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1. Introduction  

1.1 Scope and purpose of consultation  

The BBC Trust is embarking on service reviews of all the BBC Services as part of its function 
to assess the performance of the Executive in delivering the BBC’s services and in 
monitoring compliance with service licences for the UK public services. 

This is the first service review run by the Trust. It has addressed how bbc.co.uk complies 
with its service licence and also considers the developing role and purpose of bbc.co.uk as a 
service.  

The BBC Trust decided to conduct the service review of bbc.co.uk in 2007, by way of 
honouring the commitment made by the Board of Governors in response to the Graf 
Review in 2004. In the course of the review the Trust has looked at bbc.co.uk’s role online, 
its contribution to the fulfilment of BBC’s public purposes, the distinctiveness of the service 
and the way it should respond to the changing web environment.  

The service review has considered the following areas. 

 How bbc.co.uk performs against its published remit, aims and objectives (as described 
in its service licence) 

 Are there ways in which bbc.co.uk’s remit or its stated aims and objectives should 
change, in response to changing audience needs and trends in the online market and 
technologies? 

 In what ways does bbc.co.uk contribute to the promotion of the BBC’s public 
purposes and priorities? 

 Is bbc.co.uk, both as a whole, and its component parts distinctive and innovative?   

 Are bbc.co.uk’s current linking and web search policies successful in encouraging users 
to explore both BBC content and the web beyond the BBC? 

 How should bbc.co.uk’s service licence offer accountability and certainty as to the 
scope of the BBC’s increasingly diverse online activities? 

The Trust has gathered quantitative and qualitative evidence, sought the views of all 
stakeholders, consulted with Audience Councils, and sought to actively engage with the 
licence fee payers throughout the process. The Trust has also drawn on existing data on 
bbc.co.uk held internally, acquired additional materials and commissioned bespoke audience 
or market research when necessary. The BBC Executive was invited to make a submission 
to the review. 
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1.2 Response to this public consultation  

The Trust received a good level of response to this public consultation and is very grateful 
to all of those who responded.  

A total of 460 responses were received between 16 July 2007 and 16 December 2007. Four 
were from the BBC Trust’s Audience Councils, nine from external organisations and 447 
from individuals.  

Responses from individuals were split as follows: 

 around 77% were from males and 23% from females (from responses where gender 
was stated); 

 83% of responses were from England, 9% from Scotland and 6% from Wales. 

A list of organisations responding to the consultation is given in Annex A to this document.   
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2. Executive Summary  

This section provides a brief overview of responses to each of the questions. 

Question 1. How does bbc.co.uk currently perform against the commitments 
made in its service licence?  

Question1a. To what extent does bbc.co.uk serve the BBC’s public purposes 
and, in particular, the citizenship and educational purposes?  
Most feel that bbc.co.uk serves the BBC’s public purposes, as described within the service 
licence, well, and that it makes a particularly strong contribution to the citizenship and 
educational purposes.  

Question 1b. To what extent is bbc.co.uk distinctive and innovative? Does it 
display the other content characteristics set out for it? 
The majority of respondents feel that bbc.co.uk is distinctive and innovative and that it 
should explore new ways of exploiting the unique characteristics of the internet in order to 
provide innovative and distinctive content. There were a few who feel that, although it is 
distinctive, it is not necessarily as innovative as it could be.  

Question 1c. To what extent does bbc.co.uk reflect and extend the range of the 
BBC's broadcast services? 
The majority of respondents feel that bbc.co.uk reflects and extends the range of the BBC’s 
broadcast services well. The “Listen Again” function for radio was highlighted by many as 
being high quality and highly valued by them.  

Many respondents were concerned that the BBC iPlayer (which had not fully launched at the 
time of the consultation) was not available to Mac or Linux users. 

Question 1d. Does bbc.co.uk enable users to navigate and search easily and does 
it lead its users effectively beyond BBC content?  
Most respondents feel that bbc.co.uk is easy to navigate, but many find it harder to use the 
search function. Most believe that other search engines are more effective at searching the 
web.  

Question 1e. Does bbc.co.uk make the BBC more accountable to licence fee 
payers?  
There were mixed reactions to this question. Some feel strongly that this was the case and 
that the internet has made it easier to have a two-way dialogue with the BBC. However, 
many respondents have concerns about communication tools such as message boards and 
forums and many of them have little or no confidence in the BBC listening and 
acknowledging their comments or complaints. These people would appreciate greater 
transparency in how the BBC handles feedback.  
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Question 1f. As far as you are aware, does bbc.co.uk comply with the other 
requirements set out for it as Key Characteristics?  
Most respondents agree that bbc.co.uk currently performs well against its commitments.  

Question 1g. How does bbc.co.uk perform against any other commitments 
included in its Service Licence, other than those already addressed? 
Many respondents found this question difficult to answer but those who responded were 
generally positive. 

Question 2. Does the Service Licence provide an effective basis for the Trust 
to hold bbc.co.uk to account? 

Many individual respondents feel they are not sufficiently well informed to be able to answer 
this question with confidence, but they appear to believe that the Service Licence provides 
an effective basis for the Trust to hold bbc.co.uk to account.  

Two organisations state that the current service licence is not satisfactory and that given the 
rapid expansion of the internet and the breadth and depth of the service, there should be a 
separate service licence for each area of the online site. The Audience Councils in Northern 
Ireland, Scotland and Wales suggest that the Service Licence should have appendices for 
each Nation.  

Question 3. Should the Service Licence for bbc.co.uk be developed or changed 
in order to reflect changes to bbc.co.uk, its users’ needs and the online market? 

Most respondents agreed that the Service Licence should be developed and changed in 
order to reflect changes to bbc.co.uk, its user’s needs and the online market. All 
respondents acknowledge that the market is changing quickly and that the Service Licence 
should respond to this.  
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2. Summary of responses to each consultation 
question 

Question 1. How does bbc.co.uk currently perform against the commitments 
made in its service licence?  

Question 1a. To what extent does bbc.co.uk serve the BBC’s public purposes 
and, in particular, the citizenship and educational purposes?  
Most respondents believe that bbc.co.uk serves the BBC’s public purposes well and in 
particular, the citizenship and educational purposes.  

Many respondents said that they use bbc.co.uk daily and that it is always the first port of call 
for reference purposes. It was described by several respondents as a gold standard and many 
have set it up as their home page. Many stated that it was important for British users to be 
able to find UK-originated content on the internet. 

It is seen as a key resource offering depth and breadth, both nationally and internationally. Its 
strengths in news and sport were widely acknowledged and many stated that the educational 
sites were particularly good. In addition, many of the respondents felt that it was a safe 
environment for children. Games were also seen as being educational and stimulating.  

PACT suggests that the BBC’s provision of online education should underpin its delivery of 
all of the public purposes and focus on this as an objective, rather than on curricula or 
government educational objectives.  

The Audience Council Wales say that bbc.co.uk has contributed significantly to stimulating 
creativity in Wales through such projects as Digital Storytelling and Capture Wales.  The 
Council also welcomes the “Where I Live” sections and feel that they have “contributed 
significantly and positively to community cohesion and identity” and are services that are 
highly valued by the audience.  

The Voice of the Listener & Viewer (VLV) suggest that bbc.co.uk could do more to 
contribute to civil society by, for example, encouraging dialogue between different 
communities through online discussion forums.   

Question 1b. To what extent is bbc.co.uk distinctive and innovative? Does it 
display the other content characteristics set out for it?  
Overall, users of bbc.co.uk feel that the website is distinctive and innovative and that it 
exhibits some or all of the other characteristics that are required of it - high quality, original, 
challenging and engaging. Some did not feel that it nurtured UK talent. 

Many respondents believe that bbc.co.uk is a benchmark and standard-setter for other 
websites as it is high quality, easy to navigate and use, accessible and well presented. 
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Many felt that it offered up to date and market-leading functions, such as Listen Again, 
podcasts and videocasts, streamed news, etc.  

The VLV states that bbc.co.uk has set a standard for quality and diversity on the web with 
particular praise for the ‘innovative and useful’ Listen Again function and ‘excellent’ podcasts. 

Some respondents felt that the site could be more innovative and some felt that it was not 
ground breaking and that it replicated other sites.  A few, said that the BBC site did not 
compare well with other global news organisations such as CNN, in terms of innovation and 
features offered.  

Some organisations are concerned about the distinctiveness of some bbc.co.uk sites, as they 
operate in the same markets that they do. The Newspaper Society, for example, states that 
the BBC should not be providing regional, local and community media services as there is 
already commercial provision in this area. SAM Learning’s submission questioned whether 
BBC can offer distinctive content in the field of formal learning, and dealt with parts of BBC 
Bitesize in particular.  Other BBC sites which were mentioned by organisations as, 
individually, not distinctive were Slink and the film, music and entertainment sites, Five Live’s 
sports discussion forum. 

The RadioCentre commented that the BBC is sometimes only distinctive because it is able 
to develop services which are not yet viable commercially. It was concerned that the BBC 
should not expand into customisable online radio as provided by Last.FM, etc.  

Respondents believe that bbc.co.uk should explore new ways of exploiting the unique 
characteristics of the internet in order to provide innovative and distinctive entertainment 
content and services that were originated specifically for the internet.  

Question 1c. To what extent does bbc.co.uk reflect and extend the range of the 
BBC's broadcast services? 
Most respondents believe that bbc.co.uk performs well against these commitments.  

The links between TV, radio and online are considered to be good by many respondents. 
Respondents mentioned a range of individual programme sites that they appreciated, 
including Gardener’s World, Coast, Child of our Time, Torchwood, Doctor Who and the 
children’s sites. 

Most respondents were keen on increasing the availability of radio and TV content online. 
The radio Listen Again facility was mentioned as a high quality function and was used by 
many respondents. Many respondents had used podcasts and video downloads and 
commented that these encouraged them to investigate subjects further. A few were 
frustrated at the lack of range of programmes to download as podcasts.  

The iPlayer was not fully launched during the period of our public consultation, but there 
were, nonetheless, some comments on it. Many agreed that it is a useful function but some 
respondents commented on the lack of support for Apple users and the BBC’s apparent 
reliance on Microsoft and Realplayer.  

Some respondents expect that all BBC archive programmes should be made available online. 
Others felt that iPlayer and the extension of programmes on the web were a waste of 
licence fee money and that bbc.co.uk should not be used to trail or promote programmes. 
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These respondents believe that bbc.co.uk is already too large and should not try to do 
everything. 

The Newspaper Society and another organisation believe strongly that the BBC should not 
extend its local broadcast services online as this will make it difficult for others in this 
market to compete. 

The RadioCentre raised a range of concerns about the extension of BBC radio online. A 
broad point was that the BBC was aiming to extend all of its radio output online rather than 
being selective. Specifically it is concerned that:  

 the absence of weblinks to non-BBC radio effectively ‘locks’ users into just using BBC 
services; 

 there should be greater transparency regarding the BBC’s acquisition of online music 
and other rights; 

 the BBC’s influence on the podcasting market, making it hard for others to offer paid-
for content. 

Question 1d. Does bbc.co.uk enable users to navigate and search easily and does 
it lead its users effectively beyond BBC content?  
Most respondents say that bbc.co.uk is easy to navigate, accessible, well designed and clearly 
laid-out with links that are relevant and useful. However, respondents were less positive 
about the ‘search’ function for finding content on bbc.co.uk or on the wider web.   

Some respondents use bbc.co.uk as their home page and regard it as a good starting point to 
search the rest of the internet. These people trust the BBC and anything that comes from it, 
including external links and pages which are assumed to share BBC values. This is particularly 
true of the site’s youngest and oldest users - parents feel it is safe for their children to use, 
and teachers say that they often teach the basics of the internet and how to navigate it using 
bbc.co.uk.  

Many respondents feel that the search function appeared limited, unsophisticated and slow 
and does not provide links that other search engines are able to deliver. They feel that there 
are other search engines which provide very good web search and state that they would 
never use the BBC to search in this way or expect licence fee funding to be used on this 
activity.  

Some organisational respondents point out that the BBC often does not link to commercial 
operators and thereby misses leading its users to market leaders. BIPA made some specific 
comments that the BBC should link out to established commercial brands and about the 
BBC news site’s use of Moreover to provide automated news links. Parts of BIPA’s response 
regarding the latter have been redacted for legal reasons and are therefore not repeated 
here. 

Two organisational respondents expressed concern that the BBC may aim to lead listeners 
to transactional sites and requested clarity from the Trust over the guidelines for this.  
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Question 1e. Does bbc.co.uk make the BBC more accountable to licence fee 
payers?  
There was a mix of responses to this question. Some respondents strongly believe that the 
website promotes accountability and that message boards and forums are good ways of 
being able to interact with the BBC. Some respondents feel that they now have a stronger 
relationship with the BBC than ever before as a result of the web. However, many 
respondents are concerned that their feedback is not acted upon and that they do not 
understand how the BBC uses it.  

Some respondents were concerned that they could not always find the links or ways to 
make a comment or complaint. Some claim that complaints and comments are not 
registered, acknowledged or analysed in any way. Others gave examples of complaints that 
they felt had not been handled properly and of complaints that had been ignored. These 
respondents seem confused about the complaints process and feel that nobody would listen 
to their case. They suggest that, if the BBC is encouraging dialogue with them, then it needs 
to be more formalised and structured. 

The respondents view public consultation positively and believe it is a good way for the BBC 
to communicate with licence fee payers. Some said they felt that this public consultation 
demonstrated a positive move by the BBC. However, they were keen to get feedback to 
their comments.  

Although respondents feel that the internet has made it easier to feedback to the BBC using 
forums and message boards, they do not yet think there is a process which allows them to 
have an open and honest two-way dialogue with the BBC. These people were distrustful of 
BBC procedures and sceptical about whether producers and programme makers were able 
to accept comments and criticism of their programmes from the public.  

There were a number of comments and complaints about the message boards including that 
boards were closed down, that there was slow, or no, moderation, lack of response and 
boards just becoming a place for gossip. There was also a feeling that forums could become 
dominated by a few very opinionated users.  

Question 1f: As far as you are aware, does bbc.co.uk comply with the other 
requirements set out for it as Key Characteristics?  
The majority of the respondents responded positively to this question.  

Question 1g. How does bbc.co.uk perform against any other commitments 
included in its Service Licence, other than those already addressed? 
Most individual respondents found this question difficult to answer, stating they did not have 
the relevant knowledge to do so.  

Those respondents who replied positively did so because of their overall appreciation of the 
service and their admiration given its market context and level of funding. 

PACT’s response made extensive comments about bbc.co.uk’s performance against its quota 
for external commissions, as it concerned that the impact of this on encouraging creative 
competition for content has been reduced. The Trust is due to review this quota in 2008 
and will take account of PACT’s response in that review. It is not considering the external 
quota as part of this service review. 
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Question 2: Does the Service Licence provide an effective basis for the Trust 
to hold bbc.co.uk to account? 

Many individual respondents felt they were not sufficiently well informed to be able to 
answer this question with confidence. Organisations representing those who operate in the 
same markets as the BBC had firmer views on the question. 

Both BIPA and ITN believe that, considering the scope of the BBC’s online activities, there 
should be more than one service licence for bbc.co.uk, in order to provide sufficient clarity 
for stakeholders about the scope of BBC activities. Both organisations suggest that there 
should be separate licences for news, sport, education, mobile etc. (BIPA suggested a total of 
11 online licences.) 

The Newspaper Society believes that there should be stronger obligations on the BBC to 
prevent it having negative market impact and embarking on changes without triggering a 
Public Value Test or other approvals process by the Trust.  

Suggestions from stakeholders on specific areas where the Service Licence should offer 
greater accountability, clarity and certainty for the BBC’s online activities are: 

 The service budget should include all operational costs, including marketing; in 
addition, it should be broken down into budgets for each area of online activity; 

 The Newspaper Society believes that the 10% parameter on the service budget is too 
large.  

 The current system of annual review by the Trust, with the Executive responsible for 
day to day compliance with the licence does not offer sufficient confidence to 
competitors.  

 PACT believes that the service licence does not offer sufficient clarity on the nature of 
the content and services included in the external quota. 

 Sam Learning believes that the BBC should make itself more accountable through 
releasing usage figures on bbc.co.uk and that there should be a process in place for 
suppliers to make the BBC Executive aware of commercial offerings. 

 ITN believes that the Service Licence should include the terms under which trials and 
pilots can take place. (These are currently contained in a Trust Protocol.) 

 The RadioCentre say that the Service Licence should offer details on issues, such as 
music rights and specific forms of distribution. 

 The Audience Councils in Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales suggested that the 
bbc.co.uk service licence should contain annexes for Nations services. This would 
allow for more effective oversight of services to the nations.  

Question 3: Should the Service Licence for bbc.co.uk be developed or changed in 
order to reflect changes to bbc.co.uk, its users’ needs and the online market? 

Most individual respondents recognise that the market is changing rapidly and that it is 
important for the Service Licence to be flexible to allow the BBC to keep up with these 
changes and not fall behind, although it should seek to maintain its existing level of quality. 
They suggest that the Service Licence should be reviewed often.  
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Some respondents suggested specific changes to the scope of the BBC’s online activities:  

 Some believe that the BBC did not understand User Generated Content and that it 
was an area that the BBC should not be getting involved with. 

 Some believe that there should be more for young people.  

 Some believe that the archive should be more accessible.  

 Some made a general observation that the BBC was “dumbing down” and was too 
celebrity driven and not concentrating on providing information.  

 RadioCentre and another organisation whose response is confidential said that the 
BBC should be cautious in offering podcasts and downloadable content which is 
accessible beyond the UK. 

A few individual respondents object to the licence fee in general and do not support the 
BBC having online activities at all. Some cite the lack of universal access as a reason for their 
lack of support. 

The Audience Council Scotland feels that the Service Licence should be changed to reflect 
the fact that the service acts as a platform for individual services, such as iPlayer. They 
suggest that the online element of the proposed Gaelic Media Service should be included in 
that Service Licence, rather than bbc.co.uk’s. 

Many organisations responded to questions 2 and 3 together. Points made by them not 
already covered in the section above are: 

 PACT suggest that the Trust should undertake a market impact assessment as part of 
the service review, in order to judge whether the service is fulfilling its commitments. 
They also call for the BBC’s online activities to be focussed around education and 
learning, related to the public purposes – see responses to question 1a. 

 ITN say that a Service Licence should also contain future cost projections and state 
explicitly how the service is differentiated from others in the market place.  

 The RadioCentre provided a list of proposed issues for the Trust to consider when 
updating the service licence or considering changes to the BBC’s online activities. 
These include consideration of market impact and commercial viability of new services, 
aiming to work with others in the industry on agreements such as rights deals, etc.  
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Annex A: List of organisations who responded 
to this public consultation  

Audience Council England 

Audience Council Northern Ireland  

Audience Council Scotland 

Audience Council Wales  

BIPA (British Internet Publishers Alliance)  

ITN  

PACT  

Radio Centre  

Sam Learning 

The Newspaper Society 

Voice of the Listener & Viewer (VLV)  

2 organisations (names & organisations confidential)  

447 responses from individuals  
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