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Engagement activity 
 
This document reflects views heard at public engagement events held by the Council 
during 2009 in Annan, Newton Stewart, Fort William, Kilmarnock, Stirling and 
Breasclete, Benbecula; and events in Glasgow which focussed specifically on portrayal 
issues and on the Digital Britain proposals.  
 
The event in Stirling, but observations on television services were made at all events. 
The Council also reviewed relevant audience data. After summarising audience 
views, the Council comments on what it considers to be some of the key issues.  
 
 
Range, quality and channel identity 
 
Overall, audiences are appreciative of the quality and range of content on BBC One 
and Two. Low awareness of programming on BBC Four was evident.  
 
Although the review focussed on BBCs One, Two and Four, viewers’ awareness of 
channel identity is often unclear; younger viewers see it as increasingly unimportant.  
 
Overall, audiences are highly appreciative of the quality of both network and BBC 
Scotland output.  
 
Natural history programming, factual output and drama , and opt out programming 
such as Burns Night programmes and A History of Scotland, are particularly 
appreciated, the latter being quoted as a benchmark of quality.  
 
On occasion, concerns are expressed by some about what was described as the 
“differential quality” of the some opt-out programming. There was criticism of opt-
out comedy, some of was seen as “trading on past glories”, and of Hogmanay 
programming, which can be seen by some as “artificially Scottish”. Audiences outside 
the Glasgow area commented that the comedy from BBC Scotland was too often 
based in the West of Scotland.  
 
There was a perception that exploitation of some leading network brands, such as 
Strictly Come Dancing, is overdone; attempts to extend the Autumnwatch format were 
not generally considered to have been very successful.  Some formats such as 
Wipeout are seen by some as not sufficiently sophisticated.   
 
 
 



Younger audiences 
 
Younger members of the audience generally perceived BBCs One and Two as being 
less relevant for them; these audiences were seen as being better served by other 
channels; although there was some comment that “quirky, engaging” programmes for 
younger people were now appearing on BBC One. However, when the BBC’s main 
channel tried to appeal to a younger demographic, it was not always successful. 
There was no drama, politics or current affairs on BBC One for young people.  
 
These responses fit with the findings of the Council’s engagement activity on content 
for younger audiences, which concluded that it did not always ‘ring true’ for its 
intended audience: younger audiences expressed a desire for music, comedy and 
documentaries on issues of concern to them, and for more content which reflects 
contemporary Scotland.  
 
Scheduling 
 
Scheduling is a persistent problem for audiences in Scotland. Loyalty to major series 
can be affected, as happened with the first run of A History of Scotland, and latterly 
with Garrow’s Law where the timeslot changed immediately after the first episode.  
 
“That Garrow’s Law was good, set in Edinburgh and everything but they went 
and moved the second episode and I couldn’t find it” Stirling 
 
Some members of the audience do not feel sufficiently informed of scheduling 
changes.   
 
News 
 
The range of views on news output for Scotland is wide and sometimes conflicting. 
Audience comment distinguishes between network and national (Scottish) 
programming, and between content and production values.    
 
“Reporting Scotland should be the same quality as the Six” Glasgow 
 
Some consider current provision satisfactory, one respondent at Stirling describing 
the 6-7 news hour as “just the right mix”; others feel that too much of the Six is 
relevant only for England; for others again, the format of the whole 6-7 hour is 
problematic.  
 
Other audience views depend more on personal interests and expectations, or on 
where they live. Many outside the central belt still perceive Reporting Scotland as “too 
Glasgow-centric”; and express a wish for more local news from the BBC on 
television.  
 
“Reporting Scotland still has a central belt bias.  They need to make more of 
an effort to go out and about for local stories.  If they had a weel-kent face 
based in Stirling it would make a world of difference” Stirling 



 
Others feel the content of Reporting Scotland is “not newsworthy”, believing there is 
“not enough news in Scotland”. Some feel there is too much sport, especially 
football.  
 
Audience assessments of “quality” in news are similarly variable, some comparing 
unfavourably with network news, others favourably with other sources of TV news 
in Scotland. A consistent theme in audience feedback is praise for the BBC’s 
international news coverage.   
 
 
“I don’t want international news done from Scotland.  Want to hear Jeremy 
Bowen from the Middle East . He’s the best – anyone else would be less good.” 
Fort William 
 
Comments about the absence of local news in Scotland continue. There is a demand 
for greater recognition of Scotland’s regions and localities which audiences consider 
the BBC is not fulfilling. Audience figures for Reporting Scotland demonstrate that 
there is clearly a demand; this was especially evident during the extreme weather of 
December 2009/January 2010.  
 
“There’s nothing local from Carlisle to Motherwell” Annan 
 
“More local and regional news please” Newton Stewart 
 
Similarly, coverage of the devolved nations in network news is a continuing issue. 
The Council has noted elsewhere that, while there have been improvements 
following the King Report, there is room for further progress. There remains the 
problem of the contrast between Radio Scotland’s model of integrated news delivery 
and the difficulties associated with the opt-out model on BBC One.   
 
In recent engagement events, some concerns about impartiality of news coverage 
have been noted, an issue also noted by researchers during the local video 
consultation. Instances cited recently at audience events were the Question Time of 
22 October, which brought unusually strong audience reactions, and coverage of 
Afghanistan.   
 
Sport 
 
Sport, especially football, can be a divisive issue. Consumers of football ask why the 
SPL highlights are not available on Saturday evening; and why the national qualifiers 
are often not available on BBC.  
 
There were also perceptions that rugby and golf coverage was less extensive than 
used to be the case. Those who do not follow football can be annoyed by the 
schedule changes which coverage of it can entail. However, there was appreciation 
for coverage of shinty, and some desire for increased coverage of a more diverse 
range of sports.   



 
Drama 
Although tastes varied, it was acknowledged that the quality of drama was high and 
there is appreciation of the ability of BBC One drama such as Dr Who, Spooks and 
Merlin to bring audiences together. The public value of popular drama like Eastenders, 
Waterloo Road and River City is generally understood and audiences for them appear 
to be loyal and appreciative.  
 
The Scottish backdrop of Garrow’s Law has been noted appreciatively by audiences in 
Scotland and there is regular comment on the provision of recognisably Scottish 
drama beyond River City.   
 
“Why does all the BBC drama seem to be made in Wales? Shouldn’t Scotland 
make some drama? River City’s not enough” Kilmarnock, April 2009 
 
Daytime 
 
There is a sense that daytime programming can fail to meet the standards of quality 
set in other genres, especially the series on property.  
 
BBC One channel identity 
 
Overall, audiences seem aware of BBC One’s role as a channel which can bring all 
sections of the audience together, and are content that it fulfils its remit. The main 
observations encountered related to the need to appeal to younger audience 
segments, and the perception of “dumbing down” among a section of the audience.  
However, there was recognition that BBC One has a difficult balancing act to 
perform.  
 
BBC Two channel identity  
 
BBC Two programmes were highly appreciated, both network output and Scottish 
opts, however sections of the audience, although clearly interested in the type of 
content, were unaware of their presence. Some respondents said that for them, BBC 
Two had “lost its identity”.  
 
Some sections of the audience perceived an absence of comedy on the channel, 
making a distinction between “panel shows” and traditional situation comedy 
formats. Others valued HIGYFY, Gavin and Stacey (which originated on BBC Three 
and has migrated via Two to One), Buzzcocks, Mock the Week and QI as strong, 
innovative comedy. 
 
Working Lunch, and Eòrpa were valued as stimulating curiosity in a range of topics and 
helping to expand horizons. However, some members of the audience feel that BBC 
Two’s remit to make “intelligent programming” has been diluted , and that the remit 
formerly held by Two is now delivered by BBC Four.  
 
 



BBC Four 
 
Those who had viewed BBC Four were strongly appreciative.  The Thick of It and 
Transatlantic Sessions were recognised and valued as programmes reflecting aspects of 
Scottish life and culture. There was some strong appreciation for the Peter Capaldi  
Portrait of Scotland programme however the Scottish season does not seem to have 
reached its full potential audience in Scotland.  
 
Overall, the channel was said to “offer quality you don’t get elsewhere” and to be a 
channel which “treats you like an adult”.  
 
The Council considers that the content on offer in the BBC Four Scotland season 
made a major contribution to the BBC’s public purposes. It is important that 
material of this quality reaches as much of its potential audience as it can.  
 
Some had already aired on other channels, but some had not. Council believes BBC 
Four may not be the optimal vehicle for material of this kind, which could attract 
larger audiences if broadcast on other channels.   
 
Red Button 
 
Audiences appreciate the red button service for music festivals during the summer 
such as T in the Park, for Proms in the Park and for Wimbledon. Some are aware 
that one of the Red Button streams has been removed and disappointment was 
expressed by several respondents.   
 
A common theme from audience engagement is a perceived lack of coverage of the 
Edinburgh Festivals.  
 
Council overview 
 
Key issues for the Council to emerge from the review were as follows: 
 
Opt-out structure 
 
The observations above raise a strategic issue relating to scheduling Scottish opt-out 
content and delivery of the television service licences. If Scottish opts are to reach 
the widest possible audience and deliver the optimal public value, is it logical to 
schedule them on BBC Four or BBC Two? However there is little room on BBC 
One where the volume of opts is already high.  
 
There is a wider question about the placing of opts within the network schedule. 
Are programmes placed according to their potential public value, or with a view to 
sustaining the channel’s share and reach?  
 
The Council considers that it would be valuable to establish the rationale behind 
opting out in relation to the BBC’s public purposes.   
 



News 
 
Overall television news provision in Scotland remains an issue. There is variety of 
audience opinion. But it may be that space on BBC One devoted to coverage of 
news on English devolved issues would be better spent on high quality coverage of 
stories and issues from around Scotland.  
 
The present balance of international, UK and Scottish news should be reviewed to 
test if it is optimal for delivery of the public purposes and Scottish audience needs.  
 
“People don’t know how Scotland works because there’s nothing explaining it 
to them – the BBC should inform people in Scotland about the institutions of 
their own country” Kilmarnock, April 2009 
 
The importance of “quality” 
 
Some, particularly in older demographic groups, feel that the licence fee is now being 
spread “too thinly” and that “standards have dropped”. Overall, however, the 
Council’s engagement activity suggests that audience perceptions of the quality of 
BBC television output remain strong, and that this characteristic remains very 
important for audiences.  
 
This would suggest that whatever direction BBC strategy takes in the future, the 
elements of the output which are perceived as “high quality” must be retained.  
 
The notion of combining BBCs Four and Two in some way appears intuitive to 
audiences, although precisely how this would be done, and what balance should be 
struck between the remits of the two services, is more difficult to ascertain.     
 
Channel identity 
 
If audiences are reporting lack of clarity about channel identity, and sometimes 
appear confused about where to find Scottish content, or – as in the case of younger 
audiences – source content from the iPlayer or elsewhere, then the utility of 
channel-based service licences should perhaps be reconsidered, particularly in 
relation to Scottish content.  
 
February 2010 
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