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1 Introduction 
This report summarises the findings of qualitative research into perceptions of the BBC Urdu 
Service in Pakistan among opinion formers.  

The research was conducted in November and December 2009. 

1.1 Background and Objectives 

Responsibility for ensuring that the BBC World Service delivers its remit in accordance with 
the Royal Charter rests with the BBC Trust. The BBC Trust independently assesses the BBC 
World Service’s adherence to BBC values and purposes. The aim of this research was to 
contribute to the assessment of whether the BBC Urdu Service is meeting its remit. The Urdu 
Service was selected as a strategically important service for the BBC World Service and 
Foreign and Commonwealth Office (who provide funding) at a time of great change in 
Pakistan. 

Specific objectives of the research were to: 

• Assess the quality of the BBC Urdu Service in the eyes of local opinion formers 
(audience research has already been conducted by BBC World Service) 

• Understand the role, relevance, performance and importance of the service to opinion 
formers  

• Understand the impact the BBC World Service is having locally 

• Establish how the BBC World Service is perceived and how it rates against other 
sources  

• Get the opinion formers’ view on how the service should develop in the future  

• Examine how the service affects perceptions of the UK 

1.2 Methodology 

The research was co-ordinated by Kantar Media in London, working in partnership with 
Gallup Pakistan who conducted the fieldwork.  

A combination of in-depth interviews (when interviewing opinion formers) and group 
discussions (when interviewing students, the opinion formers of the future) was used. A 
similar discussion guide was used in both cases (please see Appendix A). 

Other important information about the research: 

• 25 opinion formers were interviewed and 2 group discussions were conducted among 
students to cover the views of future opinion formers. Opinion formers were working 
in a position that has influence. These were a mixture of: 
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o Senior managers 

o University professors / senior lecturers 

o Politicians or government advisors 

o Heads of non-governmental organisations (NGOs) 

o Senior managers in cultural organisations 

o Entrepreneurs 

o Journalists / commentators 

• All participants recruited had a high interest in international news and used a range of 
news sources (including the BBC Urdu Service). We interviewed a mixture of 
frequent and occasional listeners to the BBC Urdu Service and included both male 
and female opinion formers.  

• Most of the opinion formers (20) were recruited as listeners to the BBC Urdu Service 
programming but 5 interviews with opinion formers who only listened to BBC Urdu 
news bulletins through FM partner stations were also included. 

• Interviews were conducted in Islamabad, Rawalpindi, Karachi & Lahore in the Urdu 
language. Please see Appendix B for a full sample breakdown.  

1.3 Pakistan in context 

 

Pakistan is home to around 164 million people and around four-fifths of the population live in 
the Sindh and Punjab provinces1.  

On the one hand, according to many observers, there has been a blooming of civil society in 
Pakistan during the last two years, triggered by the lawyers’ movement and facilitated by the 
telecom and media revolution. On the other hand, Pakistani society is under extreme social, 
political and economic pressure. Daily life in Pakistan includes power cuts and frequent acts 
                                          

1 Source – FCO Country Profile http://www.fco.gov.uk/en/travel-and-living-abroad/travel-advice-by-country/country-
profile/asia-oceania/pakistan/ 
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of terrorism. The Pakistan Electronic Media Regulatory Authority retains tight control on the 
media, but there has been great relaxation in recent years. 

For further information on Pakistan see the BBC World Service country profile: 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/1157960.stm  

Considering that the BBC has been and continues to be an important player on the Pakistani 
media scene, it needs to assess its role in the emerging and possibly dramatically changing 
social realities of Pakistan.  

This qualitative research demonstrates that news is a staple 
for the Pakistani society in general and opinion formers in 
particular. The audience is hungry for news and engaged, 
and without it they would feel in the dark and cut off from 
society. However, nowadays opinion formers feel news is 
synonymous with bombings. 

“[Without news I would 
feel] blind, completely cut 

off from the world.” 
[Male Senior Manager 
Cultural Organisation, 

Islamabad] 

 

 

 

 

 

“Current conditions of the country are important to me. It’s important to update ourselves 
with stuff like bomb blasts and suicide bombings so that we know what’s going on in the 

country.” [Male Politician, Islamabad] 

“This word [news] brings to my mind an explosion and nothing else.”                      
[Female Professor, Lahore] 

1.4 Media Revolution in Pakistan 

Legal and constitutional powers are still used by the government to curb press freedom but 
there has been great relaxation of regulations. 

Television is the dominant medium, with half of the population receiving cable. There are 
around 50 private channels whereas previously there was none. Television is the main source 
for news for the majority of opinion formers. Many use television for news in the morning 
before switching to radio whilst travelling but the evening is really television time. 

There are currently more than 100 private FM radio stations, compared to just one ten years 
ago. Stations are still not allowed to broadcast their own news programmes, but they are 
permitted to carry BBC Urdu Service news. There was a period in 2007-2008 when this too 
was restricted. Unlicensed FM stations, especially in the North-West Frontier Province, are 
common and they often fan sectarian tension. Furthermore, it appears that the Government is 
about to relax conditions for obtaining FM licences, which will raise the total to 216. 

Radio is listened to frequently by opinion formers (and for some it is the main source of 
news), especially when driving in the car (where FM is available but not generally Short 
Wave). Radio news on the hour seems to be a real trigger for listening to the BBC Urdu 
Service (via partner stations on FM). Radio is accessed by opinion formers when television is 
not available - in the car, sometimes at work, and on the move (via mobile). In the present 
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study, there were far more mentions of listening to the radio on FM, and even online, than 
Short Wave (through which the BBC Urdu Service is broadcast). 

There is widespread internet access in urban areas but some unreliability of connections. The 
internet is mostly consulted at work and seems to replace newspapers for some opinion 
formers. It is the main news source for a minority but many suffer from unreliable connections 
and power cuts.  

Mobile penetration has jumped from being negligible to nearly 50 million. Now, more listeners 
have mobiles than television sets. Although there is wide mobile ownership, there is not 
widespread use of functions other than calls and texts. The future opinion formers interviewed 
for this research made more use of mobile applications (like the internet) but they did not tend 
to use the radio on their mobile. 

There is a split over feelings towards newspapers. Most opinion formers interviewed felt that 
newspapers provide ‘old news’ and that they don’t have time to read newspapers. There are 
others who felt they provide great in-depth coverage. 

1.5 About the BBC Urdu Service 

The BBC World Service outputs in the Urdu language for two 
hours a day: 

 

• 06:30 to 07:00 ‘Jahanuma’ News & current affairs 

• 20:00 to 2:100 ‘Sairbeen’ News & current affairs and 
features 

• 22:30 to 23:00 ‘Shabnama’ News and current affairs 

These programmes are available via Short Wave or online at bbcurdu.com. The fact that 
these programmes are not available on FM means that an increased level of commitment is 
required to listen to them. 

In addition to these programmes, BBC Urdu Service news bulletins of five minutes duration 
are aired on FM through partner stations. These partner stations are not permitted to produce 
their own news broadcasts, and the bulletins are clearly signposted as coming from the BBC 
Urdu Service.  

According to research from the BBC World Service in December 2008-January 2009, there 
are 9.2 million BBC Urdu listeners in Pakistan (c. 9%, slightly down year on year). The service 
is considered more important in inaccessible regions with limited media access.  

It is the second most listened to station in Pakistan (the 
first being the government station, Radio Pakistan). 
Listeners are more likely to be male and chief income 
earners.  

“[Listeners are] all types of 
people who want to know 

the truth.” [Female 
Politician, Islamabad] 
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As illustrated by the range of quotes provided, this 
qualitative research also suggests that the BBC Urdu 
Service has wide appeal. Opinion formers generally felt 
that all types of people listen to the service, although some 
felt it has an older listener profile. Many recognised that 
the service plays a more important role for rural 
communities. This wide appeal gives the service an 
important level of influence within Pakistani society. 

“All kinds of people listen 
to it… villagers can also 
relate to it…but some 

people don’t listen 
because they believe that 

this service is for old 
people.” [Female 

Entrepreneur, Islamabad] 
 

 

 

 

“All kinds of people listen to this service. Literate or 
illiterate, everyone listens to it [but] I’ve hardly seen any 
young person listening to it”.  [Male Politician, Karachi] 

“They are usually aged people or are people from rural 
communities who do not think that local media are 

reliable.”  [Male Senior manager in cultural 
organisation, Islamabad] 

“Very popular in rural 
areas.”                   

[Male Head of NGO, 
Islamabad] 
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2 Summary of key findings 

The BBC Urdu Service is regarded as a high quality, relevant service that is relied upon as a 
vital source of information by opinion formers in Pakistan. It is believed clearly to meet its 
remit of building a global understanding of international issues. Credibility and authenticity set 
the BBC Urdu Service apart from its competitors. Other strengths are its presentation style, 
local presence and influence in Pakistan. 

There is wide praise for the Urdu language used in terms of vocabulary, tone and accent. The 
fact that the service broadcasts in Urdu also makes it more widely accessible than the English 
Service for the wider population beyond the opinion formers interviewed.  

As a result of all this, the BBC Urdu Service provides clear benefits for Pakistani society. It is 
the place opinion formers go to resolve any confusion they have about issues. However, the 
service needs to halt a perceived declining relevance that is due to changes in Pakistani 
society. The more Pakistan creates its own independent, credible media the less of a need 
there will be for a foreign provider. 

Some of the opinion formers interviewed believed that the BBC Urdu Service is more biased 
than it used to be, especially perceptions of Pakistan being portrayed increasingly negatively. 
They felt that while the service is still strong, it has deteriorated over the past ten years. 

There is demand that the service be available for longer during the day, and a move to FM 
would make the programmes more accessible. Future developments also need to make the 
service more relevant for younger people. This would include developing a broader range of 
content, including entertainment news. Extending the offer to a television service, something 
like the BBC World News channel, but in Urdu, would be very popular and increase the 
frequency with which the service is used among all opinion former groups. A mobile service 
would appeal most to younger opinion formers and potentially act as a way of keeping up with 
news during the day for older groups.  
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3 BBC Urdu Service Review 

3.1 What is important in a news service? 

Although news creates top of mind images of terrorism for opinion formers in Pakistan today 
(c.f. section 1.3), there are four other themes they mention as being important in the news. 

First and foremost, impartiality and accuracy was mentioned as a vital element of news.  

 

 

 

 

 

“The most important thing is authenticity. The use of authentic sources, and news not 
being vague. They should be quoting the correct figures and statements. What often 

happens is that a claim is made and a retraction is offered later on. So what is important 
is that news be authentic and verified.” [Male Professor, Lahore] 

“Journalism is about the impartial transmission of news. You are not allowed to take 
sides in this.” [Female Senior manager, Karachi] 

“Words like politics, constitution, 
Musharraf, Asif Zardari, Karachi and 

tension come to my mind when I hear the 
word news.” [Female Journalist, Karachi] 

“I want to know what is happening, 
wherever it is happening or whatever has 
happened.” [Female Journalist, Lahore] 

Obtaining information about the world 
and on things of national importance 
were also mentioned. One difference 
opinion formers would like to see in 
news programmes is less negative news 
that creates tension or fear, and more 
news pertinent to the longer-term 
education of the nation. 

 

 

“[I’d like] less news about violence. This type of news spreads more tension.”            
[Male Head of NGO, Islamabad] 

3.2 BBC Urdu Service’s position in the market 

“It has happened many 
times that we haven’t been 

able to get the required 
information from any other 
channel other than BBC 

[Urdu]. This has helped us 
find out the reality” 

[Female Entrepreneur, 
Islamabad] 

In terms of international radio broadcasters, Voice of 
America (VOA) and Deutsche Welle (DW) are the 
BBC’s competitors in Pakistan. Of course, given the 
dominant position of television, the service also 
competes with national and international television 
news providers such as GEO, ARY, AAJ News, Dunya 
News and CNN. 

 

It seems a widely held belief among opinion formers in Pakistan that the state radio 
broadcaster, Radio Pakistan, has a strong pro-government agenda and therefore provides 
information with a strong bias.  
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During the discussion, participants were prompted with a series of positive and negative 
words. They were asked which words they associate with a number of different radio stations 
(BBC Urdu Service, Radio Aap Ki Duniya (VOA), Deutsche Welle and Radio Pakistan). 
Please see page 22 for the full list of words. Words associated with Radio Pakistan tended to 
be negative, such as biased, boring and conservative. 

 

 

 

 

“Radio Pakistan is working at a government level and so has limitations. They must 
remain within the policies of the government.” [Female Journalist, Lahore] 

“Instead of listening to the propaganda of Radio Pakistan, we try to listen to political 
discussion on BBC.” [Male Senior Manager, Islamabad] 

The BBC Urdu Service is seen as being 
worlds apart from the national stations, 
especially in the area of providing 
independent news. The BBC Urdu Service 
provides political discussion, giving all the 
information rather than being perceived as 
providing propaganda. This sets it apart 
from the state channels. There is a feeling 
amongst many listeners that they do not 
need to go anywhere other than the BBC 
Urdu Service as they are getting the 
complete story. 

“I don’t consider any other network 
more reliable than BBC.” [Female 

Politician, Islamabad] 

“I listen to VOA and Radio Pakistan 
at times but the thing is I don’t trust 
them as much as BBC.” [Male Head 
of NGO, Islamabad] 

Again referring to the word association exercise, the words most commonly associated with 
the BBC Urdu Service were positive, such as relevant, truthful, trustworthy, informative, 
credible, accurate and up-to-the-minute. 

VOA has fewer listeners and there is a greater perception of bias than for the BBC Urdu 
Service. It was generally described as an innovative, challenging and informative station, 
whilst recognised as having an American agenda. 

Most opinion formers interviewed mentioned turning to the BBC Urdu Service for international 
news but some also referred to national news. Local radio stations were generally thought to 
be better at local news and information. 

“I like the news service Hum FM 
106.2 that has been started in 
collaboration with the BBC. Because 
they are to the point and there is no 
pointless jibber jabber” [Male Senior 
manager, Islamabad]  

For many, perceptions of the BBC Urdu 
Service are driven more by the five minute 
bulletins carried by a number of local FM 
partners than the full-length programmes.  

The fact that bulletins are on FM, and 
available every hour, makes this content 
more accessible than the full programmes.  

Many mentioned listening in the car on the way to work, for example. 
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Many opinion formers also use other BBC services such as the English content on BBC 
World Service and the TV channels such as BBC World News. Overall perceptions of the 
credibility of the BBC are influenced by these other services, in addition to BBC Urdu. 

3.3 The role of the BBC Urdu Service 

The heritage of both the wider BBC and its Urdu Service is a common trigger of starting to 
listen to the channel. Many listeners interviewed were introduced by their parents.  

The majority of opinion formers feel that the 
BBC Urdu Service’s role is to provide a 
credible, external view for Pakistanis to help 
them make up their own minds about issues. 

“Whenever I hear BBC Urdu news I 
feel I am getting a different 

perspective.” [Female Professor, 
Lahore] 

“It helps to differentiate between right 
and wrong news.” [Male 

Entrepreneur, Islamabad] 

This balanced coverage leads it to be a vital 
source of information. Alternative news 
sources do not report all sides and so many 
feel it is necessary to tune into the BBC in 
order to get all the information available on 
an issue. 

 

 

 

 

“If something happens between India and Pakistan then I choose BBC so that I can 
learn what India has to say and what Pakistan has to say. This way I know what the 
news is from Pakistan and what the news is from India.” [Male Professor, Islamabad] 

“I think there are two sides of a story. Most of the other channels decide to give only one 
side. Be it an anti-Taliban story or anti-extremist story. But BBC Urdu gives both sides.” 

[Female Professor, Lahore] 

3.4 BBC Urdu Service perceived as credible and reliable  

Within its Global Purpose, the BBC is tasked with ‘providing international news broadcasting 
of the highest quality’. Credibility and impartiality are key strands to achieving this.  

Extract from the BBC’s Global Purpose: ‘The BBC’s journalism for international 
audiences should share the same values as its journalism for UK audiences: 
accuracy, impartiality and independence. International audiences should value 
BBC news and current affairs for providing reliable and unbiased information of 
relevance, range and depth.’ 

“A highly authentic news service. A 
service that keeps you away from all 

kinds of confusion. There are no 
biases.” [Female Politician, 

Islamabad] 

“I listen to their news because they 
are authentic, reliable, to the point 

and balanced.” [Male Head of NGO, 
Islamabad] 

This important area is widely percieved to be 
a real strength of the BBC Urdu Service, as 
evidenced by the wide range of quotes 
available to support this assertion. TheBBC 
Urdu Service was widely described as 
authentic, with Pakistanis relying on it to get 
a balanced story.  
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 The credibility and authenticity 
cannot be questioned.” [Female 

Politician, Islamabad] 

 “There is no channel that is reliable 
like BBC.” [Male Senior manager in a 

cultural institution, Lahore] 

The service is regarded as less biased than 
other news channels and seen as 
presenting both sides of a story. In this way 
it has a real impact on Pakistani society, 
playing an important role in removing any 
confusion that people might have about 
national and international news.  

 

 

 

 

 

“The good thing about BBC is that even if the news is getting old, they won’t broadcast it 
until they’ve proven its authenticity.” [Female Politician, Islamabad] 

“During the lawyers’ movement these television news channels were broadcasting 
interviews of different lawyers. Someone was relaying Munir Malik's interviews, 

someone was broadcasting Aitzaz Ahsan's interview according to their liking and 
political inclination. These channels were displaying their biases. But BBC was 

presenting everyone’s viewpoints and even that of the government. BBC's coverage 
was balanced and their recording was also very good.” [Female Journalist, Karachi] 

Whilst the BBC Urdu Service is widely perceived as the most reliable service, many believe 
that it does have its own biases. There is also a sense that the quality of the service, although 
still good, is deteriorating. This reflects 2009 BBC World Service audience research which 
noted that although still market leading, agreement with positive brand attributes was lower 
than in 2005. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 “They don’t maintain the kind of 
standards that were there 5 to 6 
years ago.” [Female Politician, 

Islamabad] 

 

“I have noticed, especially in the last 
15-20 years, that they have started 

projecting political parties that match 
the interests of the British 

government.” [Male Professor, 
Karachi] 

 

“Although I am quite satisfied, there 
are a few things that upset me. Their 

news has now become slightly 
biased and you can sense anti-
Muslim sentiment in their news.” 

[Male Government advisor, 
Islamabad] 

 “For an average person, if you want 
an independent opinion, not totally 
independent, one should listen to 
BBC because it offers credibility, 
balance and impartiality.” [Male 

Senior manager, Islamabad] 

“It is less biased than other Pakistani 
channels.” [Female Professor, 

Lahore] 

“It is very important for Pakistani 
society because they get an 

alternate source of information. On 
one side the local media is 

bombarding them with news, on the 
other side the government is doing 

the same and this outside institution 
comes with a balanced point of view. 
They can be bolder and their point of 
view is independent of mainstream 

media and state.” [Male Senior 
manager, Islamabad] 
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Opinion formers viewed the BBC Urdu Service as having an even greater impact on the rural 
communities of the country, where satellite television and cable television has not penetrated. 
Given the widespread involvement and awareness of rural communities in the political scene 
of the country, these communities are particularly thirsty for reliable and accurate news. 
Opinion formers felt that devoid of other sources of information, the BBC Urdu Service is 
keenly followed by rural communities with fewer media options.  

3.5 A bastion of the Urdu language 

The use of the Urdu language by the BBC 
Urdu Service is a real area of strength. It is 
generally perceived as authentic, clear and 
simple for all Urdu speakers. It helps to 
make the service relevant to opinion formers 
and even more, in their view, for the wider 
Pakistani population. 

 “First strength of the BBC Urdu 
Service is their command of the Urdu 

language which is not present on 
other channels.” [Male Professor, 

Karachi] 

The language used by the BBC is seen as very pure and far better than the Urdu heard on 
other channels. The high quality of the language in terms of vocabulary, tone and accent was 
spontaneously mentioned by many participants in the research. This was reinforced by an 
overwhelmingly positive reaction when probed specifically about language.  

 

 

 

 

“From a broadcasting point of view it is brilliant. The vocabulary used, pronunciation, 
grammar, manner and style of presentation are all very good.”                        

[Female Journalist, Lahore] 

“The language used is pure and it benefits us as it improves our language as well.” 
[Male Head of NGO, Islamabad] 

As the Urdu used by the service is of a high standard, listening to the broadcasts actually 
helps people speak better Urdu (particularly those who do not have Urdu as their mother 
tongue). In this sense, the BBC Urdu Service is making a valuable contribution to Pakistani 
society.  

Some participants identified deterioration in the quality of the language used by the BBC Urdu 
Service. However, this was seen as reflecting a change within society, towards greater 
pollution of the language by English.   

 

 

 

 

“Although the Urdu used on BBC Urdu is good, I have noticed a little bit of deterioration 
in the past ten years. The previous presenters had a much better tone, presentation 
style and pronunciation… It is still much better than that of a lot of our local media.”        

[Male Government advisor, Islamabad] 

“They have begun to mix English in and use daily language which youngsters can relate 
to easily.” [Male Senior manager, Islamabad] 
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3.6 Local presence is perceived as a strength of BBC Urdu 

Having local correspondents is perceived as 
an important part of the BBC Urdu Service’s 
offer. They help to make it easier to relate to 
the news and they are perceived to add 
local flavour and insight to the transmissions 
of the service.  

“A strength is all the correspondents 
are locals from the area.” [Male 

Senior Manager, Islamabad] 

“I like the way they present/speak, it 
makes one want to listen more.” 
[Male Head of NGO, Islamabad] The presentation style in general is also 

perceived as a benefit of the service.  

3.7 The BBC Urdu Service remains a vital source of information on events for 
opinion formers but perhaps there is less of a need today, for this 
audience 

As a reliable source of information, giving balanced overviews of events, the BBC Urdu 
Service remains important for opinion formers in Pakistan. During important events like the 
2008 elections or important stories such as the lawyers’ movement, many of the opinion 
formers interviewed turned to the BBC to ensure they heard all sides. This helped them to 
form their own opinions. However, with increased access to additional sources of news 
among opinion formers, this role is diminishing for this group. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“I followed the analysis and news during 
the 2008 elections. Their views on this 
remained very neutral so that helped in 

making my opinion about different things 
related to the elections.” [Male Head of 

NGO, Islamabad] 

“BBC had good news coverage during 
the elections. Their views were unbiased 

and they revealed a lot of information 
that other media did not.” [Female 

Politician, Islamabad] 
“[During the elections] I became more 

attracted to BBC. When you cannot see 
a clear political picture, BBC helps you 
out.” [Male Entrepreneur, Islamabad] 

“Yes it does help in deciding my point of 
view. Like the war against terror. We 
can’t decide whether we are with the 

army or with the Taliban. BBC helps a lot 
in having our point of view.” [Male Senior 
manager in cultural organisation, Lahore]  

 “Our nation is now more educated and 
we have more access to other sources of 
information. In those days the only way 

of getting an outside view in Urdu was to 
listen to BBC Urdu.” [Male Senior 

manager, Islamabad] 

 “At one time when there was martial law 
or other restrictions then we used to 

listen to it because BBC would be the 
only source. But now since there are so 
many other sources I do not feel it has 
the same importance. But since they 

care a lot about objectivity, they do not 
exaggerate the news.” [Female 

Journalist, Lahore] 

“If we’re talking 10 to 15 years ago BBC 
Urdu was the ultimate news channel. In 

those days there weren’t many 
alternatives.” [Female Entrepreneur, 

Islamabad] 
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3.8 BBC Urdu has little impact on perceptions of the UK 

Opinion formers in Pakistan do not seem to perceive a link between the BBC Urdu Service 
and their view of the UK. There appears to be two factors contributing to this. 

Firstly, many of the opinion formers interviewed 
had visited the UK. For them, the more 
sophisticated elite, their actual experience when 
in the UK is a much bigger factor influencing 
their view of the UK than the BBC Urdu Service.  

“There is very little news about UK 
itself so it does not really influence 
my view about UK.” [Male Manager 
in cultural organisation, Islamabad] 

Secondly, opinion formers are aware that the 
BBC Urdu Service is broadcast by a corporation 
from the UK. However, they seem to believe 
that because the content is not about the UK it 
has little impact on their perceptions of the UK. 
They do not appear to make a conscious 
association between the values of the BBC 
Urdu Service and the UK. Coverage of events 
in the UK by local media appears to have more 
impact on their view of the UK than the BBC 
Urdu Service.  

“We don’t make our opinion about 
the UK based on BBC Urdu Service. 
We listen to what they share but we 
don’t necessarily use it to make our 

opinions. Believing is something 
else. Our opinion has been shaped 

by Pakistani media like Geo 
News.” [Male Head of NGO, 

Islamabad] 

Whilst the BBC Urdu Service does not intend to cover events in the UK extensively, perhaps 
more coverage of events in the UK would help to influence perceptions of the UK among 
opinion formers in Pakistan. 
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4  Potential service improvements or developments 

4.1 Diversify content and update the channel 

Whilst it is perceived as important to 
maintain the values for which the BBC Urdu 
Service is known, opinion formers suggest 
that by diversifying the content of its 
programmes, the BBC Urdu Service would 
be successful in creating a greater impact in 
society.   

“They should broadcast 
entertainment programs like 

drama, stories etc which BBC can 
do in a very professional manner as 
compared to other channels. They 

should bring in the variety that they 
have in their international 

channels to their radio service.” 
[Female Senior manager, Karachi] 

“They must make an effort to include 
all sorts of news, national, 

international, entertainment.” [Male 
Head of NGO, Islamabad] 

“It would be more relevant if they 
included other things like sports and 
entertainment as well.” [Male Senior 

manager in a cultural institution, 
Islamabad] 

Listening to radio is commonly perceived as 
an activity of previous generations. 
Furthermore, younger people are generally 
more inclined towards news that is related to 
the entertainment world. So, diversifying 
content to include more entertainment and 
also sport could increase relevance to 
younger audiences and attract more 
segments of society.  

Future opinion formers in particular 
perceived that the BBC Urdu Service is for 
older people and serious news listeners. 
Diversifying the content would alter this 
image, and help the service feel up to date.  

Young opinion formers in particular felt that the station is currently too traditional and serious. 

 

 

 

 

 

“Their weakness is that they need to update themselves with regards to 
programmes other than news. They are lagging behind in this. Their ways have 

become a little outdated in this modern world. Only those people who understand BBC 
tune into it.” [Female Senior manager, Karachi] 

“There can be a lot of improvement. I am not perfectly satisfied. They have to update 
themselves a lot, advance knowledge, latest technology and they need to touch 
lots of new areas. It is comparatively a traditional channel and it focuses on traditional 

areas in a traditional style.” [Male Senior manager, Lahore] 
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4.2 A need to improve reception 

“The best thing to do is improve their 
signal reception.” [Male Head of 

NGO, Islamabad] 

“The radio signals are not clear that’s 
why I try to listen to it online.” 

[Female Entrepreneur, Islamabad] 

Regulation of news on FM frequencies limits 
the opportunities for the BBC Urdu Service 
but there is clear desire among opinion 
formers for the service to be available on 
FM. This would provide clearer reception 
and make the service easier to find.  

4.3 A desire for more content from BBC Urdu 

Many opinion formers mentioned that the news bulletins are not long enough to get a full 
picture of the news. Some wanted more time with BBC Urdu, but in a more accessible way 
than via Short Wave.  

There is also a feeling that many people are 
not aware of the greater depth of coverage 
on the BBC Urdu Service itself. As 
mentioned before, there is greater 
awareness of the BBC news transmitted via 
FM partners than of the BBC Urdu 
programmes.  

“I think BBC Urdu should advertise 
itself. Mu Parents always listen to 

‘Sairbeen' so I know that it is a good 
programme. Other than this I also 

know this because I am in the field of 
journalism. The common person 
does not have this awareness.” 

[Female Journalist, Karachi] 

“The BBC should raise awareness at 
the grass roots level like other 

channels do… Most people do not 
have awareness.” [Male Professor, 

Lahore] 

This is partly due to difficulties of access to 
the Short Wave frequencies on which the 
programmes are aired. This issue could be 
tackled by promoting access via other 
platforms such as the internet. Listeners 
could also be signposted to other 
programmes or the website at the end of the 
bulletins.  

Some opinion formers called for the service to be available 24 hours a day. Limited broadcast 
hours is another factor contributing to perceptions that the service is not up to date.  

 
“If they wish to reach the same 

recognition and standard that they 
had 10-15 years ago then, I feel, 

instead of radio they should bring in 
BBC Urdu TV.” [Female Journalist, 

Lahore] 

4.4 Future developments: TV and Mobile 

Launching a TV version of the BBC Urdu Service 
would be universally popular among opinion 
formers, for whom TV is the dominant medium. 
People would like similar content to that seen on 
the BBC World News channel (English), but 
broadcast in Urdu.  

From the discussions it seems that opinion 
formers believe that a TV service would help BBC 
Urdu feel more up to date. However, they also  
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suggested that presenters of this TV service should be dressed traditionally to reflect Pakistan. 

More interaction would be valued by the audience, especially the younger listeners. There 
appears to be a real appetite to get more involved with the programmes.  

Opinion formers would also welcome a mobile version of the service, although this desire 
appears stronger among the future opinion formers. For this group, this development would 
help make the BBC Urdu Service more relevant. The benefits of a mobile service would be 
flexible access, it would not be affected by power cuts, and it would be available 24 hours a 
day.  

A TV service was a more popular development all round but mobile was perceived as a good 
supplementary development to give access anywhere.  

The internet service is already being recognised as a very good alternative way of listening. 
There were several mentions of downloading missed programmes and using it for updates 
during the day. 

5 Conclusions 

This qualitative research has demonstrated that the BBC Urdu Service is regarded as a high 
quality, relevant service that is relied upon as a vital source of information by opinion formers 
in Pakistan.  

It is believed clearly to meet its remit of building a global understanding of international 
issues. Credibility and authenticity set the BBC Urdu Service apart from its competitors and its 
presentation style, local presence, use of the Urdu language and influence in Pakistan are 
other strengths. 

The challenge for the BBC Urdu Service appears to be how to maintain this position in the 
future, with society in Pakistan changing rapidly. Furthermore, the more Pakistan creates its 
own independent, credible media the less of a need there will be for a foreign provider. 

The positive reaction to the potential for the BBC Urdu Service being made available on other 
platforms such as TV and mobile may suggest that developing the multi-platform strategy will 
make an important contribution to keeping the service relevant in the future.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A – Discussion Guide 

BBC World Service 

Discussion Guide 

URDU FINAL 

Group
  

Interview Type 

A Opinion Formers In-depth interviews 

B Students Mini-groups 

 

Topic Content Audience 

Introduction 
and warm up 

 

GROUPS 10 
minutes 

 

IDI 5 minutes 

Introduction 

• Introduce Self & Agency  
• Introduce Market Research & the importance of 

their participation & point of view 
• Explain that there are no right or wrong answers – 

their view point & honest feedback is of utmost 
importance 

• Explain the usage of audio recording, 
confidentiality 

• Duration: 50 mins (in depths)/ 2 hours (groups) 
• Topic of discussion – Radio News 
 

Warm up 

We regularly conduct research in various countries in 
order to understand how people live and the kinds of 
products and services they use.  

• Let us start with introductions. Please tell me your 
name and a little bit about yourself. 
• Who is there in your family?  
• What do you do? Tell me a little bit about your 

occupation and area of work? (A ONLY) 
• Tell me a bit about your studies. (B ONLY) 

 
• Where in Pakistan are you from originally?  

• What is your mother tongue?  
• How long have you been living here? 
• Are your family from here (if not, where?) 

ALL 
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• Have you lived elsewhere in the country for 
any significant amount of time? Where? 

EXPLORING WHETHER THEY HAVE ALWAYS 
LIVED IN THE AREA OR MOVED HERE FOR WORK 
ETC – INTERESTED IN FINDING OUT WHETHER 
THEY HAVE ATTACHMENT/ KNOWLEDGE OF 
OTHER REGIONS WITHIN THE COUNTRY THAT 
MAY INFLUENCE VIEWS 

Media 
consumption 

 

GROUPS 15 
minutes 

 

IDI 5 minutes 

Exercise 

• I’m going to give you all a picture of a clock and I 
want you to use the post it notes to tell me what 
you are doing across different times of the day 
and what news focussed  media you are 
accessing during these times. By this I mean 
reading the press, accessing news in other ways 
such as looking on the internet, listening to the 
radio or watching TV. 

• MODERATOR TO GIVE EVERYONE A PIECE 
OF PAPER WITH A CLOCK ON IT, AND A PAD 
OF POST IT NOTES. 

• Some to cover weekdays, some weekends. 
 

 

 

 

 

Reconvene (ALL from here on) 

Tell me about your news media day – how do you find 
out about news during the day? 

Probe for: 

• Morning (5am-9am) 
• Daytime (9am-5pm) 
• Evening (specifically 5pm-9pm) 
• Late evening and night (9pm onwards) 
 

ASK FOR EACH TIME SLOT 

• What are you usually doing at these times? 
• What news media do you access during these 

times on a week day? 
• What news media do you access during these 

times on a weekend? 

EXERCISE B 
ONLY  

 

REST FOR ALL 
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PROBE FOR DIFFERENCES BETWEEN 
WEEKDAYS AND WEEKENDS 

• During a typical day what news media do you 
access the most? The least? Why? 

• How much time do you spend with each news 
media? Why?  

• Are there any radio news programmes that you 
specifically set aside time to tune into throughout 
the week? (Appointments to View) 

o What are these programmes? Which 
channels? 

• In what ways do you listen to radio? 
• E.g. FM; Short wave (SW); via mobile phone; 

online; via a TV; podcasts 
• Do you have a mobile phone? 

• Do you currently use it for anything other than 
calls / texts? What? 

• Are you able to listen to the radio on your 
mobile phone? 

• Do you use the internet? Where? How often? What 
do you use it for? 

Attitudes 
towards news 

 

GROUPS 15 
minutes 

 

IDI 5 minutes 

• What comes to your mind when I mention the word 
‘news’? 
• What are the thoughts, feelings and moods?  

THIS IS DESIGNED TO BE UNPROMPTED TO SEE 
WHAT PARTICIPANTS MOST CLOSELY 
ASSOCIATE WITH NEWS. E.G. DO THEY TALK 
ABOUT MEDIA, PROVIDERS, POLITICS, LOCAL, 
INTERNATIONAL, SOCIAL ETC.  

• When you talk of news tell me what you consider to 
be important? 
• What stories, events according to you 

constitute news? Why is this important? 
• How would you feel if there was suddenly a world 

without news? 
• In your daily life, how do you like to follow news? 

Why? 
• What platforms do you use – online, TV, radio, 

newspapers, mobile etc 
• Which is the first media you turn to for news? Does 

this change in different contexts (e.g. for different 
stories, different subjects, when a story of national 
importance is breaking etc.)? How? 

• Which sources do you use most often for news (i.e. 
actual channel, station, website, newspaper etc.) 

• What qualities do you expect from a news 
service? SPONTANEOUS MENTIONS 

ALL 
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Radio news 

 

GROUPS 10 
minutes 

 

IDI 5 minutes 

Radio 

• Do you listen to news on the Radio? In which ways 
do you listen? E.g. FM; Short wave (SW); via 
mobile phone; online; via a TV 

• What types of news stories do you typically follow 
on the radio? 

• What are the main radio stations that you like to 
listen to for news? Why? 

 

• How often do you listen to each one? If listen 
to news on more than one station – why? 
(Openness to hearing differing points of view from 
different stations). 

• How would you describe the news on each 
station that you listen to?  

• For each, what do you like? What do you 
dislike? 

• Do you listen to certain stations depending on 
the type of news story you want to find out about? 
• Are different stations more likely to report on 

certain topics? Which stations and which 
topics? 

• What news are you most interested in? What 
news is most relevant to you? Where do you 
turn for this? 

• Where do you turn for local and regional 
news? Who’s best at that? 

• Where do you turn for national news? Who’s 
best? 

• Where do you turn for international news? 
Who’s best? 

• How important is it to you that radio news is 
neutral or unbiased? Do you prefer that radio 
news takes a stance on a particular story? 

ENCOURAGE PARTICIPANTS TO TALK THROUGH 
EXAMPLES 

ALL 

BBC 
EXPERIENCE 

GROUPS 5 
minutes / IDI 1 
minute 

• Which BBC services do you ever watch or listen to? 
How often? 

 

NB: THIS SHOULD BE SPONATNEOUS  
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Perceptions of 
BBC Urdu 
Service 

 

GROUPS 15 
minutes 

 

IDI 10 minutes 

• How often do you listen to the BBC Urdu service? 
[IF NOT ALREADY COVERED] 

• What kind of radio station is the BBC Urdu service? 
Please describe the BBC Urdu service to someone 
who has never heard of it. What comes to your 
mind immediately when you hear the name? What 
are your first thoughts, feelings, emotions? Why? 
 

NOTE FOR SPONTANEOUS DESCRIPTIONS AND 
WORDS USED. 

• What kinds of people usually listen to the BBC Urdu 
service? Can you describe to me a typical listener? 

• Would they be the type of person who wants to 
know all the facts, or just the highlights? 
 

• Which of these words would you associate with the 
BBC Urdu service: Innovative, Boring, Patronising, 
Relevant, Trustworthy, Educational, Timid, Bold, 
conservative, Challenging, Biased, Independent, 
Neutral, Informative, Risk-taking, Opinionated, 
Credible, Accurate, Truthful, Influential, Up to the 
minute, Cutting-edge, Insightful, Reliable  

• Which words would you associate with other news 
services on the radio? (Words can be allocated to 
more than one station – list of stations is below – 
each person answers for 4 stations) 
 

ABOVE AS A WORD SORT EXERCISE – ASSIGN 
TO DIFFERENT COLUMNS 

• What would you say are the main strengths and 
weaknesses of the BBC Urdu service? 

• How does the BBC Urdu service compare with other 
media (e.g. newspapers, TV, internet) 

• Would you say you learn new things from the BBC 
or not? Does the BBC reinforce views you hold? 
Does the BBC help you to decide what your view is 
on particular subjects? 

 

 

ALL 

BBC Urdu 
Service  

 

GROUPS 30 
minutes 

• Why do you listen to the service? [IF NOT 
ALREADY COVERED] What normally prompts 
you to listen to the BBC service? 
• Particular events? Please give an example 
• How, if at all, did the recent elections change 

how or when you listened to the BBC Urdu 
Service? How did you use the service to follow 
the election? 

ALL  
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IDI 15 minutes 

• In which ways do you listen to the service?  
• E.g. FM; Short wave (SW); via mobile phone; 

online; via a TV 
• How did you first find out about the service? 
• For how long have you listened to the service? 

Has your listening pattern changed throughout your 
life? 

 
• What role does the service play in your 

understanding of the news? 
• What do you like about the service? What do you 

dislike? 
• Does the BBC Urdu service report on all the news 

stories that you would expect? 
• Are the stories relevant to you?  
• Do you get different news stories reported on 

the BBC service compared with other stations? 
How do they differ? 

• Does the BBC Urdu service report give you the 
same information as other channels? How is it 
different? Is this better?  

• Does the BBC Urdu service give you the depth of 
information you need? 

• Do you ever follow up stories you hear about from 
the service? How?  

• Are the topics relevant to you?  
• Are you satisfied or dissatisfied with the BBC 

Service in general? Why? 
• How important is the BBC Urdu service to you? 

Why?  
• How important is the BBC Urdu service to 

society in general in Pakistan? Does the BBC 
service give any benefits to society in general in 
Pakistan? What are these benefits? 

• Does the BBC service have any negative 
effects on society in Pakistan? 

 

BBC Urdu Service output 2 hours a day 

• Which of the following programmes do you listen to 
on the BBC Urdu service?  
• Jahanuma (News & current affairs) -0630 
• Sairbeen (News & current affairs and feature) -

2000 
• Shabnama (News and current affairs) -2230 

For each: 

• Why do you listen? How often? 
• Is the programme part of your routine or do 

you only listen because of certain events? What 
events? 
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• Who do you listen with?  
• Who else that you know listens to the BBC 

Urdu service? Friends? Family? Co-workers? 
• If they don’t regularly listen to some of the 

programmes – Why not? Do you regularly listen to 
other programmes on different stations at these 
times? Which ones? 
 

Language 

 

GROUPS 10 
minutes 

 

IDI 5 minutes 

• Does the fact that the service is broadcast in the 
Urdu language make the service more or less 
relevant to you? 

• How do you find the language/vocabulary used on 
the service? 
• What do you think of the Urdu used? 
• What do you think of the way it’s spoken? Is it 

spoken in a similar way to how you would 
speak to colleagues / friends? 

• Does it sound authentic / are the right words/ 
terminology used? 

• How would you describe the tone of the 
broadcasts? What do you think of the tone of 
voice of the broadcasts?  

• Would you prefer different words and 
terminology to be used? Describe how you 
might like a broadcast to sound. 

 

ALL 

 

 

Role 
representing 
the UK 

5 minutes 

• How, if at all, does the BBC influence your 
view of the United Kingdom overall? 

 

ALL 

Future delivery 

 

GROUPS 15 
minutes 

 

IDI 5 minutes 

• Have you recently had problems receiving the BBC 
Urdu service on FM?  
• If yes - Has this affected how much you listen 

to the service? Does it make it any more 
difficult to listen?  

 
ALL 

• What is the way forward for the BBC Urdu service? 
What would you like to see the BBC do differently? 
What should it do that it doesn’t do already? What 
words would you use to describe your ideal BBC 
Urdu service of the future? 

• How could the BBC Urdu service make itself more 
relevant to you?  

• If the service was available via different platforms 
would this change the amount you listen? Why? 

o FM 
o Mobile phone (via online) 
o Television 
o Online 

• Would you be likely to watch a BBC Urdu television 
channel if this were available in the future? How 
could this improve the BBC Urdu service overall? 

ALL 
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What should it look like? 
• Would the BBC service be more relevant to you if it 

were available as a television service? 
 

• Would you be likely to listen to the BBC Urdu 
service via your mobile phone if this were available 
in the future? How could this improve the BBC 
service overall?  

• Can you think of any advantages or disadvantages 
of being able to listen to the service on your 
mobile? 

• Would the BBC Urdu service be more relevant to 
you if it were available on mobile phones? 
 

• Would you be more likely to take part in a two-way 
relationship with the BBC if any of these 
developments were made? E.g. submit comments 

 
• Have you participated in an online forum? When 

was that? What was it about? Would you do it 
again? Is it something you would do regularly? 

 

Station list for word association exercise: 

Pakistan 

BBC Urdu Service 

Radio Aap Ki Duniya (VOA) 

Deutsche Welle 

Radio Pakistan 
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Appendix B – Sample Breakdown 

 Category  Gender City Programme 
Listener 

1 Editor of a leading English Language 
news magazine  

Female Karachi Yes 

2 University Professor  Male Karachi No 

3 Creative Director of a newspaper  Female Karachi Yes 

4 Senior Journalist at a news 
broadcaster  

Female Lahore No 

5 University Professor  Female Lahore No 

6 Senior Manager in a Bank  Male Lahore No 

7 University Professor  Male Lahore Yes 

8 Faculty Trainer in Directorate of Staff 
Development  

Male Lahore Yes 

9 Entrepreneur  Male Lahore Yes 

10 Senior Manager in French 
organisation  

Male Islamabad Yes 

11 Executive Director of an NGO  Male Islamabad Yes 

12 Country Manager at a radio station  Male Islamabad Yes 

13 Head of  News Department at a 
broadcaster  

Male Islamabad Yes 

14 Senior Marketing Manager at a 
leading mobile phone operator  

Male Islamabad No 

15 Chief Executive of a human 
resources NGO  

Male Islamabad Yes 

16 Representative of an important 
private TV channel  

Female Lahore Yes 

17 Head of Department, Government of 
Pakistan  

Male Islamabad Yes 
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18 Rawalpindi District Council Member  Female Islamabad Yes 

19 Entrepreneur/prominent business 
woman  

Female Islamabad Yes 

20 University Professor  Male Islamabad Yes 

21 Prime Minister’s Advisor on the 
Social Sector  

Female Islamabad Yes 

22 Head of NGO  Male Islamabad Yes 

23 Entrepreneur  Male Islamabad Yes 

24 Chairman of Think Tank  Male Islamabad Yes 

25 Politician  Male Karachi Yes 

 

Location of the two student groups:  

Lahore (FC College) 

Karachi (Karachi University; Federal Urdu University Karachi; and Iqra University) 
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Appendix C – Comparison of views about broadcasters in Pakistan 

Station News reportage 
Reason for 
patronage 

Type of  news 
known for 

Likes and Dislike 

BBC 
Urdu 
Service 
(Radio) 

News on 
Pakistan and 
Regional news. 

For unbiased 
reporting, leaving 
listeners the 
opportunity to form 
their own opinions. 

Best known for the 
5 minute bulletins 
aired on the 
partner stations 
and the Sairbeen 
programme. 

Broadcast in high 
quality Urdu and 
so more widely 
accessible than 
stations that 
broadcast in 
English. 

Liked for its 
credibility and 
balanced 
reporting. 

Bulletins are 
considered to be 
too short. 

Programmes are 
hindered by lack of 
availability on FM. 

BBC WS 
(English)  

(Radio & 
TV) 

Global in outlook. Opinion formers 
listen to BBC WS 
in addition to the 
Urdu Service. 

Best known for 
hourly news. 

Sometimes news 
is biased as is the 
case with some 
other international 
channels. 

Voice of 
America 
( Urdu 
Service) 

International 
news across all 
subjects. 

VOA Urdu Service 
is available on TV 
on the largest 
cable news 
channel, Geo 
news, for an hour. 

International news 
from an American 
perspective. 

Generally credible 
news although 
people understand 
it is an American 
viewpoint. 

CNN 
(TV) 

International 
News. 

Considered 
reliable, 
international 
source of 
information. 

News channel in 
English. 

Known for more 
sensational than 
objective news. 

Presents the 
American 
perspective on 
events which can 
sometimes be a 
biased 
perspective. 
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Radio 
Pakistan 

National News. Perceived as a 
local/national radio 
station. 

News from the 
government like 
the announcement 
of holidays. 
Speeches of the 
President and 
Prime Minister are 
aired through it. 

Government view 
of events. 

Conservative style 
of reporting. 

Pure and authentic 
Urdu used. 

A source of pro-
government 
propaganda. 

Reports all the 
good work being 
done by the 
Government. 

Available in every 
nook and corner of 
the country 
including far flung 
areas. 

Geo 
News 
(TV) 

National and 
international 
news. 

Produced by 
leading newspaper 
chain, The Jang 
Group, which has 
earned a good 
reputation over 
many years. 

Perceived to be 
the first channel to 
report breaking 
news on television. 

Initiates debates 
on many national 
and international 
issues, provides 
coverage 
throughout the 
day. 

Local channel 
offering anti-
government news. 

Covers both 
national and 
international news. 

Known for its 
popular 
hosts/journalists 
like Hamid Mir, 
Kamran Khan and 
Dr Shahid 
Masood. 

Highly popular 

Criticises the 
government on 
important issues. 

Highlights national 
problems. 

Opinionated. 

ARY 
News 
(TV) 

National and 
international 
news 

One of the top 
news channels 
that includes 
analysis from 
some renowned 
journalists and 
analysts like PJ 
Mir and Kashif 
Abbasi. 
Considered a 

Dubai Based 
channel, broadcast 
from Dubai. 

Some consider 
ARY News to have 
a leaning towards 
a Karachi based 
political party. 

Discussion/ 
analysis 
programmes are 
appreciated. 
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professional and 
unbiased channel 
with regards to 
national news. 

Bilingual channel, 
provides news in 
both English and 
Urdu. 

Dawn 
News 
(TV) 

Local news 
channel in 
English. 

Associated with a 
reputed English 
newspaper that 
has been 
circulating in 
Pakistan since 
1947. 

Leading news and 
current affairs 
channel. 

Provides national 
and international 
news every hour. 

Important 
discussions are 
also broadcast. 

Local channel with 
presentation in 
English. 

Citizen journalism. 

Investigative 
reporting. 

Liked for its 
objectivity. 

Liked for its new 
formats of 
reporting. 

Disliked for its 
international 
outlook and 
presentation style. 

Includes a diverse 
range of 
programmes. 

FM 107 
Karachi 
(Radio) 

Regional news. News and traffic 
updates. 

 Quick 107 second 
news roundups. 

FM 89 
ISB/KHI/
LHR 

(Radio) 

Entertainment 
based radio 
station owned by 
a leading 
newspaper, 
Dawn. It is 
famous for its 
social messages 
on issues like 
AIDS, blindness.  

Associated with a 
reputed 
newspaper, Dawn 
News, that has 
been present in 
the country since 
1947. 

 

Local channel with 
transmission in 
English. 

Citizen journalism. 

Objectivity. 

Community 
oriented. 

Disliked for its 
heavy foreign 
outlook triggered 
by use of English 
language. 
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