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Audience Councils 
 

What is a protocol? 

‘Protocols’ are formal documents which set out how the BBC Trust will carry 

out its functions as required by the BBC’s Royal Charter and Framework 

Agreement. Protocols set out the BBC Trust’s processes, and the respective 

roles and responsibilities of the BBC Trust and the BBC Executive Board. 

 

The Charter and Agreement 

The Royal Charter is the constitutional basis for the BBC. It sets out the public 
purposes of the BBC, guarantees its independence, and outlines the duties of 
the BBC Trust and the BBC Executive Board. 
 
The Agreement sits alongside the BBC’s Royal Charter. It provides detail on 
many of the topics outlined in the Charter and also covers the BBC's funding 
and its regulatory duties. 

 

 
 

What this protocol is about 

This protocol explains the purpose and role of the Audience Councils, and how 

they achieve the role set out for them in the BBC’s Charter.  In particular, it 

sets out how the Audience Councils undertake their remit to advise the BBC 

Trust on how well the BBC is delivering its public purposes in different parts of 

the United Kingdom. Separate terms of reference for each Council set out the 

operational arrangements for each Council; these are available on the Trust’s 

website. 
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Audience Councils 

Approach and principles 

1.1 The Audience Councils are advisory bodies to the BBC Trust. There are four 

Councils: 

o Audience Council England 

o Audience Council Scotland 

o Audience Council Wales 

o Audience Council Northern Ireland  

1.2 The purpose of the Audiences Councils is to bring the diverse perspectives of 

licence fee payers to bear on the work of the BBC Trust.1  

1.3 Each Audience Council is chaired by the Trust member for the relevant nation. 

1.4 The members of each Council, other than the chairperson, are audience members 

selected by the BBC Trust to advise it on the perspectives of audiences and the 

performance of the BBC in different parts of the United Kingdom2. 

 

Role and duties of the Audience Councils 

2.1 The Councils advise the Trust on the perspectives of licence fee payers, with a 

specific function to provide advice on how well the BBC is performing in different 

parts of the UK.  

2.2 The Audience Councils remit is defined by the BBC’s Charter3: 

2.3 The role of the Councils is to: 

(a) Provide an annual assessment of BBC performance in their Nation – 

providing their assessment to the BBC Trust, at least once per year, on how 

well the BBC serves audiences in their Nation, from the perspective of 

licence fee payers. This informs the Trust’s assessment of BBC performance 

and each Councils own annual review. 

(b) Identify emerging issues of importance to audiences – advising the Trust 

on issues that concern BBC audiences across the UK and in their Nation, 

with a particular focus on matters the Trust can address. This advice 

informs the development of the Trust’s annual work plan. 

(c) Provide input into the Trust’s decision-making – providing advice to the 

Trust, from the perspective of licence fee payers, on significant matters the 

Trust is considering. This primarily informs the Trust’s regular (five-yearly) 

reviews of each BBC service as well as proposed major changes to the 

BBC’s services. 

 

                                                 
1 BBC Charter Article 39 (1) 

2 As per the BBC’s Charter, this and future references to the United Kingdom include the Crown Dependencies of the 

Channel Islands and Isle of Man. 

3 BBC Charter Article 39 (6) 
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2.4 The Councils undertake this role through: 

(a)  an understanding of the audience in their Nation gained through 

engagement and analysis of research and other data; 

(b) direct connection with a wide range of audiences and communities of 

interest in their Nation; and 

(c) discussion among Council members, and with members of the BBC Trust 

and BBC management. 

2.5 The Councils meet regularly in their Nation to consider and prepare their advice to 

the Trust. Members from all four Councils also meet together at least once per 

year to discuss issues of relevance to licence fee payers across the United 

Kingdom. 

2.6 Direct audience engagement is a key part of the work of the Audience Councils. 

This engagement activity assists each Council to provide informed advice to the 

Trust. 

2.7 The Councils will usually publish the notes or minutes from their deliberations. 

 

Role and duties of the BBC Trust 

3.1 The Trust has the following role and duties with regard to Audience Councils: 

(a) To appoint members of the Audience Councils, with the exception of the 

chair who is always the Trust member for the relevant nation. This function 

may be delegated to an appropriate Trust committee. Procedures for 

appointments are outlined at Annex A to this protocol. 

(b)  To consult the Audience Councils on relevant matters, including: 

o when the Trust is undertaking a Public Value Test; and 

o any review of a service licence that the BBC Trust undertakes. 

(c) To consider the advice provided by Audience Councils, including the 

Council’s annual report to the Trust on the performance of the BBC in the 

respective nation. 

 

Role and duties of the BBC Executive Board 

4.1 The Executive Board has no formal role with respect to Audience Councils. Advice 

from the Audience Councils may be transmitted to the Executive via the BBC Trust. 

4.2 The BBC Executive will provide relevant information upon request to Audience 

Councils in order for each Council to undertake its annual assessment of how well 

the BBC is meeting the needs of licence fee payers in each nation. 

 

Procedures 

Operation of Audience Councils 

5.1 The Trust will establish terms of reference for each Audience Council, setting out 

the methods by which Councils will function. Amendments to the terms of 
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reference for each Council may be proposed to the Trust by the Councils 

themselves. 

Relationship between Audience Councils and the BBC Trust 

5.2 The Audience Councils are advisory bodies to the BBC Trust. The advice provided 

from Audience Councils should be relevant to the duties and responsibilities of the 

Councils themselves and to the functions of the Trust. 

5.3 The Trust will ensure that there are appropriate opportunities for Audience 

Councils to provide directly their advice to the BBC Trust. This will include, but not 

be limited to, regular written reports from each Council to the Trust as well as an 

annual meeting between representatives from each Council and the Trust. 

5.4 The Trust will primarily seek advice from the Audience Councils on audience 

issues, including those related to the BBC’s performance in each nation of the 

United Kingdom.  

5.5 The Trust will provide Audience Councils with information on audiences and the 

performance of the BBC’s services, in order to inform the Councils’ work. 

5.6 The Trust will establish a committee comprising the four National Trustees to 

coordinate the work of the Councils. 

Relationship between Audience Councils and the Executive 

5.7 Audience Councils have a dialogue with the BBC Executive team in the nation 

which they represent, as a means of sharing audience insight with, and receiving 

information from, the BBC Executive at the most appropriate level.  

5.8 In order to undertake their annual assessment of how well the BBC is performing 

in each nation the Audience Councils can request information from the BBC 

Executive, through the Trust Unit, including information about the performance of 

programmes and services in that nation or region. 

5.9 It is for the chairperson of each Council (the Trust member for that nation) to 

determine the nature, frequency and content of its meetings with the BBC 

Executive. 

Budget 

5.10 The annual budget for each Audience Council is set by the BBC Trust.  

 

References 

6.1 BBC Charter 

The following article in the BBC Charter is relevant to this protocol: 

 (a) BBC Charter Article 39 – Audience Councils. 

 

6.2 BBC Framework Agreement 

The following clauses are relevant to this protocol: 

(a) BBC Agreement Clause 20 – UK Public Service Licences: reviews of Service 

Licences  
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(b) BBC Agreement Clauses 23 to 27 – Changes to the BBC’s UK Public 

Services 

 

6.3 Other documents 

 (a) Audience Council England Terms of Reference 

 (b) Audience Council Northern Ireland Terms of Reference 

 (c) Audience Council Scotland Terms of Reference 

 (d) Audience Council Wales Terms of Reference 
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Annex 1 – Appointment of 
Audience Council members 
1.1  The appointment of members of the Audience Councils is undertaken by the BBC 

Trust, or relevant committee nominated by the Trust to do so. 

1.2 Appointments are based on merit and with regard, given the purpose of Audience 

Councils, to the desirability of ensuring that the Audience Council includes people 

with varied skills, experiences, knowledge and backgrounds from different parts of 

the nation.  

1.3 In appointing Audience Councils, the Trust’s overarching consideration is that the 

principal purpose of Audience Councils is to advise the Trust from an audience 

perspective, and to reflect the views of audiences in each nation. Members are 

appointed on merit, having regard to the desirability of ensuring that Audience 

Councils include people with varied skills, experiences, knowledge and 

backgrounds from different parts of the nation. 

1.4 Membership is open to any audience member aged 16 years or over. To maintain 

the focus on audience views (as distinct from political or industry perspectives, for 

example) the Trust will not normally appoint as a member any individual who is— 

(a) a member of the UK Parliament or the Northern Ireland Assembly, the National 

Assembly for Wales or the Scottish Parliament, or the European Parliament;[1] 

(b) an elected member of a local authority (except for a parish, community or 

town council); 

(c) the holder of an office in any political party; 

(d) a senior official or office-holder in central, national or local government or 

another significant public body; 

(e) an employee of the BBC; 

(f) an employee at a senior level of any major supplier of goods or services to the 

BBC; or 

(g) an employee at a senior level of any broadcaster, newspaper or other media 

organisation. 

Procedures 

2.1 All vacancies are advertised publicly and selection will take place following an open 

process.  

2.2 A selection panel will shortlist candidates based on their application and make a 

recommendation to the BBC Trust, or relevant committee.  

2.3 Potential candidates should demonstrate connections with communities, an 

understanding of the needs, interests, concerns and diversity of the audiences in 

their nation and the ability to advise the Trust on the performance of the BBC in 

their nation. 

                                                 
[1] Members of Audience Councils are disqualified by statute for membership of the House of Commons, the European 

Parliament and the Scottish Parliament. 
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2.4 Applicants must agree to abide by the seven principles of public life (the ‘Nolan 

principles’) and declare any potential conflicts of interest during the application 

process.  

Terms of appointment 

3.1 Audience Council membership is provided at the discretion of the BBC Trust.  

3.2 Audience Council members may be appointed for any period of time, up to a 

period of three years, as determined by the Trust. Upon the recommendation of 

the Trust member for the Nation, membership may be extended by the Trust for a 

further period.  

3.3 Individuals will not normally serve any more than a total period of five years as a 

member of an Audience Council.  Individuals may not reapply for membership until 

after three years have elapsed. 

3.4 Audience Council members may resign their membership by giving notice, in 

writing, to the chair of the Audience Council.  

3.5 Membership may be withdrawn by the Trust member for the Nation if a member 

fails to attend more than two meetings of the Audience Council in any one year, or 

otherwise falls below an acceptable level of attendance.  

3.6 Membership of an Audience Council may be withdrawn at any time by the BBC 

Trust. If the Trust decides to withdraw an individual’s membership it will provide 

reasons for doing so. 
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Version Date of 
publication 

Approved by 
the Trust 

Summary of changes since previous version 

1.0 January 2007 9 & 10 January 

2007 

n/a 

1.1 May 2010 18 February 

2010 

This document is the previous protocol ‘E2 Audience 

Councils’ updated to fit in the new protocol format. 

An Audience Council members’ expenses policy is 
now included (approved by the Trust’s Audience 

Council Committee on 18 November 2009). 

2.0 March 2011 16 December 
2010 

This document has been updated to better explain 
the purpose Audience Councils and the role and 

duties of the Trust and Executive Board towards 
them.  It has been designed to fit with the new 

Terms of Reference for each Audience Council 

(which also include the expenses policy applicable 
to each Council). 

3.0 July 2012 21 June 2012 The protocol has been updated to provide greater 

clarity about the role and duties of the Councils and 
how they undertake their role in advising the BBC 

Trust (revised section 2, and consequential 
changes).  

There has been additional information included in 
Annex A regarding the criteria by which members 

can be appointed. The requirement to involve an 

independent assessor in the selection of Audience 
Council members has been removed, making this 

optional. 

 


