the world are not best served by this lack of 
direct and executive representation within the BBC management structure.  
 
While there are undoubted and welcome advantages in joining-up and integrating the 
new-gathering and production capacities of domestic and overseas news and current 
affairs (across multi-lingual and multiple platforms), the precious character and 
history of the World Service carries a particular premium beyond these shores that 
must be handled with great care. It is our grave concern that despite the best of 
intentions, editorial, organisational and resourcing priorities may be set that do not 
reflect the distinct interests of the World Service, thereby limiting its ability to serve 
the BBC’s audiences overseas and, as a consequence, the value for money and public 
value accrued on behalf of the Licence Fee payer.  
 
The Trust proposes to oversee the World Service through retrospective ‘periodic 
service reviews’ and annual reporting against the ‘objectives, priorities and targets 
agreed between the BBC Trust and the Foreign Secretary’. Our concern is that lack of 
direct senior executive representation for the World Service would limit the 
effectiveness of the Trust’s oversight by making the specific needs and concerns of 
the World Service (or possible conflicts of interest), opaque and hard to read from its 
position in the BBC hierarchy. This is particularly so in a period of austerity where 
cuts in funding and consequent rationalisations require tough choices in the provision 
of services across the BBC. With this in mind, we are not convinced that the operating 
licence provides the means with which the Trust can fully discharge its duties in 
relation to the governance and protection of the BBC World Service. 
 
An important means by which the Trust can judge the effectiveness of the World 
Service and assess its distinctive character is through ongoing evaluation of its output 
and impact. Unfortunately, the detail provided in the operating licence on the 
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‘performance measurement framework’ is simply too limited to allow us to assess 
whether it is an effective means of measuring the quality, value, reach and impact of 
the World Service. The sparseness of the information raises more questions than it 
answers. 
 
What is the Trust’s conception of ‘international public value’? Under what specific 
criteria will quality, impact, reach and value for money be assessed? Is the ‘BBC 
Brand Tracker’ the only tool of measurement proposed? If there are others, what are 
they? What input will audiences/users/consumers have in evaluating the World 
Service? What use will be made of digital and social media and how will their 
effectiveness in terms of fostering a ‘global conversation’ be assessed? How will the 
specific requirements of the BBC’s public purposes that relate to the World Service 
be evaluated? How, for example, will the World Service’s impact on civil society and 
global citizenship (public purpose no.2) be determined? What of the cultural impact 
of the BBC and how does the Trust propose to assess the World Service’s cultural 
value – one of its most distinctive and enduring assets? 
 
The danger of the current limited framework is that you will come to value what you 
measure rather than measuring that which is valuable about the World Service. 
 
On the question of the ‘Service budget’, we note the sensible requirement of Trust 
approval for changes in the content and distribution budget of more than 10%. We 
wonder whether this threshold will be considered on an annual or cumulative basis (in 
which case over what period of time)? 
 
Finally, the elephant in the room during this transitional period between April 2014 
and December 2016 is the co-prescription of the World Service by the Foreign 
Secretary and the BBC Trust. It appears as a curious anomaly in an operating licence 
in which the independence of the World Service is highlighted as a core value and 
primary objective of the BBC. It also suggests that the Trust’s governance of and 
responsibility for the World Service is, in practical terms, limited in key respects. If 
this arrangement (and it remains a big if) were to survive into the new Charter period 
from January 2017 a clearer and better justification than appears in the operating 
licence and accompanying literature will be required to convince Licence Fee payers 
that the Licence Fee is not subsidising UK government interests and/or activities. 
 
 
 
 
Dr Alban Webb 
Professor Marie Gillespie 
 
                                                 
i BBC World Service Annual Review 2012/13. Available at: 
http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/pdf/bbc_world_service_annual_report_2013.pdf 
ii See, for example: 
 Gillespie, M. & Webb, A. (eds.), Diasporas and Diplomacy: Cosmopolitan contact zones at the 

BBC World Service (1932-2012), (London: Routledge, 2012)  
 http://www.open.ac.uk/researchprojects/diasporas/ 
 


