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Introduction 

Background 
1. The BBC Trust is the governing body of the BBC and it is our responsibility to get the best 

out of the BBC for licence fee payers. As part of this commitment, we carry out an in-
depth review of each of the BBC’s services at least once every five years. In this report 
we review the BBC Red Button service. 

2. BBC Red Button (known as BBCi until 2008) is the BBC’s interactive television service. It 
provides viewers with a range of video, audio, pictures, text and applications accessible 
through their digital televisions and it replaces Ceefax (the BBC’s analogue teletext 
service) as digital switchover takes place. 

3. The Trust sets out what it expects from each of the BBC’s services in a published service 
licence. Our review had three main aims: first, to assess how well BBC Red Button is 
performing against the commitments set out in its service licence; second, to consider the 
service’s future direction; and, third, to determine whether amendments to the existing 
service licence are necessary. 

4. Our review has considered evidence from several sources, taking in opinions and evidence 
from licence fee payers, BBC management and the wider industry. In addition to our 
audience research, performance monitoring and financial analysis, a public consultation in 
late 2009 produced over 5,600 responses. This has given us a clear understanding of BBC 
Red Button’s strengths and weaknesses. 

Scope & methodology 

Review scope 

5. The scope of our review was set out in our terms of reference, which were published in 
September 2009. The main questions which the review set out to answer were: 

How well is the BBC Red Button service performing in terms of reach, quality, delivery 
of the public purposes and value for money and against the terms of its service 
licence (offering continuously updated news, information, education and 
entertainment to digital TV viewers)? 

Should the BBC Red Button service change in any way to take account of changing 
audience needs or technologies? This may include the move towards digital switch-
over, the growth of home internet access or the future potential of internet protocol 
television (IPTV).i 

Methodology 

6. This review was carried out for the Trust by its independent advisers in the Trust Unit 
under the direction of the review’s lead Trustee, Diane Coyle. We gathered evidence from 
a wide range of sources, as summarised below. 

                                           
i BBC Trust review of BBC One, BBC Two, BBC Four and the BBC Red Button / Terms of reference – 24 September 2009 
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- Consultation 

7. We used the service licence to develop a set of questions for public consultation. The 
consultation ran for 12 weeks from September to December 2009, and encouraged 
participation through an online questionnaire and by post through a printed leaflet. We 
received over 5,600 responses from licence fee payers and interested organisations as a 
result. 

8. We also received responses from the Trust’s Audience Councils in England, Northern 
Ireland, Wales and Scotland. These Councils are chaired by the BBC Trust member for 
that nation and have links with various local communities in their area. The Councils 
organise events and activities to advise the Trust on how well the BBC is serving licence 
fee payers in different parts of the UK. 

9. In addition we consulted with the BBC Executive Board and received responses from 
interest groups such as the Voice of the Listener & Viewer and Mediawatch-UK.  

- Performance data analysis 

10. We analysed performance data using the BBC’s RQIV performance framework, which 
considers four drivers of public value: reach, quality, impact and value for money. This 
framework is set out in Figure 1. 

Figure 1: The BBC's RQIV performance framework 

Reach: The extent to which BBC services are used by the audience. In this report, 
unless otherwise stated, the reach of interactive services is expressed as the number of 
people who claim to have used a particular service within the last week, as measured by 
the Nunwood New Media Tracker. 

Quality: Quality is often measured in terms of audience perception. The BBC measures 
the content characteristics set out in the Agreement: ‘high quality’, ‘original’, 
‘challenging’, ‘innovative’ and ‘engaging’. 

Impact: The extent to which BBC content creates public value by delivering the BBC’s 
public purposes. The purposes are set out in the BBC’s Royal Charter and can be 
summarised as follows: 
· Citizenship – sustaining citizenship and civil society 

· Education – promoting education and learning 

· Creativity – stimulating creativity and cultural excellence 

· Nations & regions – representing the UK, its nations, regions and communities 

· Global – bringing the UK to the world and the world to the UK 

· Digital – helping to deliver to the public the benefit of emerging communications 
technologies and services. 

Value for Money: A consideration of performance (reach, quality and impact) alongside 
cost to provide a perspective on cost effectiveness. 

Source: BBC Trust 

11. We carried out our performance analysis using the following evidence sources: 

· audience data on usage and appreciation of interactive TV services from the 
Nunwood New Media Tracker, based on regular monthly surveys of around 1,900 
people across the UK. This is the BBC’s primary data source for BBC Red Button 
performance, since moving from a TNS survey in 2008 
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· BARB data for BBC Red Button video services. BARB is the industry standard TV 
measurement body, which provides TV viewing data based on a panel of around 
5,000 homes. During the period of this review, BARB could only capture data on 
the video content provided by BBC Red Button. The digital text part of the service 
could not be measured through BARB, due to the inherent limitations of the 
system. This data is therefore most useful in measuring the audiences for specific 
event TV output and additional linear viewing provided by BBC Red Button, 
whereas overall reach is better measured by the Nunwood survey 

· regular BBC audience surveys which measure perceptions of content from the BBC 
and other providers 

· financial data taken from the BBC’s Annual Report and management accounting 
system. 

- Bespoke audience research 

12. In addition to the evidence sources cited above, the Trust also carried out a bespoke 
piece of audience research on BBC Red Button. We commissioned Kantar Media to carry 
out a representative survey of BBC Red Button users. This primarily sought to establish 
how well the service is seen to be delivering the BBC’s public purposes. Kantar spoke to 
about 650 members of the public, interviewing some online and some face to face, 
between November and December 2009.  

13. Further information about the Trust’s approach to service reviews can be found on the 
Trust website at www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust. 
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Summary of findings 
 

Conclusion  
BBC Red Button is a very widely used service, providing access to interactive 
television content for a large and diverse group of users. It has a substantial cost 
however, particularly as a result of its high distribution costs, and appreciation of the 
service is moderate rather than high. 

BBC Red Button should continue to focus on the things it does well and which its 
audience uses the most: the provision of news and information through digital text, 
and additional coverage of major live events. It should seek to reduce its broadcast 
content costs where possible by increasing the focus of the service on these areas, 
and we also expect it to reduce its distribution costs by providing a more consistent 
level of service across different digital TV platforms. 

It may be able to play a useful part in the development of IPTV, though it is too 
early to know exactly what this contribution will be. In the short term, costs for the 
re-versioning of BBC content for IPTV will be captured within the BBC Red Button 
service licence budget. There will be no increase in BBC Red Button’s service licence 
budget to cover IPTV activity.  

The Trust will monitor the development of the BBC’s IPTV activities and BBC Red 
Button’s role in this context, particularly with regard to the allocation of IPTV costs, 
will be re-assessed at the time of the next BBC Trust review of BBC Online, due in 
2012. 

Key findings and actions 

BBC Red Button is a very widely used service 

14. BBC Red Button has high reach relative to other BBC services and interactive TV services 
from other broadcasters. It is used by nearly 12 million people every week, making it the 
most used interactive TV service in the UK. Its users represent a broad cross-section of 
the population, and every week there are 5 million people who are reached by BBC Red 
Button but not by BBC Online. 

15. Although overall reach is high, a large number of BBC Red Button programmes achieve 
very low reach. These are often minority sports broadcast to fulfil specific objectives as 
part of the BBC Sport strategy. It is important that these are monitored to ensure that 
they are providing value to viewers and fulfilling their stated objectives. 

Digital text drives the bulk of BBC Red Button usage, with some of its 
additional coverage of live events also providing large audiences 

16. Digital text is the most used part of the BBC Red Button service, and accounts for only a 
small proportion of its content cost. It mainly provides news stories, weather updates and 
sports results, attracting relatively consistent audiences throughout the year and peaking 
at times of big news and weather stories. The digital text content is very good value for 
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money, as it generally draws upon content already produced for BBC Online and re-
versions it. 

17. Coverage of live events, particularly in sport and music, can also attract large audiences 
to the service at certain times of the year. Responses to our consultation revealed that 
coverage of specific events like Wimbledon, Glastonbury, Formula 1 and the Olympics are 
highly appreciated by some users. There is more cost attached to the service’s coverage 
of live events, both in terms of distribution (as this requires additional bandwidth-
intensive video streams) and in terms of content creation. 

18. Other popular BBC Red Button features tend to be those which accompany live TV 
viewing rather than offering a separate experience. For example during Eurovision BBC 
Red Button gives viewers on-screen lyrics so that they can sing along to the performances 
as well as offering viewers a chance to share their comments with other red button users 
through a text-in service. Quizzes can also be popular, with programmes like In It To Win 
It offering viewers the chance to play along with the show interactively. 

19. Other features have attempted to use the technology to provide a more immersive 
interactive experience outside the live transmission. These typically simulated a website 
experience, offering additional video, information or games intended to deepen viewers’ 
relationships with the programme by allowing them to explore related content after the 
end of the linear transmission. Although these experiments have been popular with a 
minority and sometimes gained critical acclaim, they have generally proved expensive 
without achieving mainstream success. Over time BBC Red Button has moved away from 
this type of activity, towards the more practical and immediate content described above. 
We believe that this evolution has been sensible and should be continued. 

Action I 

In seeking to deliver good public value, BBC Red Button should focus on its 
strengths, rather than seeking to cover all genres and deliver all public purposes. 
Research has shown these strengths to be its digital text content, and its additional 
coverage of live events. Other more experimental content should be commissioned 
only when there would be little or no incremental cost to the BBC in producing it, or 
where clear benefits can be identified. 

Continuing the current trend within BBC Red Button towards re-versioning content 
from other BBC services and away from stand-alone commissions should help to 
reduce the service’s broadcast content costs over time. BBC management has 
already stated its plans to do this over the next few years, which we support. 

Appreciation of the service is moderate rather than high 

20. Audience appreciation of BBC Red Button is moderate and it does not achieve the same 
high quality scores as other BBC interactive services like BBC Online and BBC iPlayer. This 
is also true of interactive TV services from other broadcasters, suggesting that in general 
this type of service in general does not currently have the same level of appeal to 
audiences as other interactive technologies. 

21. Quality has been at the centre of BBC thinking in 2010, following the publication of the 
BBC’s strategic review earlier in the year, Putting Quality First, and there is a clear 
ambition to put quality at the centre of the BBC’s activities. Measurement of quality in 
respect of BBC Red Button presents an ongoing challenge. The methodology used has 
recently been improved, but still makes comparisons to other interactive TV services 
difficult, and does not provide enough insight into the underlying reasons for users’ 
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moderate appreciation scores. BBC Red Button should therefore seek to improve 
measurement.  

Action II 

BBC management should improve the way in which it measures the quality of the 
service, as the current methodology makes robust assessment difficult. An improved 
research methodology for quality should also seek to provide further insight into why 
interactive TV services generally do not perform as strongly in appreciation terms as 
other BBC interactive services such as BBC iPlayer and BBC Online. 

Implementation date: Spring 2011. 

BBC Red Button makes a useful contribution to some of the BBC’s public 
purposes 

22. Our research revealed that BBC Red Button is perceived by current users to make a useful 
contribution to the BBC’s public services in some areas. Users believe that BBC Red Button 
is good at introducing people to the benefits of digital technology, and fulfilling the BBC’s 
citizenship and global purposes through the provision of high quality independent news. 
The service is seen to contribute to the BBC’s nations and regions purpose by providing 
the opportunity to share experiences with others around the UK through its coverage of 
live events. 

23. A majority of users feel that they have learnt new things through the service, contributing 
to the BBC’s education purpose, though there is a feeling that more could be done to help 
children learn new things. Some feel that BBC Red Button content is not as fresh, new 
and distinctive as it could be, although they do not believe that any other interactive TV 
service is particularly better. Some users also believe that BBC Red Button falls below 
expectations in its provision of information on politics and current affairs specific to 
different parts of the UK, although they do not feel that this should be a high priority for 
the service. 

24. One of BBC management’s core objectives for BBC Red Button is for it to act as a bridge 
between the linear and interactive worlds for viewers. Although the BBC has a number of 
interactive services, there is a group of about 5 million viewers every week that uses the 
BBC Red Button service but does not use other BBC interactive services such as BBC 
Online. These viewers are more likely to be older, female and less well-off than BBC 
Online users, suggesting that BBC Red Button may have a role to play in extending the 
reach of the BBC’s interactive services to a wider audience. 

25. However, it is presently unclear exactly what benefits these viewers derive from using the 
BBC Red Button service, and whether or not there are strong media literacy aspects to 
this. More evidence is necessary to understand this fully.  

Action III 

During the course of this review, BBC management has emphasised the importance 
of the role that BBC Red Button plays in reaching 5 million people every week who 
do not use other BBC interactive services. It believes that this represents an 
important media literacy role, educating users in the benefits of interactive 
technologies.  

While we accept that BBC Red Button may well provide benefits in this area, we do 
not feel that the current evidence defines these benefits. Evidence should be 
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gathered to improve understanding of the nature and importance of BBC Red 
Button’s role in media literacy. 

Implementation date: Spring 2011. 

BBC Red Button has substantial costs, particularly in terms of distribution, 
though its cost per user is low 

26. The costs of the service are substantial, totalling £39.3 million in 2009/10. Distribution 
accounted for £20.4 million of this figure, or more than half of total costs attributed to the 
service. By its nature, the BBC Red Button service is one of only a small number of BBC 
services for which content-related costs account for a minority of total service costs.  

27. Despite substantial costs the large number of users means that BBC Red Button’s total 
cost per user reached (CPUR) is low, at 6.4pii per user per week. This is low compared to 
most other BBC services. 

28. Distribution costs for the digital text element of the service have previously been reported 
separately in the BBC’s Annual Report and Accounts. We believe that these costs are 
integral to the BBC Red Button service and should be reported together with the rest of 
BBC Red Button costs in future reports. 

Action IV 

Distribution costs for digital text should be reported in future BBC Annual Report and 
Accounts as part of the BBC Red Button service, as this element is an integral part of 
the service. 

Implementation date: to be implemented in the BBC Annual Report and Accounts 
2010/11. 

BBC Red Button should seek to reduce costs and enhance the clarity of its 
service proposition by rationalising its distribution across digital TV platforms 

29. BBC Red Button should balance the need to achieve broad consistency of service and 
proposition across different TV platforms with a desire to make best use of the available 
technology and capacity provided by these different platforms. The BBC Red Button 
service currently provides a different level of service depending on the TV platform 
through which it is accessed. 

30. During the course of this review, BBC management has stated that it believes that there is 
an opportunity to reduce BBC Red Button’s distribution spend by reducing the amount of 
capacity used by the service on the DSAT platform. It is anticipated that this could save 
costs without significantly affecting the service, and also make the service more 
consistent with the current level of provision on Freeview, improving the parity of the 
service across different platforms. 

31. Given the increasing fragmentation of TV platforms and interactive TV services, it is 
important that BBC Red Button keeps its service proposition as clear as possible to help 
minimise complexity and confusion for viewers. Offering a service that varies less between 
platforms could help to improve clarity and allow the BBC to market BBC Red Button more 
effectively. 

                                           
ii This refers to total Cost Per User Reached, including distribution and infrastructure costs. When looking only at the 
service’s content costs, CPUR falls to 2.3p, as stated in the 09/10 BBC Annual Report and Accounts. 
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Action V 

During the course of this review, BBC management has stated its plans to reduce 
the service’s use of capacity on the digital satellite and cable platforms after the 
2012 Olympics, to bring it closer to its current usage on the digital terrestrial 
platform. This should result in distribution cost savings to the BBC.  

We agree with this proposed course of action, and we would expect BBC Red Button 
to reduce its distribution costs by providing a more consistent level of service across 
different digital TV platforms. 

Implementation date: 2012. 

32. It is also important that BBC Red Button is able to keep track of how clearly its service 
proposition is understood by viewers. Audience Councils in England and Northern Ireland 
identified lack of awareness of the service and confusion over what exactly it offered as a 
potential issue for some viewers. Current measures of awareness measure how many 
people have heard of the service, but do not give a sense of how well they understand 
what BBC Red Button offers and how to use it. Improving measurement in this area to 
track progress over time could be beneficial to the service. 

33. Greater clarity about what the service offers could also be achieved through improved 
listings and promotion of BBC Red Button content and schedules. Comments to this effect 
were made by viewers in response to our consultation and in general viewer feedback to 
the BBC Red Button team, as well as being highlighted by Audience Councils. Improved 
listings would improve understanding of what is available on the service, and reduce BBC 
Red Button’s reliance on on-screen calls to action to generate reach. BBC management is 
already aware of this and is working to improve BBC Red Button listings where possible. 

BBC Red Button’s role in IPTV is not yet certain 

34. The BBC may be able to use IPTV (internet protocol television) to provide a range of new 
interactive TV content and applications for viewers, including access to on-demand 
content via BBC iPlayer. One example of these ambitions is the BBC’s status as a founding 
partner in the upcoming YouView IPTV service. Although the market is still nascent, it 
may become an important part of the TV landscape as the technology develops and 
consumer take-up grows. 

35. The Trust supports the BBC’s development of an IPTV strategy as we believe it may be an 
important means for the BBC to deliver its public purposes in the future.  

36. BBC Red Button already provides a route between linear and interactive TV content for 
viewers and so may be able to play a role on IPTV platforms in guiding viewers to IPTV 
content via the BBC Red Button homepage alongside access via the platform operator’s 
EPG (electronic programme guide) or user interface. 

37. We believe, however, that it is too early to decide the specific role that BBC Red Button 
should play in the BBC’s IPTV plans, as not enough is yet known about the scope and 
nature of these activities. BBC Red Button, as an established brand and interactive TV 
service, may eventually have a key role, or it may be entirely superseded by new services 
or technologies. Given the fast-moving nature of this market, we feel it is sensible to 
remain open-minded as to BBC Red Button’s potential role in this area for the time being, 
and to re-assess this in the future. 

38. BBC management has stated its intention to capture the costs of re-versioning BBC 
content for IPTV within the BBC Red Button service licence budget. BBC management 
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defines an IPTV platform as a digital television platform which is internet connected but 
where consumption is currently primarily driven by linear viewing. Content re-versioned 
for other equipment – including computers, games consoles and mobile phones – is 
currently captured by the BBC Online service licence budget and will remain there for the 
time being.  

39. We accept this allocation of budgets but plan to review them as part of our next review of 
BBC Online, due in 2012, when the evolution of IPTV and how audiences access it will be 
clearer. The BBC Red Button service licence budget will not increase so investment in 
IPTV content will only occur if there are matching reductions in BBC Red Button’s other 
spend. 

40. We have agreed with BBC management that the Trust should be updated on the 
development of IPTV activities and approvals sought where necessary.   

Action VI 

We support the BBC’s development of an IPTV strategy as we believe this may have 
strong public value in the future. However, BBC Red Button’s future role in the BBC’s 
IPTV plans is not yet clear, as the IPTV market is still nascent. 

In the short term, we agree with BBC management’s proposal for costs associated 
with the re-versioning of BBC content for IPTV to be captured within the BBC Red 
Button service licence budget. We have asked that the split between broadcast and 
IPTV spending against the BBC Red Button service licence budget is captured in the 
regular financial reports to the Trust. At appropriate points, we will take fuller 
updates on the development of IPTV strategy and we will approve strategies and 
new activities where appropriate in line with our governance framework for BBC 
public services.   

There will be no increase in BBC Red Button’s service licence budget to 
accommodate IPTV activity. 

The Trust’s next review of BBC Online against its service licence, due in 2012, should 
provide an appropriate opportunity to revisit this area when the market is more 
established. 

BBC Red Button’s service licence will be clarified through minor amendments 

Action VII 

Some amendments to BBC Red Button’s service licence will be beneficial to improve 
the description of BBC Red Button’s core proposition and the priorities given to the 
different ways in which it helps to deliver the BBC’s public purposes. These do not 
represent changes to the service itself, but clarifications to more properly reflect the 
service as it currently stands. We will amend the service licence as indicated below 
and will publish an amended version: 

· the service remit will be amended to more explicitly include provision of sports 
content, reflecting the importance of this content to the service 

· the service’s public purpose contributions will be amended to increase the stated 
importance of BBC Red Button’s role in the delivery of event programming and 
thus the BBC’s nations & regions purpose, making this more of a priority for the 
service than the delivery of the BBC’s education and learning purpose. Again, this 
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is in order to reflect more accurately the strengths of the service as it currently 
stands. 
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Main Report 

Current performance 

BBC Red Button’s remit 
41. BBC Red Button’s service licence sets out its remit as follows: 

The remit of BBC Red Button is to offer continuous and constantly updated news, 
information, education and entertainment to digital television audiences in the form of 
interactive video, audio, pictures and text. 

BBC Red Button should also offer content which supports and enhances some linear 
television programmes. It should be an access and navigation point for BBC non-linear 
television and radio content, offering supporting material and enhancements for linear 
broadcast output.iii 

BBC Red Button’s core strategic purposes and proposition 
42. During the course of this review, BBC management has identified what it believes to be 

BBC Red Button’s five core strategic purposes. These are detailed in Figure 2 below. 

Figure 2: BBC Red Button's five core strategic purposes 

1.  Link between linear and interactive 

 Provide a bridge into interactive content for TV viewers, accessible from every linear 
TV service. 

2.  Extend the reach of the best journalism in the world 

 Provide an additional way to access the BBC’s journalism content via its digital text 
proposition. 

3.  Extend the impact of events that bring the UK and its communities together 

 Support big live events by providing additional broadcast capacity to augment the 
linear TV schedules, and satisfactorily cover key events in music, sport and 
entertainment. 

4.  Improve media literacy 

 Provide easy access to interactivity across all five BBC editorial priorities (text and AV) 
for those without access to BBC Online. 

5.  Increase reach and usage of video-on-demand (VOD) 

 Provide access to VOD (BBC iPlayer) across all significant IPTV platforms. 

Source: BBC management 

                                           
iii BBC Red Button Service Licence – 7 April 2008 
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43. These purposes are delivered by a core BBC Red Button proposition, available on all 
digital TV platforms. Due to the different amount of broadcast capacity available on 
different TV platforms, the level of service offered by BBC Red Button on some TV 
platforms currently exceeds this core proposition. The core proposition includes: 

· a BBC Red Button homepage accessible by pressing the red button when 
viewing any BBC channel or service on DTV, providing viewers with links to any 
BBC interactive content available on the platform (including BBC iPlayer where 
applicable) 

· a digital text service, providing a full range of content from BBC Journalism 

· up to two video streams to cover key music, sport and entertainment events. 
This capacity is also used to provide looped video content in support of TV 
programmes across the full range of BBC Red Button genres during the times that 
live events are not being broadcast 

· additional interactive capacity sufficient to launch applications like the sports 
multiscreen (to support the event video streams above), and to enable interactive 
games (e.g. for children) to be offered by the service. 

44. BBC Red Button also provides additional content outside of this core proposition where 
this makes tactical use of available capacity. For example, digital satellite and cable 
platforms currently provide six video streams compared to only one on digital terrestrial. 
As discussed below, however, BBC management plans to bring distribution across 
different platforms more in line with the above core proposition in the future. A more 
detailed discussion of the core purposes and proposition can be found in the impact and 
value for money sections of the report below. 

Service overview 
45. BBC Red Button was launched by the BBC on digital TV platforms in 1999. Originally 

called BBC Text, it was then rebranded in 2001 as BBCi before being rebranded again in 
2008 as BBC Red Button. 

46. Users access the service by pressing the red button on their remote controls while 
watching a BBC linear TV channel. Generally, this brings users to the BBC Red Button 
homepage (sometimes called the ‘bridge’), which gives a menu of options allowing users 
to navigate to the different types of BBC Red Button content (see Figure 3). 
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Figure 3: Typical BBC Red Button homepage on DSAT or cable 

 

47. The service can primarily be thought of as a combination of always-available (or 24/7) 
content, and schedule-driven content which supports and enhances specific TV 
programmes during the year (enhanced TV, or eTV). 

- Always-available (24/7) content 

48. The main element of the 24/7 content is digital text. This is in essence an upgraded 
version of the analogue Ceefax service, providing news and information which is updated 
on a continuous basis, and including enhanced pictures and graphics. Most of this content 
is sourced from a central content management system which also supplies copy to BBC 
Online and Ceefax. A news article on BBC Online typically appears in its full form on the 
website, with a shorter version delivering the key points appearing on BBC Red Button. 
Digital text is not an exact copy of Ceefax; it includes some extra content and some 
Ceefax content is not ported across. The page numbering on digital text has been 
designed to mirror that used on Ceefax where possible, to ease the transition between 
the two for users. 

49. In addition to digital text, other 24/7 content, such as the news multiscreen, which 
provides short edited video loops giving news highlights, is also available to some 
viewers. The news multiscreen is currently only available through satellite and cable TV 
services due to capacity constraints, having been removed from digital terrestrial 
(Freeview) in October 2009. On satellite platforms there is also capacity for a lifestyle 
multiscreen feature, though this is often not utilised. 

- Enhanced TV (eTV) content 

50. In contrast to the 24/7 content, BBC Red Button’s eTV content varies throughout the year 
in terms of both output and reach, as it generally supports specific TV and radio 
programmes around the time that they are featured in the linear schedules. 

51. Programmes are supported by BBC Red Button in different ways, depending on the nature 
of the programme itself. The different types of eTV content range from providing 
additional schedule space for live event coverage, to interactive play-along features for 
quiz shows, to providing behind-the-scenes footage, spin-off material, games or other 
additional content related to the TV programme in question. 
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- Other content (BBC iPlayer access) 

52. BBC Red Button also provides access to on-demand BBC iPlayer content on the Freesat 
and Virgin Media platforms. This content is delivered to the TV set separately to the main 
BBC Red Button service, using IPTV or cable technology. 

53. On the Virgin Media platform, a selection of BBC iPlayer content is available to viewers as 
part of its wider cable-delivered on-demand TV service. BBC Red Button provides a 
shortcut to this content, giving viewers an alternative navigational path to BBC iPlayer 
without them needing to leave the BBC environment. The two available paths are believed 
to have a similar level of usage from viewers. 

54. On Freesat, certain receivers allow viewers to access BBC iPlayer content by using the 
built-in broadband connection. BBC Red Button allows viewers to access BBC iPlayer 
content through a link on the BBC Red Button homepage; the BBC iPlayer content itself is 
then delivered via the viewer’s home broadband service to the TV. 

BBC Red Button is available across all major digital TV platforms 

55. BBC Red Button is available on all major digital TV platforms, including satellite, cable and 
digital terrestrial. Due to constraints in technology and capacity on different platforms, the 
service is not exactly the same on every platform, but varies as highlighted in Figure 4. 
Freeview used to offer a news multiscreen feature and an additional video stream to the 
one currently available, but these were removed from the platform in October 2009 to 
accommodate high definition TV services. 

Figure 4: Availability of BBC Red Button propositions across platforms 

 
Source: BBC management, BBC Trust analysis. Note: programme-related interactive features include games, alternative 
audio streams, play-along services for quiz shows and events, and other features. 

DTT 
(Freeview) Sky 

DCAB 
(Virgin) 

DSAT 
(Sky) 

DSAT 
(Freesat) 

Digital text 

Up to six video streams One video 
stream 

News multiscreen loops  

Programme-related interactive features 

iPlayer 

Always available 
(24/7) content 

Enhanced TV 
(eTV) content 

Other content iPlayer 



BBC Red Button service review 

 

November 2010 15

 

Reach 

Summary: 

BBC Red Button achieves high reach relative to other BBC services, and interactive 
TV services from other providers. It is used by nearly 12 million people every week, 
making it the most used interactive TV service in the UK. 

It is used by a broad cross-section of the population, and there are 5 million people 
each week who are reached by BBC Red Button but not by BBC Online. 

The always available (24/7) parts of the service (primarily digital text) generate the 
most reach, but certain events, particularly in sport and music, can also generate 
large audiences. 

Although overall reach is high, some genres of programming are less consistent in 
their performance, and a large number of smaller programmes, particularly minority 
sports coverage, achieve very low reach. 

Conclusions: 

We recognise the role that BBC Red Button plays in reaching a large and diverse 
audience, and extending the reach of the BBC’s interactive services. The service’s 
audience profile should continue to be monitored to ensure that this breadth is 
preserved. 

In seeking to deliver good public value, BBC Red Button should focus on its 
strengths, rather than seeking to cover all genres and deliver all public purposes. 
Research has shown these strengths to be its digital text content, and its additional 
coverage of live events. Other more experimental content should be commissioned 
only when there would be little or no incremental cost to the BBC in producing it, or 
where clear and necessary benefits can be identified. 

Continuing the current trend within BBC Red Button towards re-versioning content 
from other BBC services and away from stand-alone commissions should help to 
reduce the service’s broadcast content costs over time. BBC management has 
already stated its plans to do this over the next few years, which we support. 

We recognise the role that BBC Red Button plays in supporting minority sports, but 
expect that the performance of low-reach programmes is monitored to ensure that 
they are providing value to viewers and fulfilling their stated objectives. 

BBC Red Button is used by nearly 12 million people every week 

56. BBC Red Button is used by nearly 12 million people every week, and shows signs of 
growth in usage over the last two years. In the 2009/10 financial year, it was used by an 
average of 11.9 million people every week, up from 10.9 million in 2008/09iv. Although 
some of this growth is due to the introduction of new digital homes into the market due 
to digital switchover, reach as a proportion of available users within each platform also 
increased during the period. Across all platforms, reach as a proportion of available users 
increased from 27 per cent to 29 per cent between 2008/09 and 2009/10 (see Figure 5). 

                                           
iv Weekly reach to Red Button was reported as 9.7 million in the 2008/09 BBC Annual Report and Accounts; however this 
did not include reach of eTV content within BBC Red Button. New top line figures include reach of all parts of the service. 
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Figure 5: Weekly reach of BBC Red Button by platform (2008/09 to 2009/10) 
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Source: Nunwood New Media Tracker, Digital TV adults 16+. Note: all figures are for combined reach of all types of BBC 
Red Button content; figures in the 2008/09 BBC Annual Report only included reach of 24/7 content, and therefore differ 
slightly to these. 

57. Figure 6 shows the season fluctuations typical of BBC Red Button reach, which are 
generally driven by big sporting and music events such as Wimbledon, Glastonbury and 
the Olympics. 

Figure 6: BBC Red Button weekly reach by platform (January 2008 to May 
2010) 
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Source: Nunwood New Media Tracker, Digital TV adults 16+; BBC management. Note: pre-2008 data was collected by TNS 
using a different methodology, and so is not directly comparable. 

BBC Red Button has the highest reach of any interactive TV service 

58. BBC Red Button consistently reaches more people than any other interactive TV service, 
as shown by Figure 7. Its universal distribution means that its cross-platform reach is 
naturally higher than platform-specific services (such as Sky Active) but even within 
specific platforms it still achieves the highest reach. 
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Figure 7: Weekly reach of interactive TV services (across all platforms, 
2008/09 and 2009/10) 
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Source: Nunwood New Media Tracker, Digital TV adults 16+. *Note: Teletext and Digital Teletext ceased broadcasting in 
December 2009; a reduced Teletext Holidays service is still available, on Freeview only 

59. BBC Red Button was the only service to increase its percentage reach between 2008/09 
and 2009/10. Following the closure of Teletext services in December 2009 (apart from a 
reduced Teletext Holidays service on Freeview), there are now fewer interactive TV 
services for viewers to choose from. Ceefax is also due to close in 2012, as part of the 
digital switchover project.  

The service attracts a broad mix of users 

60. BBC Red Button attracts a broad range of users, cutting across gender, age and social 
grade, generally mirroring the profile of the digital TV audience as a whole. BBC Red 
Button’s audience mix shows little seasonal variation, and remained fairly constant 
between 2008 and 2009, as Figure 8 shows. There was a small rise in the age of BBC Red 
Button users, and in the number coming from lower social grades between 2008 and 
2009; this is too small to be considered significant at this stage but should be monitored 
to see if it represents an ongoing trend. 

Figure 8: BBC Red Button user profiles, 2008-2009 
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Source: Nunwood New Media Tracker, Digital TV adults 16+ 

61. BBC Red Button is part of the BBC’s wider portfolio of interactive services which includes 
websites, on-demand online video and mobile internet content. BBC Online represents the 
bulk of BBC interactive reach and spend, and it is useful to compare BBC Red Button’s 
audience with it to get a sense of how the interactive portfolio as a whole performs. 
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62. In fact, BBC Red Button has a noticeably different audience to BBC Online. Figure 9 
compares the audience profiles for the two services. The audience to BBC Online tends to 
be male, young and well-off, which is largely true of online users as a whole. BBC Red 
Button, on the other hand, has a very broad range of users who are more representative 
of the digital TV universe as a whole, and therefore reaches users across different ages, 
genders and socio-economic grades. 

Figure 9: Demographic profile of BBC Red Button and BBC Online users (Q4 
2009) 
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Source: Nunwood New Media Tracker, Digital TV adults 16+. Note: data in this figure is for Q4 2009, and so differs slightly 
to whole-year figures given in Figure 8. 

BBC Red Button is used by a section of the population which BBC Online does 
not reach 

63. Every month, a significant proportion of the BBC’s audience use BBC Red Button as their 
only point of contact with the BBC’s interactive output. In 2009/10, an average of 5.3 
million people every month used the BBC Red Button service, but did not use BBC Online, 
as shown in Figure 10. This figure was down slightly from 5.7 million in 08/09. The 
number of people who used both BBC Red Button and BBC Online grew significantly 
during this period. 
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Figure 10: Overlap between users of BBC Red Button and BBC Online (2008/09 
and 2009/10) 
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Source: Nunwood New Media Tracker, Digital TV adults 16+ 

64. These ‘BBC Red Button only’ users tend to be those traditionally less inclined towards the 
adoption of new technologies. Figure 11 shows that those who use BBC Red Button but 
not BBC Online are more likely to be female, older, and less well off. This trend was more 
pronounced in 2008/09 than it was in 2009/10. 

Figure 11: Demographic profile of BBC Red Button users split by usage of BBC 
Online (September 2009 – March 2010) 
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Source: Nunwood New Media Tracker, Digital TV adults 16+. 

The ‘always available’ parts of the service generate the most reach 

65. The BBC Red Button service can be thought of as primarily a combination of always-
available (24/7) content, and schedule-driven content which supports and enhances 
specific TV programmes during the year (enhanced TV, or eTV), as discussed on page 13. 

66. As Figure 12 shows, the 24/7 content is the biggest driver of reach across the year. Of 
the 11.2 million people reached by BBC Red Button on average each week in 2009, 7.0 
million were only reached by 24/7 content. 

67. The eTV content drives large numbers of people to BBC Red Button in certain months, 
with large variations across the year corresponding to the big annual events supported by 
the service. People who come to BBC Red Button for eTV content tend to use other parts 
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of the service as well, as the number who are only reached by eTV is always a small 
minority of total reach. 

Figure 12: Reach of BBC Red Button split by users of always-available ‘24/7’ 
and schedule-driven ‘eTV’ content (2009) 
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Source: Nunwood New Media Tracker, Digital TV adults 16+ 

News, weather and sport content generate the most reach for the service 

68. BBC Red Button has a very broad range of output, drawing on content from much of the 
BBC’s portfolio across TV and radio. Figure 13 shows the reach across the service of the 
main content genres. 

Figure 13: Average BBC Red Button weekly reach by genre (millions, 2009/10 
financial year) 
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Source: Nunwood New Media Tracker, Digital TV adults 16+. *Other includes Factual, Drama, Entertainment and Comedy. 

69. Each of the main content genres and their relative reach performance are discussed 
below. 

- News & weather has the highest reach of any BBC Red Button programme 
genre 

70. News & weather has the highest reach within BBC Red Button, with 7.4 million people 
using this part of the service every week during 2009/10. This part of the service is 
constantly available and updated regularly, and is delivered through a combination of 
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digital text, available across all platforms, and the video news loops which are available 
through Virgin Media and Sky. The delivery of constantly updated news and information is 
a central part of BBC Red Button’s remit, and these figures suggest that this is currently 
being delivered. This figure is reasonably consistent over the year, though it does exhibit 
some peaks during major news events and times of extreme weather (for example the 
cold weather and snow in January 2010). 

- Sport also achieves high reach, with significant peaks during big events 

71. Sport gets the next highest reach, with 4.4 million users every week in 2009/10. This 
figure combines the always-available sports news text output with the coverage of 
individual sporting events over the year. Sport audiences can fluctuate greatly during the 
year, as coverage of the biggest sporting events can achieve substantial reach. 

72. Figure 14 illustrates which BBC Red Button eTV programmes achieved the highest reach 
in 2009. Each programme title is sized in proportion to its reach, and programmes of a 
similar genre are drawn in the same colour. The preponderance of sport programming 
(green) in the list is clear.  

Figure 14: Highest reaching BBC Red Button eTV programmes (2009) 

 
Source: BARB reach figures. Note: size of font is proportional to reach of programme; programmes within similar genres 
have the same colour. Different programmes can run over substantially different time periods to each other, and so care 
should be taken when directly comparing headline reach. 

73. The reach of different events can be difficult to compare directly as some are spread over 
several months and others take place over hours or days. However, cumulative reach of 
these events shows how many people used the content at any point. In 2009, Wimbledon 
coverage reached 7.5 million people cumulatively over its two-week run, the highest of 
any BBC Red Button event over the year (Figure 15). Formula 1 reached 7.1 million 
people over the nine-month season, and the Snooker World Championship coverage 
reached 3.9 million over three weeks. 



BBC Red Button service review 

 

November 2010 22

 

Figure 15: BBC Red Button sports multiscreen (screenshot, Wimbledon 2009) 

   
Source: BBC management 

74. BBC Red Button provides some flexibility to the linear channel schedules to help 
accommodate over-running live sports fixtures, as well as providing a route to broadcast 
for smaller events which would not otherwise be seen on TV. For example, the early 
rounds of the 2010 French Open including Andy Murray’s early games were available to 
view through BBC Red Button but not elsewhere in the BBC’s TV portfolio. The ability to 
provide additional schedule space for events like these can also assist the BBC in 
obtaining the broadcast rights for the event. 

75. Figure 16 shows the number of enhanced TV (eTV) programmes broadcast through BBC 
Red Button over the past four years for sport against other content. This chart represents 
the content which BBC Red Button offers over and above the always-available (24/7) 
content on the service, and so does not include the high reach news and weather 
content. It gives a good sense, however, of how central sport output has become to BBC 
Red Button. Sport clearly dominates this part of the service’s output, and the number of 
programmes output within this genre has risen sharply since 2006, particularly since the 
launch of the sport multiscreen in 2008. In contrast, the number of eTV programmes in 
other genres has remained relatively constant. 

Figure 16: Number of eTV programmes broadcast on BBC Red Button (2006-
2009; excludes 24/7 digital text and video) 
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Source: BARB, BBC Trust analysis. 

76. Part of the reason for the high number of sports events broadcast through BBC Red 
Button is its commitment to minority and Olympic sports. These commitments arise as 
part of rights deals, where BBC Red Button is part of the BBC’s bid to win rights to show 
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certain sports events by offering the opportunity for a large amount of the total event 
coverage to be broadcast. The 2012 Olympics and Team GB are also supported by BBC 
Red Button through the broadcast of minority Olympic sports events in the run up to the 
Olympics themselves. 

77. This commitment to minority sports means that although sport does generate some of the 
highest viewing figures for BBC Red Button, it also accounts for some of the lowest. In 
2009 around 250 BBC Red Button programmes were measurable by BARB; of these, 
about 100 reached fewer than 0.1 million viewers – the great majority being sports 
programmes. 

- Music can draw significant audiences to BBC Red Button’s coverage of 
festivals and live events 

78. Music output achieves its highest reach for coverage of major UK music festivals. In 2009, 
coverage of the Glastonbury music festival reached 6.1 million people, and the T in the 
Park festival from Scotland reached 2.1 million, both over a two-week period. BBC Red 
Button also gives a broadcast window to other music content that would not otherwise be 
seen on TV, such as sessions recorded for shows on BBC Radio 2 and BBC 6 Music. In 
January 2010 sessions recorded for 6 Music featuring Gary Numan, Little Boots, Heaven 
17 and La Roux reached 1.3 million viewers. BBC Red Button also supports coverage of 
The Proms, including the ‘Maestro Cam’, which offers commentary from guest conductors 
on the orchestra’s performance, as well as a view of proceedings from the musicians’ 
point of view. This received praise from some respondents in our research and 
consultation process, though it did not generate large audiences. 

- Children’s content has consistent reach across the year 

79. Children’s content reached a weekly average of 1.6 million viewers in 2009/10. BBC Red 
Button supports the output on CBeebies and CBBC with a variety of games and supporting 
material for the TV programmes. Usage of children’s content is more consistent over the 
year, with fewer peaks and troughs. Measurement of reach is an issue for children’s 
content however, as the top-line reach figures for BBC Red Button are based on adults, 
making it likely that usage amongst children themselves is underestimated by these 
figures. Reach measured through BARB does include children over four years old, but 
cannot currently measure usage of games through the service. 

- Other genres also provide popular content from time to time  

80. Other genres are also represented in BBC Red Button output, including factual, drama, 
entertainment and comedy. In total these genres reached a weekly average of 2.9 million 
viewers in 2009/10. The highest rating programmes in these genres over 2009 were in 
entertainment, including the ‘sing-along’ for the Eurovision Song Contest (1.7 million) and 
the interactive ‘play-along’ activities for National Lottery shows Guesstimation (1.5 million) 
and In It To Win It (1.5 million). These were all ways for the audience to watch the linear 
programme as normal, but with an added layer of interactivity to enhance their 
experience. 

81. Drama is seen as a difficult genre for interactive TV, both within the BBC and the industry 
more widely, and BBC Red Button continues to experiment to find content in this genre 
that uses the technology to best effect. In 2009 the Doctor Who Dreamlands animations 
reached 1.0 million viewers. Ashes to Ashes, which used archive BBC footage from the 
1980s to allow viewers to relive some moments from the decade featured in the series, 
reached 0.8 million viewers. 
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82. Comedy also gets variable usage on BBC Red Button. In 2009 the highest rating comedy 
output on BBC Red Button was for Never Mind the Buzzcocks which reached 0.9 million 
viewers over 12 weeks, providing extra content recorded around the TV show. Mitchell 
and Webb reached 0.6 million, and Stewart Lee reached 0.4 million. 

83. Other features have attempted to use the technology to provide a more immersive 
interactive experience outside the live transmission. These typically simulated a website 
experience, offering additional video, information or games intended to deepen viewers’ 
relationship with the programme by allowing them to explore related content after the 
end of the linear transmission. Some of this content has been both popular and critically 
acclaimed – for example, the interactive content offered in 2001 for Walking with Beasts 
However, over time BBC Red Button has moved away from this type of activity, towards 
the type of content described above. We believe that this evolution has been sensible and 
should be continued. 

BBC Red Button should focus on its strengths 

84. In seeking to deliver good public value, we believe that BBC Red Button should focus on 
its strengths, rather than necessarily seeking to cover all genres and deliver all public 
purposes. The above research has shown these strengths to be its digital text content, 
and its additional coverage of live events. Other more experimental content should be 
commissioned only when there would be little or no incremental cost to the BBC in 
producing it, or where clear and necessary benefits can be identified. 

85. Continuing the current trend within BBC Red Button towards re-versioning content from 
other BBC services and away from stand-alone commissions should help to reduce the 
service’s broadcast content costs over time. BBC management has already stated its plans 
to do this over the next few years, which we support. 

Measurement of reach presents a continuing challenge 

86. Accurate measurement of reach presents an ongoing challenge for BBC Red Button. 
BARB, which provides the industry standard measure for TV channel reach, is not able to 
measure all parts of the service due to the technical aspects of the system. Some video 
content can be measured, but content such as digital text pages and games cannot 
currently be measured by BARB. 

87. A separate survey is therefore used to measure overall reach for BBC Red Button. This 
measurement contract was handled by TNS until 2008, since when Nunwood has provided 
these metrics through its new media tracker. Overall reach is therefore based on claimed 
usage by the audience, rather than direct measurement of behaviour (as is the case with 
BARB). The BARB system is able to measure video content directly for eTV programming 
such as Wimbledon coverage, so such figures are reported from BARB. 
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Quality 

Summary: 

Despite evidence of widespread and regular usage of BBC Red Button, users’ 
appreciation of the service tends to be moderate rather than high, relative to other 
BBC interactive offers. While some individual BBC Red Button content gets high 
levels of appreciation, BBC Red Button users approve more highly of BBC Online and 
BBC iPlayer in overall terms. 

Currently, the methodology used in the measurement of quality for the service 
makes it difficult to compare BBC Red Button directly to other interactive TV 
services, but the available evidence shows little variation between these services, 
with all of them generally receiving similar, moderate quality scores. This 
methodology has been improved to some extent over the last year, but we believe 
that more should still be done to improve the measurement of quality for the 
service. 

Responses to the public consultation were broadly positive in their opinions on the 
service, including its content, ease of use and navigation, though some complained 
about the slowness of the service and compared it unfavourably to Ceefax. Although 
there have been some recent improvements, BBC Red Button does still take a 
substantial time to load on certain platforms; however, the reception equipment 
used by viewers is a key limiting factor in this, and is largely outside the BBC’s 
control. 

Conclusions: 

The Trust strongly believes that all BBC services must be able to robustly 
demonstrate their quality. BBC management should improve the way in which it 
measures quality of the service, as the current methodology makes comparison to 
other interactive services difficult. An improved research methodology should also 
seek to provide improved insight into why interactive TV services generally do not 
perform as strongly as other BBC interactive services such as BBC iPlayer and BBC 
Online. 

Users show moderate approval of the BBC Red Button service 

88. Audience research commissioned for this review showed that approval for BBC Red Button 
was good, although not quite as strong as approval for the BBC as a whole. Figure 17 
shows that 40 per cent of those who had recently used BBC Red Button approved highly 
of the service. In comparison, 51 per cent of the same sample (i.e. BBC Red Button users) 
approved highly of the BBC as a whole. Low approval to BBC Red Button and the BBC was 
small in both cases, at around 10 per cent. 
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Figure 17: Approval of BBC Red Button and the BBC overall, amongst BBC Red 
Button users (November - December 2009) 
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Source: Kantar audience research amongst 300 BBC Red Button users, November - December 2009. Question based on 
approval of the service on a scale of 1 to 10: low approval = score of 1-4, medium approval = 5-7 and high approval = 8-
10. 

BBC Red Button has average appreciation levels relative to other interactive TV 
services 

89. There are several other interactive TV services available to viewers in addition to BBC Red 
Button; these provide similar services for other broadcasters. BBC Red Button’s 
appreciation score lies in the middle of those for other services, scoring 7.0 out of 10 in 
2009/10. The most highly appreciated services were Ceefax, which scored 7.4, and Sky 
News & Text which scored 7.1. BBC Red Button scored more highly than Sky Active, ITVi 
and the Teletext services (although Teletext services closed in December 2009). These 
scores showed very little movement between 2008/09 and 2009/10, as Figure 18 shows. 

Figure 18: Appreciation Index (AI) scores for BBC Red Button and other 
interactive TV services (scores out of 10, 2008/09 and 2009/10) 
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Source: Nunwood New Media Tracker, Digital TV adults 16+, based on those using the service within the previous month. 
*Teletext services stopped broadcasting in December 2009 (apart from a reduced Teletext Holidays service on Freeview). 

90. On the whole, none of these appreciation scores is particularly strong, and there are only 
minor variations in appreciation between the available services despite some significant 
differences between them. The moderate overall levels of agreement and the lack of 
strong variation between scores for the different services suggest that this type of service 
in general does not elicit particularly strong opinions from most users. 

91. The methodology for calculating appreciation scores for BBC Red Button is different to 
that used for the other services in Figure 18. This means that the figures are not 
presented on a strictly like-for-like basis, and that comparisons between BBC Red Button 
and other services on the basis of this data should be treated with caution. For BBC Red 
Button, individuals are asked to give appreciation scores for each part of the service and 
individual eTV programmes that they have used; the headline score for BBC Red Button 
as a whole is then calculated by aggregating these scores. AI scores are only obtained for 
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a selection of BBC Red Button programmes, which are not selected to be representative 
of BBC Red Button output on the whole but rather to give insights into specific 
programmes of interest. These programmes are also selected for their high reach, since 
the research sample is not large enough to determine AI scores robustly for low-reach 
programmes. In contrast, the AI scores for other interactive TV services (such as Ceefax 
and Sky Active) are determined from a single question for each service, instead of an 
aggregation of scores for content within each service. 

92. Overall, the methodology for calculating appreciation scores for BBC Red Button is 
complicated and, although useful for comparing the appreciation of individual 
programmes within the service, makes comparisons to other services difficult. This is 
currently the key quality measure for the service, and could therefore benefit from some 
further development. 

Perceptions of quality for BBC Red Button are not as high as those for Online 
and BBC iPlayer 

93. Figure 19 shows how ‘quality’, ‘engaging’, ‘innovative’ and ‘challenging’ BBC Red Button is 
seen as being, relative to Sky Active, its closest commercial equivalent, and also to BBC 
Online and BBC iPlayer. This shows that although BBC Red Button performs well against 
Sky Active, both these interactive services are seen to perform less well than BBC Online 
and BBC iPlayer on all four measures. 

Figure 19: Levels of high agreement to quality statements for BBC Red Button 
and related services (January 2008 - April 2009 average) 
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Source: BBC Q&I tracker, waves 3-5 (January 2008 – April 2009). Note: This survey has now been discontinued, so more 
recent data is not available. 

94. These comparisons should be seen as indicative rather than conclusive, as it is difficult to 
compare BBC Red Button directly to, for instance, BBC Online on measures such as having 
‘well made quality content’, since BBC Online makes more of its own content than BBC 
Red Button does. However, they reinforce the idea that interactive TV services are less 
likely to elicit strongly positive opinions from users than other types of interactive 
services. 

Audience appreciation may be linked to the consumption of video content on 
the service 

95. Audience research commissioned for this review showed that users who consume video 
content within BBC Red Button tend to give the service higher appreciation scores than 
users who do not consume video. 
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96. This suggests that although the reach of the service is driven primarily by 24/7 news and 
information content (which is largely text-based), audience appreciation may be more 
strongly linked with the consumption of video content. 

Sport is the most appreciated content genre within BBC Red Button 

97. Measurement of audience appreciation for BBC Red Button represents an ongoing 
challenge, as discussed on page 26, and aggregated appreciation index (AI) scores should 
be treated with caution for the reasons noted. However, within the content tested, sport 
received the highest AI score overall, as Figure 20 shows. There was little variation 
between appreciation scores for other genres. 

Figure 20: Average appreciation index (AI) scores for BBC Red Button Genres 
(2009/10) 
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Source: Nunwood aggregated AI scores from the selection of eTV and 24/7 content measured. *Other includes factual, 
entertainment and comedy content. 

98. About 40 out of a total of 240 BBC Red Button programmes had their AI scores measured 
in 2009, in addition to the AI scores measured for the digital text element of the service. 
A summary of how these programmes performed relative to each other is given below. 

99. Three of the most appreciated programmes were from the sport genre, with strong 
appreciation for coverage of Wimbledon, The Open golf and Formula 1. There was only 
average appreciation for the Tall Ships coverage, however, and the visualisation of BBC 
Radio Five Live’s The Danny Baker Show scored below average. In all, only five sports 
programmes had their AI scores measured in 2009, despite sport accounting for the 
majority of individual programmes during the year.  

100. Music had the most programmes measured, and these showed a wide range of 
appreciation. Coverage of Glastonbury, The Electric Proms and the Reading & Leeds 
Festivals scored highest within this genre, though some music programming, like One Big 
Weekend and the Summer of Melas were amongst the lowest measured. 

101. Factual and entertainment programmes also showed variable performance, with 
Springwatch, the Chelsea Flower Show and Top Gear scoring above average, but Victorian 
Christmas, Guesstimation and Bang Goes the Theory scoring less well. 

102. The drama content scored above average, with Midsummer Night’s Dream and Ashes to 
Ashes most appreciated. Comedy on the other hand performed less well, with Comedy 
Extra and Mitchell and Webb gaining lower than average scores. 
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Responses to the public consultation were broadly positive about the quality of 
the service, though some concerns were raised 

103. Many responses to the consultation were very positive about BBC Red Button, and 
particularly enthusiastic about some of the sports and music events covered by the 
service such as Formula 1, Wimbledon, The Proms and Glastonbury. Those responding 
positively talked about the improved speed of the service, and the ability to access pages 
of content instantly without having to wait for them to scroll round as was previously the 
case on the Ceefax analogue service. 

104. However, there were also a number of less positive responses, which indicated some 
concerns about the service. Many expressed their belief that BBC Red Button was not as 
good as Ceefax. Reasons cited included a reduction in the overall amount of available 
content, and some difficulties in navigation. These issues suggest a reluctance on the part 
of some users to change their habits from those they have become accustomed to on 
Ceefax over several decades. 

105. There were also some concerns about the ease of use of the service, with a minority of 
respondents to the consultation believing that the service was slow or sluggish to load, 
and that navigation could be improved. Most respondents did not share these views, 
however. 

The time taken for the BBC Red Button homepage to load still varies 
significantly between different digital TV platforms 

106. The speed of BBC Red Button has been highlighted in the past as an area where the 
service should look to improve (see the Barwise Reportv into digital TV, 2004). The BBC 
only has partial control over the speed of the service however as the users’ specific 
equipment set-up is also a key limiting factor. The time taken to reach the homepage 
when pushing the red button for the first time is a result of different factors, including the 
power of the set-top box and the type of TV platform being used. The result is that load 
times vary considerably between different TV platforms, as demonstrated in Figure 21. 

Figure 21: Indicative time taken for the BBC Red Button homepage to launch 
on different TV platforms (seconds, 2008 and 2010) 
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Source: BBC management. On Virgin Media, load times can be considerably less, depending on the age of the set-top box 
being used. 

107. Freeview offers the quickest access to BBC Red Button on average, with the homepage 
loading in 2 seconds or less, while Virgin Media is the slowest platform with load times of 
up to 14 seconds. Virgin Media’s broadcast architecture is due to be upgraded in the near 

                                           
v Independent Review of the BBC’s Digital Television Services, written by Patrick Barwise for the Department for Culture, 
Media and Sport, 2004 



BBC Red Button service review 

 

November 2010 30

 

future which is expected to improve load times. Sky used to have a high load time of 10 
seconds in 2008; this has been successfully reduced to 6 seconds in 2010. 

Despite differences in BBC Red Button load times, there is no discernable 
difference in ease of use scores across the different digital TV platforms 

108. The differences in terms of load times do not seem to affect users’ perceptions of how 
easy BBC Red Button is to use. In 2009, users gave BBC Red Button a score of 7.7 out of 
10 for ease of use, across all platforms. This did not vary significantly between different 
platforms, as Figure 22 shows. 

Figure 22: Ease of use of BBC Red Button by platform (2009) 
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Source: Nunwood New Media Tracker, Digital TV adults 16+ 

109. There does not seem to be a significant group of users who find it very difficult to use the 
service. Only a small minority of users, about 7 per cent, score BBC Red Button at 4 or 
lower out of 10 for ease of use (Figure 23). 

Figure 23: Ease of use of BBC Red Button, scores out of 10 (2009 average) 
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Source: Nunwood New Media Tracker, Digital TV adults 16+ 
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Impact 

Summary: 

There is reasonable awareness of BBC Red Button, with signs of recent growth, 
though more than a quarter of people are still unaware of it. Understanding of the 
service is also important to consider, as awareness alone may not be sufficient to 
convince TV viewers to use it. It is likely that understanding of the service lags 
behind awareness, though more evidence would be needed to support this. 

BBC Red Button’s impact in terms of its delivery of the BBC’s public purposes is 
mixed; users of the service believe that some purposes are being delivered well, with 
others leaving room for improvement. Its delivery of digital and global purposes is 
seen to be strong, and it is also seen to deliver some strong citizenship benefits 
through its provision of national and international news. However, there are 
indications that its provision of local news and current affairs is not meeting 
expectations, although users do not attach a high importance to this overall. The 
service is seen to deliver educational benefits for adults, but less so for children – 
particularly amongst users with children at home. 

BBC Red Button may also have a useful impact on the 5 million monthly users who 
do not also use BBC Online, helping the BBC to deliver its media and digital literacy 
aims. However, little is known about this group beyond its basic demographics and 
the role of interactive TV literacy versus internet literacy is not well understood at 
present. 

Conclusions: 

BBC management has indicated that providing media literacy benefits for the 5 
million users of BBC Red Button who do not use BBC Online is an important strategic 
purpose for BBC Red Button. We expect more evidence on these benefits to be 
gathered, as while we accept that such benefits may exist, we do not feel that they 
are fully understood at present.  

Although awareness of the service is reasonable, it is also important that BBC Red 
Button is able to keep track of how clearly its service proposition is understood by 
viewers. Current measures of awareness measure how many people have heard of 
the service, but do not give a sense of how well they understand what BBC Red 
Button offers and how to use it. Improving measurement in this area to track 
progress over time could be beneficial to the service. 

A common theme from responses to our consultation and general viewer comments 
to the BBC Red Button team is that many viewers would like the BBC Red Button 
content to be better promoted and highlighted in TV listings publications. BBC 
management is already aware of this issue and is working to improve BBC Red 
Button listings wherever possible. 

We will amend BBC Red Button’s service licence to reflect better the way in which it 
best delivers the BBC’s public purposes and, particularly, the importance of digital 
text and event programming to the service.  
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There is reasonable awareness of BBC Red Button, with signs of growth 

110. On average in 2009/10, 71 per cent of UK adults were aware of BBC Red Button. 
Awareness of BBC Online was higher, at 81 per cent, despite being available to fewer 
people across the UK. Awareness of both services was slightly higher in digital TV homes. 
Awareness of BBC Red Button grew more than awareness of BBC Online during 2009/10, 
rising five percentage points from 66 per cent in 2008/09 (see Figure 24). 

Figure 24: Awareness of BBC Red Button and BBC Online (amongst all adults, 
2008/09 and 2009/10) 
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Source: BBC Audiences, PBTS 

111. Our Audience Councils in England and Northern Ireland raised awareness as a possible 
issue for BBC Red Button. They highlighted cases where lack of awareness and 
understanding of the service was stopping BBC Red Button from delivering value to 
certain audience members. The most common drivers of awareness are the on-air 
promotions for BBC Red Button content on the main TV channels, where the audience is 
invited to push the red button in order to get additional content related to the programme 
they are watching. Full understanding of what the service does is most easily gained 
through some sampling of the service, so this is an efficient way for the BBC to increase 
awareness and understanding. 

112. A common theme from responses to our consultation and general viewer comments to 
the BBC Red Button team is that many viewers would like the BBC Red Button content 
better promoted and highlighted in TV listings publications. Audience councils also 
reported that better promotion might help improve audience understanding of the service. 
BBC management is already aware of this issue and is working to improve BBC Red 
Button listings wherever possible. 

BBC Red Button’s impact in delivering the BBC’s public purposes is mixed in the 
opinion of users, with some areas performing well but others leaving room for 
improvement 

113. Independent research carried out on behalf of the Trust by Kantar Media investigated the 
extent to which BBC Red Button is seen to fulfil the BBC’s public purposes by users of the 
service. Overall, BBC Red Button’s performance was mixed, with users considering that 
some purposes were being fulfilled well while others left room for improvement. 

114. The research asked how well BBC Red Button performed against a list of statements 
linked to the BBC’s public purposes, and how important it was seen to be that it did. The 
difference in each case between the scores for the two questions is known as the 
‘performance gap’ for the statement, and is a measure of the extent to which BBC Red 
Button meets audience expectations. A negative performance gap indicates that 
expectations are not being met, whereas a positive performance gap indicates that 
expectations are being exceeded. 
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115. This is a tested methodology which has been used in previous Trust reviews, as well as in 
its wider BBC Public Purposes work. The full list of statements presented to respondents, 
and the resulting performance gaps, can be seen in Figure 25. 

Figure 25: BBC Red Button’s public purpose performance gaps (November to 
December 2009)  
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Source: Kantar audience research, Nov-Dec 2009. Note: percentages represent the number of respondents rating each of 
the statements 7-10 out of 10 in terms of performance or importance 

116. Of the 15 statements tested for BBC Red Button, around half showed a positive 
performance gap, and around half showed a negative one. Statements about the digital 
and global purposes scored well, being seen as important and high performing by most 
users. Statements about the purposes relating to creativity, citizenship and nations & 
regions received mixed scores, while the statements about education scored well for 
adults, but less well when concerned with children’s learning. The biggest performance 
gap was for ‘helps me understand politics in my nation/region’ (-13), though the 
perceived importance of this statement was relatively low. A discussion of the different 
public purposes, their stated priority in the BBC Red Button service licence, and the 
results from this research is given below. 
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117. The current service licence sets out how important BBC Red Button’s role should be in 
fulfilling each of the BBC’s public purposes. It gives an indication of the hierarchy of the 
six purposes in terms of BBC Red Button’s expected contribution to each: 

· Citizenship – “make an important contribution” 

· Education, Nations & Regions – “contribute” 

· Creativity, Global – “play its part in contributing” 

· Digital – “contribute to the promotion”. 

118. Respondents’ assessment of BBC Red Button’s contribution to each of these purposes is 
discussed below. 

- Sustaining citizenship and civil society (‘Citizenship’) 

119. According to the current service licence, this should be the most important purpose for 
BBC Red Button. 

120. The statements tested in relation to the citizenship purpose showed mixed results. Users 
agreed that BBC Red Button ‘provides high quality independent news’, with this statement 
gaining the highest performance score of any in the exercise. However, the other three 
citizenship statements scored less well. These were associated with the provision of local 
news, politics and current affairs. Users gave more importance to finding out about things 
in their own nation or region than in other parts of the UK, and were also more critical of 
BBC Red Button’s performance in their own areas. 

121. This suggests that while BBC Red Button was meeting user expectations in UK-wide news 
provision, it was not performing as well in the provision of local content. This may be 
partly due to the technological restrictions on BBC Red Button in terms of giving users 
customised local information; this is an area where IPTV may improve provision in the 
future. 

122. Since the closure of Teletext services in late 2009, BBC Red Button is now the sole public 
service provider of interactive TV services in the UK. It may therefore now have an 
increasingly important role to play, particularly in areas such as local news and politics 
where commercial provision may be less strong. 

- Promoting education and learning (‘Education’) 

123. More than half of users felt they had learned new things through BBC Red Button, and 
this statement showed a positive performance gap. 

124. However, users felt that it fell below expectation in helping children and teens to learn 
new things. The data in Figure 25 is for the whole research sample of current users, and 
includes many adults who do not have children themselves. However, this finding was 
also true amongst those with children at home; within this group, 60 per cent thought it 
was important that BBC Red Button helps teach children new things, compared to only 41 
per cent who felt that it was performing well in this area. 

- Reflecting the UK’s nations, regions and communities (‘Nations & regions’) 

125. Around half of users thought that BBC Red Button was good at giving them the 
opportunity to ‘share experiences with other people’, for example around major live 
events, and there was a small associated positive performance gap. BBC Red Button has a 
limited ability to connect communities directly through the existing technology, due to the 
limited return path. However, IPTV could enable more to be done to connect communities 
of viewers through the TV in the future. 
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- Stimulating creativity and cultural excellence (‘Creativity’) 

126. There were mixed scores within the creativity purpose, with some feeling that BBC Red 
Button wasn’t as ‘fresh and new’ as they would like. However, this is a common comment 
about any television service, and BBC Red Button had a smaller performance gap than 
other services on this measure. 

127. There was also a perceived gap in providing ‘content that stands out from other 
interactive TV services’. There is, however, little evidence that any other interactive TV 
service is more distinctive than BBC Red Button. 

- Bringing the UK to the world and the world to the UK (‘Global’) 

128. There was only one statement tested in relation to the global purpose, which was ‘helps 
me understand what’s going on in the wider world, such as international news and 
events’. This statement had the second highest performance score overall, with no 
associated gap, suggesting that BBC Red Button achieves this well. 

- Emerging communications (‘Digital’) 

129. Users generally think that BBC Red Button provides quality content, and is good at 
promoting the benefits of digital TV. Both digital statements in Figure 25 have high 
performance scores. Although there is a small negative gap for the statement ‘provides 
quality content that I find enjoyable or useful’, there is a large positive gap for the 
statement ‘BBC Red Button has helped me become more aware of the benefits of 
interactive TV’. 

BBC Red Button may play some role in the BBC’s wider digital and media 
literacy aims, although further evidence is needed to understand this fully 

130. As discussed on page 18, BBC Red Button is used every month by about 5 million people 
who do not use BBC Online. It is estimated that a substantial proportion (between a third 
and half) of these people do not have any access to the internet, either at home or at 
work. For them, BBC Red Button offers an introduction to the benefits of interactive digital 
technology, and BBC management believes that this will encourage them to investigate 
the benefits of internet access in the future. However, we have not seen evidence to 
suggest that usage of BBC Red Button is linked to the adoption of other digital 
technologies, such as internet usage, and believe that this needs more investigation if it is 
seen to be a core role for the BBC Red Button. 

131. Relatively little is known about this group beyond their demographics, and it is difficult to 
know how big an impact their use of BBC Red Button has on them. Further evidence is 
needed to understand this audience and the role of BBC Red Button in their lives more 
fully. 

BBC management has identified five core strategic purposes for BBC Red 
Button 

132. During the course of this review, we have held discussions with BBC management to 
clarify the core strategic purposes of the BBC Red Button service. Given the rapid changes 
evident in the digital TV market since the service licence was issued, it was agreed that 
this review represented a good opportunity to identify clearly what BBC Red Button’s core 
role is currently, and how it might change going forward. We have used this thinking in 
planning some alterations to the service licence (detailed in the summary at the front of 
this report) which will make these purposes clearer. 
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133. As a result, BBC management identified five core strategic purposes for BBC Red Button, 
as detailed in Figure 26. 

Figure 26: BBC Red Button's five core strategic purposes 

1   Link between linear and interactive 

 Provide a bridge into interactive content for TV viewers, accessible from every linear 
TV service. 

2   Extend the reach of the best journalism in the world 

 Provide an additional way to access the BBC’s journalism content via its digital text 
proposition. 

3   Extend the impact of events that bring the UK and its communities together 

 Support big live events by providing additional broadcast capacity to augment the 
linear TV schedules, and satisfactorily cover key events in music, sport and 
entertainment. 

4   Improve media literacy 

 Provide easy access to interactivity across all five BBC editorial priorities (text and AV) 
for those without access to BBC Online. 

5   Increase reach and usage of video-on-demand (VOD) 

 Provide access to VOD (BBC iPlayer) across all significant IPTV platforms. 

Source: BBC management 

134. These strategic purposes are listed in order of BBC management’s assessment of their 
importance to the service, though it is expected that some, for example increasing the 
reach and usage of video-on-demand, will rise in importance as usage of IPTV begins to 
develop. We discuss this further in the next section. 

135. BBC management also identified the extent of the core BBC Red Button service necessary 
to deliver these strategic purposes, and the resulting implications for BBC Red Button’s 
distribution strategy. This is discussed in the following section as part of the wider 
analysis of BBC Red Button’s value for money. 

136. We believe that these five core purposes represent a useful step forward in clarifying BBC 
Red Button’s role for the future. The first and fifth purposes (providing a link between 
linear and interactive services, and increasing reach and usage of video-on-demand) are 
clearly dependent on new IPTV services growing in penetration and usage, and could 
therefore grow in their importance to the service over time. The second and third 
purposes (extending the reach of the best journalism in the world and extending the 
impact of events that bring the UK and its communities together) are core to current 
usage of the service, and are likely to remain so even with the introduction of IPTV. The 
fourth purpose (improving media literacy) may also be an important role for the service, 
but we believe that more work needs to be done in identifying the actual benefits of BBC 
Red Button in improving media literacy if this is to be considered a core purpose of the 
service, as current understanding in this area is incomplete. 
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Value for money 

Summary: 

BBC Red Button has substantial costs relative to other BBC services. It cost a total of 
£39.3 million in 2009/10. However, it also has high reach, meaning its costs per user 
are low compared to other BBC services. 

Unlike most BBC services, the bulk of BBC Red Button’s costs are non-content 
related, with distribution and infrastructure accounting for nearly two-thirds of total 
spend on the service. 

News and weather content on the service (mostly delivered through digital text) 
offers very good value for money compared to other genres, costing relatively little 
and accounting for the majority of the service’s reach. There is little variation in cost 
per user between most other genres, with sport the most expensive genre in 
absolute terms. 

Conclusions: 

The costs for the digital text part of the service have historically been reported 
separately by the BBC in its Annual Report and Accounts, due to the way the service 
evolved over time. However, given the importance of digital text in driving the reach 
of BBC Red Button, and its substantial distribution costs, we expect digital text to be 
reported as part of the BBC Red Button service in future reports. 

We agree with BBC management’s suggestion to reduce BBC Red Button’s 
distribution capacity on the DSAT platform in October 2012, and request that the 
Trust remains fully informed of this process as it takes place and that Trust approval 
is sought where necessary. This should include evidence into the way people use 
BBC Red Button on the DSAT platform, to ensure that the full range of potential 
savings are realised. 

We have considered value for money in the context of BBC Red Button’s total 
service cost, including distribution and infrastructure  

137. Unlike most BBC services, the bulk of BBC Red Button’s costs are non-content related, 
with distribution and infrastructure accounting for nearly two-thirds of total spend on the 
service. This is largely a result of two factors. First, much of BBC Red Button’s content is 
re-purposed from other BBC services, rather than originally commissioned for it, keeping 
content costs lower than they otherwise might be; and second, the service currently uses 
large amounts of broadcast capacity to deliver multiple video streams to audiences, and 
so incurs high distribution costs.  

138. We have therefore assessed BBC Red Button’s value for money in terms of its total cost to 
the BBC, including distribution and infrastructure, where for other services it is more 
appropriate to focus primarily or exclusively on content costs. The results of this 
assessment are detailed below. 

BBC Red Button’s costs are substantial relative to other BBC services 

139. Figure 27 shows the total cost of the BBC Red Button service (including distribution, 
infrastructure and support), relative to other network (UK-wide) BBC services. BBC Red 
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Button is the sixth most expensive digital service, or the thirteenth most expensive 
overall. In terms of overall costs, BBC Red Button is most similar to Radio 1. 

Figure 27: Total costs of network (UK-wide) BBC services (2009/10 £m) 

  
Source: BBC Annual Report and Accounts (ARA), 2009/10. Note: These are the total stated costs for the services, including 
content, distribution, infrastructure and support. BBC Red Button costs in this table include costs for ‘digital text’, which was 
reported separately in the 2009/10 ARA. 

140. BBC Red Button cost a total of £39.3 million in 2009/10. This is the combined total of 
costs described in the BBC Annual Report and Accounts 2009/10 as attributable to ‘BBC 
Red Button’ as well as those for ‘Digital text’. These have historically been reported 
separately, from a time when the two parts of the service were operated largely 
independently. However, to improve accountability against the current service and service 
licence, we expect these costs to be allocated to BBC Red Button in future Annual 
Reports. 

BBC Red Button’s content costs are low, relative to its distribution costs 

141. Much of BBC Red Button’s content is re-purposed from content which is commissioned for 
other services within the BBC. Where content has its first transmission on a different 
service (e.g. BBC One), that service incurs the majority, if not all, of the content cost. BBC 
Red Button simply incurs the cost of repurposing this content for the service, together 
with any specific costs that could have been avoided if the programme had not featured 
on BBC Red Button. 

142. This has the effect of keeping BBC Red Button’s content costs lower than might otherwise 
be expected, despite some of the high-profile content (like extra footage from Wimbledon 
or the Olympics) that is available to view through it. 

143. However, BBC Red Button uses substantial terrestrial and satellite broadcast capacity to 
deliver its full service, and its distribution costs are much larger than those for a single 
digital TV channel. Figure 28 shows that BBC Red Button’s service licence (i.e. content) 
costs make up a minority of its total costs to the BBC – unlike most other BBC services. 
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Figure 28: BBC Red Button total cost to the BBC (2009/10) 
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Source: BBC Annual Report and Accounts 2009/10, BBC management submission. Note: does not include development 
spend, estimated at £3.4 million in 09/10. 

144. This figure of £39.3 million does not include the costs of development attributed to the 
service, which would add an extra £3.4 million in 2009/10 to the total service costs. 
Development costs are normally reported separately to the costs of individual BBC 
services, so we have not included them in our standard measures for BBC Red Button; 
however it is worth noting that BBC Red Button’s estimated £3.4 million development 
spend represented about 9 per cent of total BBC development spend in 2009/10.  

Current distribution of the service generally exceeds BBC management’s 
defined ‘core proposition’ for the service 

145. BBC Red Button’s service offer is limited on each digital television platform by the amount 
of broadcast capacity available to it and the additional functionality that each platform can 
offer due to its particular infrastructure (for example, the ability to offer BBC iPlayer 
content on the Virgin Media platform). In order to make best use of the differing 
technologies, BBC Red Button has offered a different depth of service on each platform in 
the past, with some platforms able to offer more video streams and content such as the 
news multiscreen. 

146. Despite this asymmetry of distribution, there remains a core proposition which defines the 
essence of the BBC Red Button service. The distribution requirements for BBC 
management’s identified core BBC Red Button proposition, and their implication for each 
of the major digital TV platforms, are discussed below. 

147. Based on the five core strategic purposes outlined above, BBC management has identified 
the distribution requirements for a core BBC Red Button service which should be available 
across all digital TV platforms in order to deliver these purposes. This core proposition 
should include: 

· a BBC Red Button homepage accessible by pressing the red button from any 
linear BBC TV service, providing viewers with links to any BBC interactive 
content available on the platform (including BBC iPlayer where applicable) 

· a digital text service, providing a full range of content from BBC Journalism 

· up to two video streams to cover key music, sport and entertainment events. 
This capacity is also used to provide looped video content in support of TV 
programmes across the full range of BBC Red Button genres during the times that 
live events are not being broadcast 
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· additional interactive capacity sufficient to launch applications like the sports 
multiscreen (to support the event video streams above), and to enable interactive 
games (e.g. for children) to be offered by the service. 

148. BBC management believes that other content such as the news multiscreen or the 
additional video streams currently available on satellite and cable platforms should only be 
provided where they make tactical use of capacity that would otherwise be redundant or 
unused. 

- Implications for digital terrestrial television (Freeview) 

149. At the moment, the BBC Red Button service on Freeview has one video stream available 
to it, delivering the minimum core proposition. Prior to October 2009, Freeview had an 
additional video stream and also the capacity for a news multiscreen feature; these were 
removed to enable HD services to be broadcast on the platform. 

150. To assess the impact that this reduction may have had on BBC Red Button’s service on 
Freeview, we looked at reach and appreciation data for BBC Red Button on Freeview and 
other platforms from before and after the reduction in capacity (Figure 29). From the data 
available so far, it does not appear that this reduction of capacity has had any significant 
impact on overall levels of reach or appreciation, although responses to our consultation 
and audience feedback to BBC management revealed that it has caused disappointment 
to some users. This should continue to be monitored but early indications are that the 
new level of service on Freeview is satisfactory to most users. BBC management hopes 
that IPTV will allow the service to regain some additional functionality on Freeview in the 
future. 

Figure 29: Reach and appreciation of BBC Red Button before and after capacity 
reductions on the DTT (Freeview) platform 
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- Implications for other platforms 

151. BBC Red Button currently provides a service on the digital satellite platforms that 
comfortably exceeds its core proposition, offering users of the service an additional four 
video streams (making six in total), a news multiscreen feature, and a lifestyle 
multiscreen feature. 

152. The service also uses substantial additional satellite capacity to enable it to broadcast 
digital text in such a way that users can view this content without interrupting their linear 
TV viewing. This makes access to digital text faster and more seamless for users, but 
requires BBC Red Button to duplicate this part of the service across each of the BBC’s 
seven satellite transponders. 

153. BBC management has indicated that BBC Red Button’s use of capacity on digital satellite 
will be revisited in 2012, following the Olympic Games. It expects that BBC Red Button’s 
usage of capacity will be reduced at this time to bring it more in line with the above core 
proposition, with associated cost savings. We have requested that the Trust be kept fully 
informed of this process as the time approaches; an assessment of whether this would 
constitute a significant change in the service would then be made. 

154. Cable’s distribution mechanism is different. BBC Red Button’s content is not delivered 
directly to the Virgin Media platform; rather it is taken from the digital satellite signal and 
then integrated into Virgin Media’s service. BBC Red Button’s core service on Virgin Media 
will therefore reflect the content available on other TV platforms. 

Content spend for BBC Red Button has been within budget in 2008/09 and 
2009/10 

155. The agreed BBC Red Button service licence budget baseline was reduced from £20.2 
million to £14.9 million in 2008/09 due to the launch of the BBC HD TV channel (BBC HD’s 
development costs had previously been included in the BBC Red Button service licence, 
but in 2008/09 it was awarded a separate service licence and its costs were removed from 
BBC Red Button). In both the years that have followed, BBC Red Button has kept its 
content spend within this budget, spending £13.5 million in 2008/09 and £14.2 million in 
2009/10, as Figure 30 shows. 

Figure 30: BBC Red Button service licence (content) cost breakdown by BBC 
division (2007/08 to 2009/10) 
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156. BBC Red Button’s service licence budget was increased to £16.1 million in 2010/11, 
largely to accommodate some of the costs of Ceefax which were previously allocated to 
BBC TV channels. 

Sport is the most expensive genre for BBC Red Button, and News and Weather 
has the lowest cost per user 

157. Sport is the most expensive genre for BBC Red Button. It accounted for £6.3 million, or 44 
per cent of the total £14.2 million spent on content in 2009/10 (see Figure 31), as well as 
the majority of eTV content output by the service (see Figure 16). Although this cost is 
high, sport content on the service can get substantial reach, as discussed above. 

Figure 31: BBC Red Button content spend by genre (09/10) 
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Source: BBC Finance. Note: individual genre costs may not add up to the total figure due to rounding. 

158. News and weather stands out as particularly good value for money. In 2009/10, this 
genre accounted for only £1.1 million, or 8 per cent of total BBC Red Button content 
spend, despite reaching more than 7 million users each week. Figure 32 compares the 
reach of different BBC Red Button genres with the costs attributable to them within the 
service. Genres towards the top left of the chart have high reach and low cost, and 
therefore represent better value for money, whereas genres towards the bottom right of 
the chart have low reach and high cost, representing worse value for money. News and 
weather is the obvious outlier in this analysis, as the genre with the lowest cost and the 
highest reach. This reflects the high use of the 24/7 parts of BBC Red Button, including 
digital text, where news and weather represents the bulk of available content. This 
content is largely sourced from a central content management system which also supplies 
different versions of the same content to BBC Online and Ceefax services, thus keeping 
the cost specific to BBC Red Button low. 
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Figure 32: Reach against cost for BBC Red Button genres (2009/10) 

 
Source: BBC Annual Report and Accounts 2009/10, BBC Finance 

159. The other four genre types in the chart all lie on a roughly straight line, indicating a 
similar cost per user reached for each of these genres. Though sport is the most 
expensive genre, it also accounts for the highest reach after news and weather. 

160. Overall, the cost per user reached (CPUR) of the BBC Red Button service fell between 
2008/09 and 2009/10. In Figure 33, CPUR has been reported in two different ways: first 
in terms of only those costs associated with the service licence budget, ‘Content CPUR’ (as 
reported in the BBC’s Annual Report and Accounts); and second in terms of total costs of 
the service, ‘Total CPUR’, including distribution, infrastructure and support. 

Figure 33: BBC Red Button costs per user reached (CPUR, 2008/09 and 
2009/10) 

BBC Red Button: cost, reach and CPUR 08/09 09/10 

Service licence budget costs £13.5m £14.2m 

Total costs* £37.0m £39.3m 

Average weekly reach 10.9miv 11.9m 

Content CPUR (service licence budget costs only) 2.4pvi 2.3pvii 

Total CPUR (total costs) 6.6p 6.4p 

Source: BBC Finance for costs, Nunwood New Media Tracker for reach, BBC Trust analysis for CPURs. Note: CPURs are 
calculated by dividing the average cost of the service during one week (i.e. annual cost divided by 52) by the average 
weekly reach of the service. *Total costs include costs for distribution, infrastructure and support, but are exclusive of 
development costs. 

                                           
vi The 2008/09 BBC Annual Report and Accounts stated this figure as 2.7p. However, this was based on a reach figure of 
9.7 million, which did not include reach of eTV services. Taking total BBC Red Button reach in 2008/09 to be 10.9 million 
leads to a CPUR of 2.4p, which is then directly comparable to the 2009/10 figure of 2.3p. 

vii This figure was reported as 2.2p in the 2009/10 BBC Annual Report and Accounts, due to an error in calculation. 
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161. BBC Red Button’s Content CPUR reduced from 2.4p to 2.3p, and the Total CPUR reduced 
from 6.6p to 6.4p. The reduction in CPUR was a result of an increase in reach which 
outweighed an increase in cost over the year. 

162. Most other BBC services are normally considered in terms of their cost per viewer/listener 
hour, rather than their cost per user reached, but the nature of interactive services such 
as BBC Red Button and BBC Online makes CPUR a more appropriate measure to use in 
these cases. As a comparison, Content CPUR for BBC Online reduced from 9.7p to 8.9p 
over the same period. It can therefore be seen that CPURs for BBC Red Button are low 
compared to Online, even when including the wider costs of the service. 

163. While cost per user reached is low for BBC Red Button (due to its high reach), the 
moderate levels of appreciation for this service compared to other BBC interactive services 
lead us to suggest that it should strive wherever possible to improve value for money by 
reducing its content and/or distribution costs. We expect a review of the required digital 
satellite capacity to be undertaken when this contract is due for renewal with a view to 
reducing costs if possible. We also suggest that the stated ‘core proposition’ for BBC Red 
Button should be used as a way of prioritising spending on content and focusing on the 
highest value output, rather than necessarily seeking to cover all genres. 
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BBC Red Button’s future  

Summary: 

Internet protocol television, or IPTV, may be important to the future of interactive 
TV services, potentially allowing better access to on-demand and enhanced 
interactive content for TV viewers with a broadband internet connection. BBC 
management believes that BBC Red Button will operate in a hybrid world for the 
next few years, as broadcast continues to be the dominant source of TV viewing but 
IPTV begins to infiltrate the market. They expect BBC Red Button to offer a core 
broadcast service across all digital TV platforms, and to offer access to IPTV content 
on some platforms.  

BBC management believes that IPTV may become increasingly important over time, 
with BBC iPlayer and a version of BBC Online for the TV screen likely to form the 
most important elements of the BBC’s IPTV activities. 

BBC management suggests that BBC Red Button could offer a single destination for 
viewers looking to access BBC interactive TV services on any platform, and could 
provide an opportunity to promote these services coherently through on-air 
messages. 

BBC management defines an IPTV platform as a digital television platform which is 
internet-connected but where consumption is currently primarily driven by linear 
viewing. It expects that the costs for re-versioning content for IPTV platforms will be 
met by BBC Red Button. Where IPTV content is delivered via non-TV centric 
platforms (for example computers, mobile phones and video games consoles), its 
costs will instead continue to be met by BBC Online. 

Conclusions: 

We support the BBC’s development of an IPTV strategy as we believe this may have 
strong public value in the future. However, BBC Red Button’s future role in the BBC’s 
IPTV plans is not yet clear, as the IPTV market is still nascent. 

In the short term, we agree with BBC management’s proposal for costs associated 
with the re-versioning of BBC content for IPTV to be captured within the BBC Red 
Button service licence budget. We have asked that the split between broadcast and 
IPTV spending against the BBC Red Button service licence budget is captured in the 
regular financial reports to the Trust. At appropriate points, we will take fuller 
updates on the development of IPTV strategy and we will approve strategies and 
new activities where appropriate in line with our governance framework for BBC 
public services.   

There will be no increase in BBC Red Button’s service licence budget to 
accommodate IPTV activity. 

The Trust’s next review of BBC Online against its service licence, due in 2012, should 
provide an appropriate opportunity to revisit this area when the market is more 
established. 
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The evolution of BBC Red Button and IPTV 

164. When BBC Red Button launched in 1999 (then known as BBC Text) it represented the 
start of a new era of digital interactive TV, following on from the first analogue text 
services such as Ceefax. Over the years the service has adapted to make best use of 
available technology, within the limitations set by its broadcast distribution method. The 
next few years may see another significant change in interactive TV services, through the 
introduction of IPTV (internet protocol TV) into the market. 

165. Although still a relatively new technology, IPTV could offer potential advantages over 
broadcast distribution in delivering on-demand programming, a wider range of content 
and access to archives, and improved two-way interactivity between users and content 
providers. It could also be used to connect users to each other through social network 
applications. 

166. Although IPTV can be used as the primary means of delivering TV to viewers (e.g. 
TalkTalk TV), it is most often used as a way to augment broadcast TV services with 
additional content. This model is currently being used by operators such as BT Vision, and 
forms the basis of the proposed YouView platform. 

167. It is possible that IPTV might form an important part of the TV landscape in the future, as 
more viewers purchase IPTV-enabled equipment and IPTV services mature. Independent 
projections used by BBC management’s for the amount of viewing which will be done 
through IPTV and similar on-demand technologies indicates that this is expected to 
account for a minority of all television viewing for some time to come. 

168. From a viewer perspective, IPTV on-demand services in their most basic form could have 
a similar feel to those now offered by cable TV. Virgin Media’s cable service, for example, 
offers its customers a selection of on-demand content including access to BBC iPlayer in 
addition to its linear TV channels. To access BBC iPlayer content, viewers have the option 
of navigating through Virgin Media’s own interface, or navigating to this content via the 
BBC Red Button homepage which provides its own link. Evidence suggests that both 
means of access are popular with viewers on this platform. 

169. IPTV service providers hope to offer additional types of content and applications in 
addition to access to on-demand programming, though these are largely still in 
development. 

BBC management expects IPTV to complement and enhance BBC Red Button’s 
core proposition 

170. BBC management envisages that the core BBC Red Button proposition, delivered via 
broadcast technology, will exist in parallel to IPTV content in the market for the 
foreseeable future. This would therefore create a hybrid distribution model for the 
delivery of interactive services from the BBC to viewers’ TVs. 

171. BBC management’s aspiration is to make BBC Red Button’s core proposition available 
across all digital TV platforms, providing a core, relatively consistent level of interactivity 
to all viewers. This could then be augmented by IPTV in those homes which have the 
ability to receive it. BBC management expects that availability and usage of IPTV will be 
low in the near future, but that this will grow over time (see Error! Reference source 
not found.). 

172. Figure 34 illustrates how BBC Red Button could work on an IPTV-enabled platform. The 
left hand side of the diagram shows the core BBC Red Button proposition, and the right 
hand side shows the additional interactive content which could also be available on the 
platform through IPTV. Where possible, links on the BBC Red Button homepage could 
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allow users to access the available BBC interactive IPTV content without needing to leave 
the BBC environment. This content would normally also be accessible via a separate IPTV 
interface managed by the platform operator or the TV or set-top-box manufacturer. 

Figure 34: BBC Red Button core proposition and potential links to IPTV 

 
Source: BBC management, BBC Trust analysis 

- IPTV could be of particular benefit to viewers on the digital terrestrial 
platform, due to the platform’s limited broadcast capacity 

173. The introduction of IPTV may be of benefit to viewers on all platforms in its delivery of 
new interactive TV content. However, it could be of particular benefit to viewers on the 
digital terrestrial platform, where current restrictions on the amount of broadcast capacity 
available for BBC Red Button are strongest. As discussed on page 40, Freeview currently 
delivers the minimum BBC Red Button core proposition and does not have any spare 
broadcast capacity to allow any increase in service provision in the foreseeable future. 
BBC management believes that on the digital terrestrial platform IPTV may act to mitigate 
capacity restrictions, allowing BBC Red Button to deliver its core proposition as well as 
offering some additional content and functionality. 

BBC management believes that IPTV could provide the most value to viewers 
by giving access to BBC iPlayer and a version of BBC Online for the living room 
TV 

174. Where BBC iPlayer has been made available to viewers via their TV sets (e.g. through 
Virgin Media), it has proved popular. BBC management believes that IPTV could enable 
this to happen more widely, and that BBC Red Button might have an important role to 
play in helping viewers find this content. 

- Case study: BBC iPlayer on Freesat 

175. The BBC recently launched a beta version of its BBC iPlayer service on the Freesat 
platform. To access BBC iPlayer content, users need to connect their Freesat set-top box 
to their home broadband connection, and then press the red button while watching a BBC 
TV channel. The set-top box recognises that a connection to the internet has been 

BBC Red Button core 
proposition 

(delivered via broadcast) 

Digital text 

Video streams 

Additional capacity to run 
sports multiscreen 
application, menus, 

interactive games, etc. 

Other interactive content 
on platform 

(via IPTV, where available) 

BBC iPlayer 

TV version of BBC Online 

BBC Red Button homepage & 
user interface 

IPTV interface managed 
by platform operator / TV 
manufacturer / set-top-

box manufacturer 
Interface 

Content & 
other 
data 

Links from Red 
Button homepage 

Other BBC content (TV 
apps, etc) 



BBC Red Button service review 

 

November 2010 48

 

activated, and changes the appearance of the BBC Red Button homepage that is delivered 
to viewers so that it includes a link to BBC iPlayer, as illustrated in Figure 35. When users 
follow the BBC iPlayer link, a version of BBC iPlayer is launched by the set-top box, from 
which they can view BBC programmes on demand. 

Figure 35: The BBC Red Button homepage on Freesat, and its links to BBC 
iPlayer 

 
Source: BBC management 

176. In this particular case, BBC Red Button’s role in giving viewers access to this IPTV content 
is important, since there is normally no other interface on the platform through which BBC 
iPlayer could be accessed. Future Freesat boxes are likely to include a separate IPTV 
interface, designed by the set-top box manufacturer; in this case BBC Red Button would 
provide an alternative navigational path for viewers wishing to view BBC iPlayer content 
without leaving the BBC environment. 

- Delivering BBC Online content to TV screens 

177. BBC management also believes that IPTV may provide an opportunity to deliver TV 
viewers a version of the BBC’s websites optimised for the living room TV. The digital text 
part of the BBC Red Button service already shares significant amounts of content with 
BBC Online, but is limited in what it can offer. 

178. Through IPTV, it could be possible to deliver a richer version of digital text to viewers’ 
TVs, which would offer an experience much more aligned with that offered online. BBC 
management does not expect that this would involve creating any new content; rather, 
costs would be incurred by re-versioning existing content from the BBC’s websites so that 
it was optimised for the big screen. 

- BBC Red Button and YouView 

179. The BBC’s belief in the future potential of IPTV services can be seen in its status as a 
founding partner in the forthcoming YouView IPTV platform. Although the platform is still 
in development, making details hard to predict, BBC management hopes that BBC Red 
Button will be able to play a useful role on this platform. In addition to providing its core  
service to YouView homes, it hopes that BBC Red Button will be able to provide viewers 
with an additional route to IPTV content on the platform. This might be similar to the 
different ways that BBC iPlayer content can currently be accessed on the Virgin Media 
platform, as discussed above. 
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BBC Red Button’s role in IPTV is not yet certain 

180. IPTV services are still largely in development, and so it is difficult to know with any 
certainty what role BBC Red Button might play in this new world. However, during the 
course of this review, BBC management has suggested different ways in which it believes 
BBC Red Button might be able to create public value on IPTV platforms. It has suggested 
that BBC Red Button could continue to be the BBC’s main interactive TV brand going 
forward, offering a consistent destination for viewers on all platforms looking for 
interactive TV content from the BBC. In an increasingly fragmented and potentially 
confusing digital TV landscape this clarity could be of benefit to viewers, particularly given 
that a majority of them are already aware of BBC Red Button.  

- Providing a bridge to the full range of the BBC’s interactive TV content 

181. BBC management suggests that the BBC Red Button homepage could provide a home for 
the BBC’s interactive TV services on all digital TV platforms. The homepage itself would be 
similar across the different platforms, but would vary to reflect the different content 
available on each. 

182. BBC management envisages that links to new types of content, such as BBC iPlayer and 
TV versions of BBC Online, could be included on the BBC Red Button homepage, 
alongside the normal links to the BBC Red Button core proposition content. Figure 35 
gives an example of how this currently works on Freesat, as discussed above. 

- Facilitating access to interactive TV 

183. BBC management believes that BBC Red Button could have an important role to play in a 
hybrid IPTV world by providing a consistent way to promote the full range of the BBC’s 
interactive TV services through the BBC Red Button brand. The ability to promote BBC 
Red Button through on-air messages has been an important contributor to the service’s 
high reach. Going forward, BBC management suggests that BBC Red Button could provide 
a single point of entry for viewers into the full range of available BBC interactive TV 
content on any given platform; on-screen calls to action could then direct viewers to the 
BBC Red Button homepage, from where they would be able to access any BBC interactive 
services available to them. 

184. We believe that it is too early to decide the specific role that BBC Red Button should play 
in the BBC’s IPTV plans, as not enough is yet known about the scope and nature of these 
activities. BBC Red Button, as an established brand and interactive TV service, may 
eventually have a key role, or it may be entirely superseded by new services or 
technologies. Given the fast-moving nature of this market, we feel it is sensible to remain 
open-minded as to BBC Red Button’s potential role in this area for the time being, and to 
re-assess this in the future. 

The costs of re-versioning content for IPTV platforms will be covered by the 
BBC Red Button service licence budget in the short term 

185. BBC management expects that any future incremental costs required to re-version 
content for IPTV platforms will be captured within the existing BBC Red Button service 
licence budget. This will be achieved without increasing this budget, by making savings 
through the continued trend towards re-versioning existing content for BBC Red Button 
rather than commissioning original content for it. BBC management defines an IPTV 
platform as a digital television platform which is internet connected but where 
consumption is currently primarily driven by linear viewing; this therefore excludes games 
consoles, computers and mobile devices, where incremental content costs would instead 
continue to be covered by the BBC Online service licence. 
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186. In the short term, we agree with BBC management’s proposal for costs associated with 
the re-versioning of BBC content for IPTV to be captured within the BBC Red Button 
service licence budget. We have asked that the split between broadcast and IPTV 
spending against the BBC Red Button service licence budget is captured in the regular 
financial reports to the Trust. At appropriate points, we will take fuller updates on the 
development of IPTV strategy and we will approve strategies and new activities where 
appropriate in line with our governance framework for BBC public services. 

187. The Trust’s next review of BBC Online against its service licence, due in 2012, should 
provide an appropriate opportunity to revisit this area when the market is more 
established. 
 


