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 Introduction 
 

1. This paper contains Stonewall’s response to Review of services for younger 
audiences.  Stonewall is the national organisation that has campaigned for 
equality for lesbian, gay and bisexual people since 1989.  

 
2. Stonewall welcomes the BBC Trust’s decision to review how well the Corporation 

serves younger audiences in relation to BBC Three, Radio 1 and 1Xtra. The BBC 
is in a unique position to educate, inform, include and challenge Britain’s young 
people through its programming and Stonewall commends the Corporation’s 
commitment to engage the full diversity of the people of the UK.  

 
3. For many young lesbian and gay people the media provides their first images of 

other lesbian and gay people. It can provide positive role models, and 
demonstrate that being gay can be positive. However Stonewall research (Living 
Together, 2007) found that almost a fifth of people think TV is responsible for 
anti-gay prejudice and 38 per cent feel that TV and other media such as radio 
have a duty to reduce anti-gay prejudice.  

 
4. The research also found that 63 per cent of people aged 18-29 agree that the 

BBC has an obligation to portray lesbians and gay men accurately. At present 
the BBC is not adequately performing this function in relation to its youth 
programming. Currently gay people and gay lives are almost invisible across the 
BBC’s programming for young people – particularly on Radio 1.   

 
Research 
 

5. Stonewall’s research into the BBC’s portrayal of lesbian and gay people (Tuned 
Out, 2005) found that in 168 hours of peak time TV on BBC1 and BBC2 gay 
people and their lives were portrayed positively for just six minutes. The research 
also found that gay people and their lives are five times more likely to be 
portrayed in negative terms on the BBC and that the Corporation’s programming 
relies heavily on clichéd stereotypes and frequently uses gay sexuality for 
making jokes or as an insult.  

 
6. With homophobic bullying currently at epidemic levels in schools, this situation is 

particularly damaging. Stonewall research (The School Report, 2007) found that 
almost two thirds of lesbian and gay pupils have been victims of homophobic 
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bullying, with 97 per cent regularly hearing derogatory phrases such as ‘poof’, 
‘bender’, ‘you’re so gay’ or ‘that’s so gay’.  

 
7. This homophobia in our schools blights the lives of countless young people. 

Prescription for Change (2008) found that half of all lesbian and bisexual women 
under the age of 20 have self harmed and sixteen per cent have attempted to 
take their life. The School Report also found that more than half of lesbian and 
gay pupils don’t feel able to be themselves at school. Thousands of young 
people who are perceived to be lesbian or gay are also affected. 

 
8. In this context Stonewall feel strongly that the BBC should be taking proactive 

steps to address low-level homophobia across all its programming and to 
promote greater understanding of gay people and their lives. However, recent 
research shows that 14 per cent of people expect the BBC to take complaints 
about homophobia less seriously than other complaints (Serves You Right, 
2008).  

 
BBC programming 
 

9. The Corporation’s policy statements emphasise the importance of its licence fee 
payers, and the obligation it has to reflect and represent its audiences. They 
suggest that the BBC can and should act as a ‘beacon of enlightenment’ – using 
its unique position to tackle prejudice and change social attitudes by highlighting 
and celebrating the diversity of twenty-first century Britain. However there is 
currently very little in the BBC’s youth programming that reflects the diversity of 
British family structures, including lesbian and gay parents.  

 
10. There has also been almost no evidence of the BBC challenging homophobia 

when it arises. In the last three years the corporation has defended comments by 
Chris Moyles, Jeremy Clarkson and Patrick Kielty which implied that being gay is 
negative and undesirable. Each of these high-profile stars has considerable 
access to an impressionable audience of young people. The refusal of BBC 
governors to act on these incidents sends a message to the young people of 
Britain that such casual homophobia is acceptable.  

 
11. Stonewall believe the insidious and pervasive culture in our schools that deems 

phrases like ‘poof’ or ‘you’re so gay’ as simply harmless banter is certainly not 
helped by programming that supports a similar view. Casual homophobia on TV 
and radio impacts on peer group cultures and if left unchallenged, it perpetuates 
the notion that homophobia is acceptable. Stonewall feel there should be no 
sanctioned homophobia on the BBC. The Corporation has robust systems in 
place and rightly responds swiftly to incidents of racism and sexism. The same 
should apply to homophobia.  

 
Conclusion  
 

12. Stonewall feel the BBC should commit to mirroring its race and disability policies 
and practices in relation to sexual orientation and take urgent steps to address 
the low-level homophobia that is widespread in television and radio. The BBC 
has a unique opportunity to educate young people about the consequences of 
homophobia and to challenge, rather than copy or even instigate, the casual 
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homophobia that blights our schools. The Corporation can inform, educate and 
entertain by providing an honest and informed perspective on the real lives of 
lesbian and gay people and by ensuring that when gay people do appear in 
programmes, their inclusion is natural and realistic, rather than sensationalised.  

 
 
For further information please contact: 
 
Nathanael Miles 
Policy Officer 
Stonewall 
Tower Building 
London SE1 7NX 
 
020 7593 1850 
nathanael.miles@stonewall.org.uk  
 
Nothing in this report should be considered confidential 
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