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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
1. ABOUT THE BBC TRUST 
 

The public has high expectations of the BBC - they trust it to make brilliant 
programmes; to maintain the highest standards of distinctive, independent 
broadcasting; to offer everyone something they will love; and to do things that others 
can’t or won’t attempt. They expect it to be special and to stay special, particularly at 
a time when broadcasting is undergoing such change and consumers have so much 
choice. 
 
The BBC Trust’s responsibility is to get the best out of the BBC for licence fee payers. 
Whether that means protecting it from political interference and the pressure to 
become more commercial, or ensuring that the BBC continues to provide excellent 
value for money and stays true to its principles. 
 

2. BACKGROUND 
 
As part of its responsibility to get the best out of the BBC for licence fee payers ,the 
BBC Trust is responsible for overseeing the licence fee collection arrangements put in 
place by BBC management and ensuring that they are "efficient, appropriate and 
proportionate".  This is a new responsibility under the BBC Charter. 
 
The BBC Trust is charged with agreeing the collection strategy on an annual basis, 
however it will also conduct a more in-depth and wide-ranging review on how the 
licence fee is collected periodically and has carried out the first of these in 2008. 
 
The BBC Trust's review has considered areas such as: 
• The range of payment methods available to licence fee payers and whether it is 

clear to people when a TV licence is needed 
• The tone of the marketing and advertising about the TV licence 
• The enforcement methods used by TV Licensing, including letters, visits and 

detection 
• Whether the right balance has been struck between encouraging payment and 

deterring evasion. 
 

As part of the review, a public consultation started on Monday 8th September and 
closed on Friday 28th November.  The BBC Trust has also spoken directly to 
representatives of audience groups and other interested parties; and has visited TV 
Licensing sites to gain first-hand experience of collection and enforcement of the 
licence fee.  
 
The BBC Trust wished to commission a piece of qualitative research focusing on the 
experiences and perceptions of certain key audiences who it hypothesises may have 
particular experiences in relation to TV Licensing as a result of their particular 
circumstances.  The areas concerned in this research were largely those covered in the 
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public consultation, although some issues were required to be explored in more depth 
with specific audiences. 
 
Front Line, an independent research agency, was commissioned to conduct this 
research and this document reports the main findings. 
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3. RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 
 

The BBC Trust commissioned qualitative research to contribute to answering the 
following question: 
 
 "Does the current strategy reflect the needs of different groups of 

 licence fee payers in all situations?" 
 
The BBC Trust hypothesised that some groups of people might have different 
experiences of paying their licence fee. It therefore wished to explore this amongst 
sample groups of interest, but also to include a small more representative sample of 
the general public as a benchmark in the research. 
 
Specifically, the research needed to address the following questions: 
• What is the 'customer journey' experienced by a licence fee payer?   
• Do all licence fee payers have suitable access to information on how to pay? 
• Do all licence fee payers have a suitable/accessible means by which to pay the 

licence fee? 
• What are the relative benefits of the different payment methods?  Do different 

payment methods impact disproportionately across different communities? 
• Is the tone, frequency and medium of communications from TV Licensing suitable 

to all groups and in all situations?  This was assessed using stimulus material to 
show the range of communication materials 

• Does TV Licensing have an effective and proportionate process for dealing with 
those who genuinely do not require a TV licence? 

 
This information was collected in order that the BBC Trust could assess what impact of 
the current strategy has in shaping the experience of different groups of licence fee 
payers. 
 

4. SAMPLE AND METHOD 
 

The research sample was mainly concerned with covering the experiences of certain 
hard-to-reach or seldom-heard audiences including: 
• People on low incomes 
• New migrants to the UK 
• People with a disability 
• Older people 
• People who do not have a TV set. 

 
As this exercise was qualitative in nature, the numbers of people interviewed in each 
segment were relatively small, although in the project as a whole, we spoke to a total 
of 75 people. 
A small cross-section of the general public was also included so that these experiences 
could form a benchmark against which those of the minority audiences could be 
compared and evaluated. 
 
 

 
Front Line 3
December 2008 



Review of the Licence Fee Collection Strategy 

Details of the sample are as follows: 
 
1. General Public 

• 3 x 11/2 hour group discussions 
• All respondents were licence holders 
• Group composition 

− Age 20-35, socio-economic groups C1C2 
− Age 35-54, socio-economic groups BC1 
− Age 50-74, socio-economic groups DE 

 
2. People on low incomes 
‘Low income’ was defined as those households whose only source of income is state 
benefits, or who have a household income at the level of eligibility for working tax 
credits. 

• 1 x 11/2 hour group with 8 licence holders (age 25-45) 
• 1 x 11/2 hour mini-group with 5 unlicensed people (age 20-35) 
• 1 x 11/2 hour mini-group with 4 unlicensed people (age 35-55) 

 
3. New Migrants in the UK 
8 x 1 hour face-to-face depths 
 
All respondents: 

• had arrived in UK during last 12 months 
• were living in their own household 
• with TV (licensed or unlicensed) 

 
The majority did not have English as their first language. At least half did not speak 
fluent English and required help from friend/ relative or interpreter. 
 
Nationalities included: 

− Afro-Caribbean 
− Indian 
− Pakistani 
− Bangladeshi 
− Polish (2) 
− Romanian 
− Somali 

 
4. 
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People with a Disability 
• 12 x 1 – 11/2 hour depth interviews 

− 2 respondents were registered blind 
− 2 respondents were profoundly deaf (interviewed with assistance of 

signer) 
− 2 respondents had mobility impairments (one was in a wheelchair, one 

used a walking frame) 
− 2 respondents had learning difficulties 
− 2 respondents had mental health problems (one had depression, one had 

paranoid schizophrenia) 
− 2 respondents were associated with care homes for the elderly 

− One was a manager 
− One was a resident 

 
5. Older People 

• 3 x 1 hour depths – respondents aged 70-75 (who had not yet reached the 
age of eligibility for a free TV licence) 

• 3 x 1 hour depths – respondents aged 75-80 (who had already reached the 
age of eligibility for a free TV licence) 

 
6. People with No TV 

• 6 x 1 hour depths 
• 1 respondent had not notified TV Licensing (TVL) of her status  
• 2 respondents had notified TV Licensing (TVL) but had not had a visit to 

confirm their status (known as Unconfirmed No Set or UNS) 
• 3 respondents had notified TV Licensing (TVL) and had had a visit to 

confirm their status (known as Confirmed No Set (CNS) 
 

Fieldwork was conducted between 30th October and 21st November 2008 by Wendy 
Howard, Sue Bryant and Vivienne Price. 
 
The locations for the fieldwork included a mix of urban and rural areas including: 
• Greater London (Greenwich, South Norwood, Croydon and Bethnal Green) 
• Birmingham 
• Manchester 
• Swansea 
• Glasgow 
• Gloucestershire 
• Herefordshire 
• Kent. 

 
Stimulus materials used in the research included: 
• TV trails 

− Evader trail 2006 
− Sofa x 1 2007 
− Circuit City (Database – Sept 2008) 
− Circuit City (Online – Sept 2008) 
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• Radio trails 
− Circuit City 'online' 
− Sofa 
− Edgar 

• Outdoor Posters 
− Current Circuit City 
− Easier to pay 
− Hotspots 
− Gordon Road 

• Website Home page (as at Oct 2008) plus foreign language pages downloaded for 
new migrants 

• Wide range of reminder letters appropriate to different customer circumstances 
• Examples of Direct Debit payment plans 
• Cash Easy Entry 'welcome' packs. 

 
Terminology used in this report 
• Throughout this report references are made to TV Licensing or TVL, the brand 

name used by the part of the BBC, together with its contracted agencies, who 
collect the licence fee. 
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II. SUMMARY OF MAIN FINDINGS 
 
1. Is it clear when a TV licence is needed? 
 

The findings of this research indicate that virtually all householders who watch TV on a 
television set are aware that they need to buy a TV licence, with the exception of 
recent migrants. 
  
Many householders feel that the waters are becoming somewhat muddied as a result 
of the proliferation of new ways in which TV programmes can be watched and people 
feel that it would be useful for TV Licensing to do more to publicise the circumstances 
in which a TV licence is required and to emphasise the different implications of live 
and non-live viewing. 
 
The main group for whom there is some confusion is new migrants. This can be where 
migrants are watching their national TV programmes via satellite TV and do not realise 
that a TV licence is required.  Many recent migrants, in fact, have no awareness of the 
need for a TV licence in the UK and feel that TV Licensing should do more to publicise 
this via the type of outlets that they use (e.g. specialist shops, community centres, 
websites for ex-pat communities) and via landlords and employers. 
 

2. Awareness of different TV Licensing payment options 
 

The majority of householders appear to be aware of a range of TV Licensing payment 
options. 
 
The Cash Easy Entry and Savings Card schemes appear to be less familiar to the 
general public (although this may be because these schemes tend to be suggested to 
people who run into financial difficulties by TV Licensing). 
 
It might be useful for TV Licensing to continue to publicise the range of payment 
options periodically, however the majority of the population is aware of what is on 
offer. 
 

3. Satisfaction with TV Licensing payment options 
 

TV Licensing is felt to be offering a comprehensive range of payment options.  The 
only option not available is the ‘pay-as-you-go’ system offered by many of the utility 
companies.  TV Licensing demands that the licence fee for the first full year of a 
licence is paid over the first six months of a new direct debit or cash easy entry 
arrangement, This is a problem for low income households who are offered easy 
payment schemes by most of the utility companies. 
However, on the whole, householders feel that TV Licensing's range of payment 
options is fair and appropriate for all who acknowledge the obligation to pay the 
licence fee. 
 

4. The tone of TV Licensing's direct communications 
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This research revealed mixed feelings about the tone and content of TV Licensing's 
direct communications with householders.  Letters from TV Licensing were felt by 
some to be more aggressive and accusatory than the situation warrants in some 
circumstances.  Many vulnerable people such as those with a disability, on low 
incomes or who are recent migrants may not be deliberately intending to evade but 
may not understand the situation or may be experiencing financial difficulties.  In 
these circumstances it was felt that TV Licensing should not automatically presume 
deliberate evasion (which some letters imply) but should, in the first instance, offer 
help. 
 
Some householders with no TV also felt that TV Licensing's stance tended to be 
suspicious of them from the outset. 
 
There was, however, a clear consensus throughout all the demographic sub-sets of 
this sample that deliberate evaders should be tracked down and made to pay. 
 
Finally, there are some groups in society who find TV Licensing's communications too 
lengthy and complex to understand.  Those with poor literacy skills and only a basic 
grasp of English feel that TV Licensing should be writing simpler letters with less copy, 
fewer complex words (e.g. 'database' and 'evasion') and ideally involving a few simple 
bullet points. 
 

5. The tone of TV Licensing's marketing and advertising 
 

The majority of people feel that it is fair for TV Licensing to target deliberate evaders 
in its marketing and advertising in a fairly aggressive way.  The public do not feel that 
it is fair for some viewers to escape without paying. 
 
A minority of those in the sample who were not paying for a licence felt that being 
branded 'evaders' was harsh. This was because in some cases they wanted to pay, but 
might be experiencing financial difficulties. 
 
Some long-term evaders felt trapped by the fact that, although they wanted to buy a 
licence, they worried that TV Licensing would not accept them without requesting back 
payment or instituting court proceedings. 
 

6. TV Licensing's enforcement process 
 

There was little direct experience of TV Licensing’s enforcement methods for most 
people in our sample. The majority of people support TV Licensing's stance in pursuing 
licence evaders in theory.  They feel that everyone who views live TV should pay their 
dues. 
 
There is widespread agreement, however, that TV Licensing should initially give people 
the benefit of the doubt and should not behave aggressively where householders may 
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have forgotten to pay for a licence, be unaware of the need for a licence or be 
experiencing financial difficulties. 
 

7. TV Licensing's performance relative to other collection agencies 
 

Overall, TV Licensing are felt to be providing very good service compared with other 
collection agencies in providing customers with information and offering appropriate 
payment options. 
 
Some of the more vulnerable groups in society (e.g. people with a disability, new 
migrants, those on low incomes) may require more consideration in terms of TV 
Licensing's approach which should: 
• not presume guilt 
• offer help 
• provide simple information 
• not initially involve aggressive enforcement visits. 

 
8. The balance between encouraging payment and deterring evasion 
 

Most people seem to feel that TV Licensing has struck the right balance between 
carrot and stick. 
 
The only other option which some current low income unlicensed people feel has not 
been considered by TV Licensing is some kind of an ‘olive branch’ for those who have 
not been licensed for some time but would like to obtain a licence with no strings 
attached (i.e. no requirement to meet back payments or fear of court appearances and 
potential fines). 
 
It was suggested by respondents in this situation that some type of one-off amnesty 
might encourage unlicensed or lapsed households to take up the offer of becoming 
licensed. 
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III. CONCLUSIONS 
 

"Does the current strategy reflect the needs of different groups of licence 
fee payers in all situations?" 
 
The results of this research indicate that the BBC’s current TV licensing strategy is very 
effectively serving the needs of the majority of the general public in virtually all 
situations. 
 
The only issue which TV Licensing may need to address is a better consideration of the 
needs of some vulnerable groups such as the disabled, new migrants and low income 
households. This could be done by: 
• taking more care not to imply guilt without first investigating circumstances 
• ensuring that people have the information and any help which could benefit them 

before issuing threats 
• providing information in a very simple format for those who have poor literacy skills 

or understanding of English 
• doing more to publicise services for the disabled including the Minicom service for 

deaf people and the availability of correspondence in Braille for blind people 
• ensuring that enforcement visits are not aggressive in the first instance and that 

people who need help in understanding their situation (e.g. those with learning 
difficulties or rudimentary English) are assisted in getting this support before the 
enforcement process progresses too far. 

 
The overwhelming majority of people would appear to support TV Licensing in its 
pursuit of evaders, although unlicensed people who would now like to become licensed 
feel unable to approach TV Licensing for fear of significant punitive action.  Some 
suggested that TV Licensing might effectively convert a number of unlicensed people 
by offering a one-off amnesty with guarantees of no questions asked about past 
licence history. 
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IV. MAIN FINDINGS 
 
1. PROFILE OF DIFFERENT SAMPLE AUDIENCES 
 

The sample for this research involved six very different sectors of the population.  In 
order to simplify the structure of this report we have outlined a profile of the 
characteristics of each of the six sub-groups at the outset in order to provide a context 
for the research findings under each of the consultation headings. 
 
Throughout the report, the views of the general public will be used as the benchmark 
against which those of the groups will be compared.  The report will aim to highlight 
key differences which characterise each of the minority groups.  Where no specific 
mention is made of a minority group in relation to a particular issue it can be assumed 
that there is no divergence from the General Public’s view. 
 

 GENERAL PUBLIC 
 
So we start by looking at the general public sample.  
 
• Attitudes to the TV licence 

The general public sample was recruited to comprise only current licence holders.  In 
fact, it emerged that roughly one in four of these respondents had been unlicensed at 
some time in the past – during student days or a period of financial difficulties – but 
they had bought a TV licence after a relatively short space of time and had never 
considered attempting to evade the licence fee for a protracted period. 
 
The general feeling in this sample was that it is the law that anyone viewing TV must 
have a licence and that, if for no other reason than peace of mind, the TV licence must 
be seen as an essential bill which has to be paid come what may.  Some disputed 
whether they should be required to pay for a TV licence if they only watched cable or 
satellite TV and others queried whether the TV licence was value for money.  
Nevertheless, irrespective of these quibbles, licence payers in the general public 
accepted that they had no choice but to pay this bill. 
 

• TV Licensing’s Payment Options 
There was widespread awareness of most of TVL’s payment options.  The Cash Easy 
Entry and Savings Card schemes were less widely known, but they tended to be 
familiar to the type of households most likely to use this system of cash budgeting, i.e. 
those on lower incomes. 
 
There was also general satisfaction with the range of payment options available and 
there were no perceived gaps.  It was felt that TVL had catered for all options except 
possibly a discount for direct debit payers (as offered by some utility companies) or a 
‘pay-as-you-go’ system (i.e. as for mobile phones) instead of the need to pre-pay the 
first full year’s licence in the first 6 months’ instalments. 
 

• TV Licensing’s Customer Communications 
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Few respondents could spontaneously recall any communications from TVL and the 
only problem encountered seemed to be when moving home.  Where licence holders 
had mislaid their licence and had no record of the number, they had experienced some 
irritation over the fact that TVL could not allow online change of address without this 
number and could not accommodate telephone renewal simply on the basis of a name 
and address. 
 
On the whole, however, the general public respondents had no negative recall of 
communications from TVL. 
 

• TV Licensing’s Advertising 
There was general approval for TV Licensing’s mix of carrot and stick in its advertising 
on posters and in TV trails.  Respondents felt it was only fair that everyone should buy 
a TV licence and that evaders should be pursued and caught.  At the same time, in 
cases of hardship, it was also felt appropriate for TVL to invite customers to get in 
touch and discuss easy payment options. 
 
Some doubts were expressed about claims made in the most recent ‘Circuit City’ 
campaign, that evasion was no longer possible.  Respondents hoped this was the case 
but doubted whether TVL could achieve this because they seemed aware of many 
evaders among their acquaintances and felt there would be no need for TVL to 
threaten evaders in print and on TV if the database and enforcement officers were all 
that was required. 
 

• TV Licensing’s Powers (Enforcement Visits/Court Summonses) 
There was little or no personal experience of this throughout the general public.  TVL’s 
enforcement officers seem to have such a low profile that many queried if they 
actually existed and why there was not more publicity about the number of evaders 
who were caught and fined. 
 
In principle, the majority felt that evaders should be located, confronted and fined but 
that TVL should not be heavy-handed in the first instance and should not presume 
evasion rather than omission or financial difficulties.  It was considered only fair for 
TVL to try to distinguish between ‘Can’t Pay’ and ‘Won’t Pay’ householders and to 
assist the former and be harsh with the latter. 
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 LOW INCOME HOUSEHOLDS 
 
• Attitudes to the TV licence 

Licence Payers in the low income sector had mainly been unlicensed at some time in 
the past and expressed some sympathy for those in financial difficulties who did not 
buy a TV licence.  They all accepted the need to have a TV licence in order to be a law 
abiding citizen but they felt that TVL should be aware that many Non-Payers were 
struggling financially and were not deliberate long-term Evaders but Would-Be Payers. 
 
In most other respects Licence Payers in low income households held views about TV 
Licensing very similar to those of the general public. 
 
Unlicensed people in this sector clearly comprised the two types of individuals that 
Payers described above. 
 
Would-Be Payers were experiencing financial hardship and managing to pay most of 
their bills except the TV licence.  They were uncomfortable about their unlicensed 
status and fearful of receiving an enforcement visit from TVL.  Their hope was that 
they could remain undetected until the point where they managed to include the TV 
licence in their budget.  Some, however, had been without a licence for a number of 
years and feared that they might have reached the point of no return with TVL since 
they assumed that any future contact they made would automatically result in a 
demand for back payments and probably also a fine.  These householders felt trapped 
in their unlicensed status unless TVL would consider offering them an amnesty and 
providing them with a ‘no questions asked’ opportunity to become licensed. 
 
Evaders differed from Would-Be Payers in that they now no longer aimed to have a 
TV licence.  Most had been unlicensed for a number of years and had found it was 
relatively easy to remain undetected.  They were paying large monthly fees for SKY 
but had decided that the TV licence was not value for money and could be avoided.  
They had developed various strategies for avoiding enforcement officers and did not 
respond to any TVL communications. 
 

• TV Licensing’s Payment Options 
Low income householders were similar to those in the general public sector in being 
aware of the range of TVL payment options and feeling that it met the needs of all 
types of individuals. 
 
The only problem envisaged by Would-Be Payers was the fact that in order to become 
licensed they would, at best, be required to pay the full licence fee over the first six 
months of the Cash Easy Entry scheme or, at worst, be asked for back payments as 
well as being fined.  In practice, those who had contacted TVL in just such 
circumstances had not actually been quizzed about their past TV licence history and 
had in fact been signed up for Cash Easy Entry straight away - but this is certainly not 
the understanding or expectation of those who have been unlicensed for some time. 
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Those unlicensed people who were attitudinally in the ‘evader’ group were aware of 
TVL’s variety of payment options, but were not looking for any option to suit them.  
They considered that TVL has made it easy for those who want to pay to do so but 
preferred not to waste money on what they saw as an unnecessary expense. 
 

• TV Licensing’s Customer Communications 
Those in the ‘evader’ group claimed to have received (and still be receiving) letters 
from TVL about their unlicensed status which they simply ignored or returned to 
sender.  They felt that the failure of TVL to follow up these letters with enforcement 
visits and a court summons confirmed their view that TVL was making idle threats 
about its clamp down on evaders and their suspicions that TVL did not have the 
manpower on the ground to pursue more than a small proportion of evaders. 
 
Conversely, Would-Be Payers were fearful of receiving licence demands from TVL and 
hoped initial approaches would not be too aggressive and would instead present them 
with the opportunity to become licence payers.  Some who had been contracted by 
TVL had simply ignored the communications because they felt unable to pay and 
therefore effectively buried their heads in the sand. 
 

• TV Licensing’s Advertising 
Would-Be Payers did not feel that advertising which referred to Evaders (e.g. the most 
recent ‘Circuit City’ campaign) was fairly targeting them since this was not how they 
perceived themselves.  On the whole, they felt that a more conciliatory approach (e.g. 
the older poster: ‘We’d rather you gave us a call’) would be more effective with them, 
were it not for their fear of being lulled into contacting TVL and then trapped in an 
enforcement process. 
 
Evaders said they felt unmoved by any amount of posters or TV trails which implied 
that evasion was no longer an option due to the comprehensive coverage of TVL’s 
database.  They felt that their unlicensed status over a period of years proved these 
statements were untrue and that they could remain undetected indefinitely. 

 
• TVL’s Powers (Enforcement Visits/Court Summonses) 

People on low incomes have no quarrel with TVL’s use of enforcement officers but feel 
that their initial approach should be low key and should give the householder the 
benefit of the doubt rather than assuming wilful evasion.  Some had had experience of 
the enforcement process and cited good and bad examples of this. 
 
Would-Be Payers said that some type of amnesty would be more effective than 
enforcement in enabling them to become licensed. 
 
Deliberate Evaders tended to challenge TVL to provide a show of force on the streets 
because they feel that only some proof of TVL’s local activity is likely to persuade them 
that they need to buy a TV licence. 
 

1.3 PEOPLE WITH A DISABILITY 
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• Attitudes to the TV licence 
The sample of people with a disability who were included in this research all had a TV 
licence and considered that being licensed was important.  Their general feeling was 
that they had sufficient problems in life in coping with their disability to want to risk 
any infringement of the law. 
 
The majority of householders in our sample were able to take charge of their own 
budgeting and household expenses but where some assistance was required 
respondents had people who could support them (e.g. parents, children, siblings, 
specialist community workers) by reminding them when bills were due or assisting 
with form-filling. 
 

• TV Licensing’s Payment Options 
There were no differences between people with a disability and the general public in 
terms of awareness of/satisfaction with the range of payment options provided by 
TVL. 
 

• TV Licensing’s Customer Communications 
People with different types of disability mentioned having experienced problems with 
mail from TVL for one of a number of reasons including: 
− their inability to read and understand the letters 
− their failure to read letters thoroughly and take note of the contents due to feelings 

of panic or an inability to cope. 
 

These problems had mainly affected: 
− people with learning difficulties who have very poor literacy skills 
− blind people who need someone to read letters for them and who sometimes fall 

behind with this 
− people with mental health problems who sometimes feel overwhelmed by life and 

simply stop opening mail and stop trying to remain in control of things. 
 

Deaf respondents also mentioned that the type of lengthy letter with fairly complex 
vocabulary that was sent out by TVL would not be easily read by someone who had 
been born deaf and had grown up accustomed to communicating in British Sign 
Language (BSL) rather than in written English. 
 
In general, householders with a disability said that they accepted to some extent the 
need for them to find ways of circumventing any difficulties with TVL’s processes, but 
they also felt that TVL should be prepared to show them particular understanding and 
to acknowledge their vulnerability. 
 

• TV Licensing’s Advertising 
There were similar reactions from this group about TVL’s advertising to those from the 
general public. 
 
On the whole, people with a disability felt that TVL was right to target evaders 
because it was only fair for everyone to pay for a TV licence. 
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• TV Licensing’s Powers (Enforcement Visits/Court Summonses) 

The general feeling expressed by people in this sector was that people with a disability 
tend to be law-abiding because they have enough problems to cope with and don’t 
want the hassle of enforcement visits or dealings with courts and bailiffs.  They 
therefore felt that TVL should approach them in the first instance in a friendly and 
sympathetic way because it is unlikely that any failure to pay on time would be due to 
an attempt at deliberate evasion. 
 
In principle, disabled people are supportive of TVL’s use of enforcement visits in order 
to clamp down on evaders, but one or two in this sample had been visited by TVL 
enforcement officers and had been upset by the experience, feeling that more 
allowance should have made for their disability.  They said they understood that TVL 
had no way of identifying initially whether a householder was a deliberate evader or 
simply someone who had omitted to pay for one reason or another.  Their suggestion 
was that TVL enforcement officers should not start with an aggressive stance and 
should take the time to assess whether the householder was mentally or physically 
disabled in any way and in need of particular consideration. 

 
1.4 NEW MIGRANTS TO THE UK 
 
• Attitudes to the TV licence 

Eight new migrants from seven different countries were included in this sample and 
five of the eight were deliberately recruited as having limited ability in English. 
 
This research highlighted the wide range of problems for new migrants who arrive in 
the UK with very little ability to read, write or speak English.  Their first needs are to 
find accommodation and work and, in many cases, both are likely to be very poor 
quality.  They are heavily dependent on friends/family/work colleagues/their 
landlord/local community centres for help in finding out what they need to do in order 
to establish a basic existence for themselves.  They often find themselves working 
very long hours in exhausting jobs and it is not uncommon for them to become 
demotivated when things are not going well. 
 
In these circumstances, new migrants are only likely to find out about the need for a 
TV licence in the UK if they have family or friends already living here.  Those who 
arrive without such contacts tend to be in the dark about the need for a licence 
because landlords and employers don't seem to inform them about this. 
 
Even when some new migrants do become aware that the TV licence exists they may 
well not understand that they are actually responsible for this because they: 
− assume their rent includes this cover 
− may only watch satellite TV from their native country 
− don't understand the rules relating to televisions in multiple occupancy properties 

and presume that the landlord will have a licence which covers everyone in the 
house. 
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The new migrants in this sample said that TVL should appreciate that they are unlikely 
to be deliberate evaders because it is extremely important for migrants to be law-
abiding and not risk trouble with the authorities who could deport them.  If TVL should 
come across migrants without a licence they felt that this was likely to be due to a 
misunderstanding and should therefore not result in aggressive or punitive action. 
 

• 
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TV Licensing's Payment Options 
New migrants are likely to have a poor awareness of the full range of TVL's payment 
options because many do not have a sufficiently good knowledge of English to be able 
to enquire about this or to complete the necessary forms to join the Cash Easy Entry 
or Savings Card schemes. 
The new migrants in this sample had mainly paid in full either online or at a PayPoint 
because they needed to become licensed immediately.  Easy payment options would 
be very interesting to new migrants after the initial purchase, however, because a high 
proportion seem to be paid weekly in cash.  When told about TVL's Cash Easy Entry 
and Savings Card schemes by moderators respondents showed interest in both but felt 
they might have difficulty enquiring about them (in very poor English) at PayPoint 
outlets and attempting to complete the forms. 
 

• TV Licensing's Customer Communications 
TV Licensing need to be aware that many migrants will not be able to understand the 
letters they receive.  New migrants suggest that TVL should 'inform before they warn' 
about the need for a TV licence and that the best way to do this is to make leaflets 
available at the type of outlets where migrants first get information upon arrival in the 
UK (e.g. specialist food shops, PayPoint outlets, Post Offices, community centres). 
 
New migrants seem very willing to pay for a TV licence once they understand the 
situation but they ideally require letters couched in very simple English so that they 
have some hope of understanding them. 
 

• TV Licensing's Advertising 
Half the new migrants in this sample were unable to read the posters and words like 
database, evader and evasion were not easy to understand for those with a  limited 
grasp of English. 
 
Overall, new migrants accept that TVL should target evaders but they feel that non-
payment on their part is likely to be due to ignorance rather than an intention to 
defraud and, if discovered, should be met with offers of help rather than court 
proceedings. 
 

• TV Licensing's Powers (Enforcement Visits/Court Summonses) 
On the whole, it seems unlikely that new migrants will have any prior knowledge of 
TVL's enforcement powers because the whole issue of having a TV licence is not even 
on their radar screen until some time after arrival in this country. 
 
This research suggests that TVL needs to put most effort in dealing with new migrants 
in explaining the need for a TV licence and how to obtain one in their own language, 
where necessary, because the majority seem willing to pay once they understand the 
law. 
 
Enforcement visits should not be necessary if TVL succeed in communicating 
effectively with migrants soon after their arrival that they need to obtain a TV licence. 
Where this does not happen, there are some indications from this small qualitative 
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sample that enforcement process could also be problematic and potentially unfair for 
new migrants with little ability in English.  
 

1.5 OLDER PEOPLE (70-80) 
 

Older people in the years immediately pre and post the licence fee concession 
expressed views throughout this study which were completely in line with those of the 
general public.  The research indicates that the majority in this age group feel very 
well served by TV Licensing and supportive of TVL in pursuing evaders because they 
pride themselves on being part of a generation which pays its dues. 
 

1.6 PEOPLE WITH NO TV 
A small number of people who did not have a TV set were included in the research, in 
order to gain an initial impression about the experiences of this group. A larger piece 
of quantitative work was also commissioned by the Trust to understand the issues 
further, this is reported separately.  

 
• Attitudes to the TV licence 

All respondents in this sample were university educated professionals who had been 
without a TV for a number of years.  They had all taken the time to check the 
circumstances in which a TV licence was required and were confident that they did not 
need one.  Some did occasionally watch TV but not in a live situation and they 
understood that a TV licence would be needed for live viewing. 
 
Five of the six had notified TVL that they did not have a TV and three of these had 
received confirmation visits from TVL. 
 
Although all the respondents in our sample were now satisfied with their relationship 
with TVL, several had experienced some problems in the past and felt that TVL should 
show more readiness to accept that some households do not have a TV and should 
not treat those who claim to be without a TV with suspicion or aggression. 
 

• TV Licensing's Customer Communications 
Householders in this sample felt that TVL was unnecessarily aggressive in the tone of 
its communications with people they suspected were evaders but who were, in fact, 
without a TV.  Moderators were shown examples of letters which respondents had 
received which had irritated them because the tone was accusatory from the outset 
and only mentioned the possibility of the 'no set' situation some time after threats of 
investigation, enforcement and a court appearance.  This seemed to respondents to be 
a reversal of the acceptable situation of 'innocent until proven guilty' and it seemed to 
be very high-handed behaviour on the part of TVL. 
 
Once TVL had established a householder's 'No TV' status it was felt that the 
organisation's stance was more appropriate and civil, although one respondent who 
had been without a TV for the last 13 years had objected to a recent phone call from 
TVL in which the caller had repeated three times 'you know you're breaking the law if 
you have a TV and no licence'. 
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Respondents also said that they did not object to receiving mail from TVL periodically 
(e.g. roughly every 3 years) requesting confirmation of their continuing No TV status 
provided they were given a freepost envelope or a freephone number.  They felt it was 
unreasonable for them to be required to incur any expense in proving that they were 
not breaking the law. 
 

• TV Licensing's Advertising 
People without a TV find it acceptable for TVL to target evaders for non-payment. 
 

• TV Licensing's Powers (Enforcement Visits/Court Summonses) 
Those without a TV in this sample had found that confirmation visits were polite and 
useful and they accepted that TVL was within its rights to do this. 
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2. QUALITATIVE EXPLORATION OF PUBLIC CONSULTATION ISSUES 
 
2.1 Is it Clear When a TV Licence is Needed? 

 
Feedback from the general public groups in the qualitative research suggests that 
there is growing confusion about when a TV licence is needed due to the proliferation 
of new ways in which TV can be viewed.  People said that when the majority of people 
simply viewed TV on a television set the situation was fairly clear cut but said that the 
waters are becoming muddied now that so many options for viewing TV exist. 

 
This problem was highlighted, for example, during a group discussion involving 35-54 
year old BC1s when reading TVL's Renewal Notice letter which describes 'TV receiving 
equipment' and surprised some respondents who had a different understanding of the 
situation.  The following exchange illustrates this point. 
 

“It’s got here that from 1st August 2008 if you’ve not renewed your licence it will be 
illegal to use the TV receiving equipment…so, if you’ve got a mobile phone or a 
computer…” 
 
“I think what they’re trying to say is that, if you say ‘Well, I watch telly on the 
computer or on my phone…” 
 
“It’s not a TV licence then, though, is it?  It’s an entertainment licence really, isn’t it? I 
think that’s ridiculous.” 
 
“Yes, if you’ve got a mobile phone you could watch it anywhere.” 
 
“I think the incentive of watching the telly through the internet should be that you 
don’t have to pay a TV licence – and the same for a mobile phone.” 

 
The letter does, in fact, state that in order for a licence fee to be payable a 
householder would need "to watch or record television programmes as they're being 
shown on TV" but many respondents only became aware of this definition when they 
were asked to focus on the content of this letter.  This suggests that it may be 
worthwhile for TVL to publicise more prominently this live/not live differentiation in 
order to clarify the situation. 
 
New migrants were the main group, however, who seemed to be seriously lacking 
information about: 
• the need for a TV licence at all 
• the circumstances in which they are liable to get their own TV licence. 

 
Many new migrants start with a very poor understanding of English and of the UK law 
and they rely on friends, employers or landlords to explain the situation to them.  The 
results of this research suggest that many are not receiving information about the TV 
licence and the situations in which they need to pay.  Typical comments from migrants 
in this study ran as follows: 
 

Landlords/employers fail to inform them about TV licence 
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"Here it is really strange because I think the landlord or owner of house should inform 
you of your responsibility to pay that one, that one, that one.  And sometimes people 
who live just few months here you just say 'Remember if you don't pay that you will be 
charged £1,000'.  And you are so scared that you don't know what you should do 
because tomorrow somebody can just come and say you have to pay £1,000.  And you 
don't know. You are scared but you don't know what you should do."  
   (Polish man) 
 
"I was a few times on the farms and in every caravan is TV and I am sure nobody 
don't pay for that.  They haven't got idea, nobody doesn't know that they should and 
owner doesn't tell them.  How is it possible?  Maybe the owner should tell them or the 
owner should pay for whole farm and charge them." 

(Polish woman) 
 
No understanding of 'household' rule for multiple-occupancy dwellings 
 
"I have TV in room but don't have licence.  Many rooms rented in house. All got TV.  I 
think someone else pay licence because so many people there.  Some family here 
many years.  Many TVs in house but one licence.  Why not same for me?  Why all 
men, women in house rent rooms and all need licence?  I don't understand, but I pay.  
No one explain me, I just pay."  (Bangladeshi) 
 
"What's happened when they are renting a room and they got TV.  Who pay?  If the 
owner have got three or four rooms for rent and they've got three or four TVs in on 
house, who pay?  But this is four people with four TVs and this is just one house and 
one owner, they pay four different licence.  If they live in one house then it should be 
just one licence because family can have two, three TVs in different rooms.  We have 
to pay two or three licences?" 

 (Romanian) 
 
Why is TV licence required to watch solely foreign satellite stations? 
 
"I know I've got this computer and in these rules I must pay because we've got this 
computer.  It is not clear why I must pay for my computer when I'm not use the signal 
(i.e. only watching Polish TV via satellite)." (Polish man) 
 
Some migrants are surprised TV licence is not included in their council tax 
 
"I want to be a good citizen so I pay for my TV licence but I don't really understand it.  
In my country you pay water and electricity and all those things and a little from 
everyone pays for TV because everyone has a TV in this society." 

 (Pakistani) 
 

Some householders in the No TV category did occasionally watch TV on their 
computer or via their iPlayer or catch-up service but they checked periodically that 
they were still within the 'no licence' guidelines and understood the live/not live TV 
distinction. 
 

2.2 Awareness of the Range of Payment Options 
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The majority of householders in all sectors of this study were aware that TVL offer a 
wide range of payment options to suit most financial situations and budgeting 
preferences.  Only new migrants seemed less well-informed. 

 
Direct Debit (monthly, quarterly or annually) was felt to suit people who like the 
reassurance of knowing that payments will be paid automatically. 
 

 “I pay by direct debit because it’s a small amount.  There’s no surprises and it’s as a 
way of managing my money.”   (25-45 C1C2) 
 
“Set it up and forget it.”    (35-54 BC1) 
 
“You can choose monthly, quarterly or yearly.  Whatever suits you.” 

      (50-74 DE) 
 
"I left my flat for a few months and came back.  A man (enforcement officer) came to 
see me and my father sorted it out with the TV Licensing people.  They put me on the 
card (Cash Easy Entry) scheme but that was a bit complicated.  You had to keep 
withdrawing money and then going and paying with the card.  That was on a weekly 
basis so obviously that's quite a lot of hassle.  I heard of the direct debit scheme so I 
thought 'Why on earth am I doing this when I can get the money automatically taken 
out of my bank account?'  So I just switched everything to direct debit" 
 (Respondent with learning difficulties) 
 
"I pay by direct debit.  That suits me because I can forget about it.  A long time ago I 
used TV Savings Stamps.  I got a lot of angry letters sent to me when I was a student.  
I couldn't contact them because I couldn't phone so I asked someone at the Post 
Office what to do and they suggested the stamps.  The man sorted it out for me and I 
signed up to this scheme.  Luckily the Post Office staff were really, really nice.  I don't 
think PayPoint people would take the same trouble.  A lot of deaf people rely on the 
Post Office but they are closing down and a lot of vulnerable people, especially deaf 
people, suffer.  I couldn't go to a garage (i.e. PayPoint) and say 'I've got a problem 
with this.  Will you help me?'  They wouldn't help you.  My grandparents, for example, 
are profoundly deaf and they have got very, very minimal English skills.  They have 
friends who can help them but some deaf people don't have the luxury of friends that 
can do things for them. 

     (Deaf respondent) 
 

Annual payment was felt to suit people who preferred to control their money 
themselves and might be averse to direct debits.  TVL were said to offer several 
payment options here – credit/debit card or cheque and online, telephone and postal 
alternative.  All were felt to be simple, although this blind couple had experienced 
some problems. 
 

"We prefer to do a one-off payment.  We used to do it at the Post Office but you can't 
do that now which is a bit of a nuisance.  We thought of doing it by direct debit, but 
my daughter did it online for us.  Actually it had run out and we'd forgot about it 
because we hadn't had our letters read for a couple of weeks."   
(Blind respondent who would like TVL to send letters in Braille or on tape/CD) 
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The Cash Easy Entry and Savings Card schemes seem relatively unfamiliar to BC1 
householders but were known by C2DEs and those in low income households.  Licence 
payers who were on either scheme said that they had been introduced to these 
payment methods when they had experienced financial difficulties and had been told 
about them by TVL. 
 

Cash Easy Entry 
“I was set up on a plan.  You can pay weekly but I pay fortnightly.  I pay £3.50 but 
sometimes I think ‘Oh, I’ll put £4.00’ or sometimes £5.00.  They give you a payment 
plan and it’s got all your dates on an A4 sheet.  I pay all my bills with PayPoints.  I 
think if it was just the TV licence I’d forget.” 

  (50-74 DE) 
 
“I’ve been on Easy Entry for about three or four years.  What’s very good about that is 
that if I’m ever late I get a text and then you think ‘Oh God’.” 

(50-74 DE) 
 
Savings Card 
“I just give my girlfriend the money to pay weekly.  She puts the card into a machine, 
hands over the money and then you get a receipt.  It means you can pay it bit by bit.” 
      (35-54 BC1) 

 
“My partner saves it up.  She saves £3 a week for 10 weeks and then goes with £30 
and pays on the card.  By the time the licence comes in it’s all there.  The bad part is 
finding the places (i.e. PayPoints).  They’re Tom, Dick and Harry shops instead of the 
Post Office like it used to be.” (50-74 DE) 
 
“I’ve got a TV Licensing card and just go and pay whenever I’ve got spare cash.  I can 
pay £10, £2 or whatever.  I went on it initially because I lost my job and money was 
tight, so I found it a way that I can manage it.” 

 (50-74 DE) 
 
New migrants would like TVL to publicise the Cash Easy Entry and Savings Card 
schemes within their communities because most were on very low incomes and were 
paid weekly in cash so an easy payment system would be appropriate for them, 
although some problems were envisaged over completing application forms. 
 

"Too difficult for them I think…A lot of people when they come they don't know the 
language.  This is big problem.  When they start talking with people and they 
understand a little it is just small steps to be good with the language.  That sort of 
thing, they must have a card, to fill in some forms it's too much for them." 
  (Romanian referring to experiences of others in his community) 

 
Some new migrants were also unaware of the direct debit option despite the fact 
that this might appeal to them since all were required to have a UK bank account. 
 

2.3 Suitability of the Range of Payment Options 
 

Overall, respondents in all sectors of this research sample felt that TVL offered a very 
comprehensive range of payment options to suit every need.  Householders were 
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unable to suggest any other payment options other than a ‘pay-as-you-go’ system 
which some on low incomes felt would be fairer than having to pay for the first year's 
licence in six months when first joining one of the TVL easy payment schemes. 
 

"The problem is if you don't have a licence for a few months you have to catch up or 
start again.  They won't let you pay a couple of quid a week for your licence.  Pay as 
you go, like.  You have to pay in full before you can get on the system again." 

      (20-35 Low Income Unlicensed) 
 
The general feeling was that if a householder selected one type of payment option but 
encountered difficulties there was likely to be a convenient alternative.   
 
People with disabilities said that on the whole they felt TVL's payment range 
adequately catered for their needs. 
 
We asked a wheelchair user who was part of our sample for his views about the 
accessibility of local PayPoint facilities. In this particular instance the respondent said 
that he was not worried about physical access issues, because he personally found the 
direct debit option the most convenient way to pay. 
 

"Direct debit suits me.  It's easier to know that you haven't got to worry about it each 
month - going down to the Post Office or organising yourself to make sure it's up to 
date and you haven't fallen behind with payments to have the knock on the door."
      (Wheelchair user) 

 
New migrants in the sample who were employed on farms felt that there were 
relatively few PayPoints in rural areas.  They could get round this by paying online or 
by direct debit but felt that easy payment cash options were effectively out of reach 
for them due to the problems involved in finding PayPoints and completing application 
forms without assistance. 
 
The only group who envisaged difficulties in finding an appropriate payment option to 
meet their circumstances were unlicensed people who were ‘Would-Be Payers’.  This 
group (in the low income category) were uncomfortable about their unlicensed status 
and were intending to become licensed when their financial situation improved but 
they feared that they might have reached the point of no return with TVL.  Their 
feeling was that if they were to contact TVL now they would be asked a series of 
questions including the length of time at their current address which would trap them 
into being liable for years of back payment plus a possible court appearance and fine. 
 

"I'd be scared to ring up for one now.  That's why I'm waiting for them to approach 
me, because I don't want to ring up and they'll say 'How long have you been there?'.“
     (20-35 Low Income Unlicensed) 
 
"You've gone too far to backtrack.“  (20-35 Low Income Unlicensed) 
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Unlicensed people who wanted to be licensed felt that the only payment option to suit 
them would be the offer of an amnesty which would enable them to start with a clean 
slate. 
 
Evaders who have remained unlicensed for many years and who have no intention of 
buying a licence unless forced to do so agree with the majority of the public that TVL 
is offering a very comprehensive and flexible range of payment options.  No new 
option would be of interest.  Having escaped detection for so long, many are hoping 
that the licence fee may be abolished in the near future and that they will never be 
required to pay it. 
 

"What's going to happen in two years' time when I can get TV on my phone then plug 
this phone into my monitor and watch it like on a big TV?  I don't think the licence will 
last."     (35-55 Low Income Unlicensed) 
 
"When everything is digital how can they justify the licence fee?  It will all be satellite 
then.  I think the TV licence is a very old-fashioned thing." 

  (35-55 Low Income Unlicensed) 
 
"You see it's funny because they refer to it as freeview, so then if it is free to view why 
do I need a TV licence.  Because I have two ‘SKY’ boxes.  One of them is for Freeview 
so therefore it is free to view, so I don't have to pay any SKY charges on that.  So then 
if it is free to view why am I have to pay a TV licence?  This will have to change.  
People won't put up with it." 

   (35-55 Low Income Unlicensed) 
 

2.4 Direct Communications from TV Licensing 
 

"Communications aim to be clear and concise, polite but firm.  They should 
not presume guilt but may explain the consequences of evasion". 
 
There were mixed feelings expressed by different sectors of this research sample 
about the extent to which letters from TVL successfully followed the guidelines set out 
above. 
 

A. Letters for the General Public 
 

• Renewal Notice (Blue) 
 

On the whole, the Renewal Notice which is sent out shortly before a licence is due 
to expire was felt to be relatively clear by the majority of the general public in this 
sample and by other groups with reasonable levels of literacy.  It does not appear 
concise because the information covers both sides of a lengthy piece of paper, but 
the salient points are easy to see at a glance 
− licence is now due for renewal 
− several easy ways to pay. 

 
Most householders said that they would not bother to read more than the main 
headlines, although those who did read more realised that the information 
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contained in the paragraph starting 'From 1st August 2008…' presented quite a 
complicated picture of the circumstances in which a TV licence is required and 
should perhaps be publicised in a more emphatic way by TVL making the 
distinction more clearly between live and non-live TV viewing.  In other respects, 
most people felt this letter was acceptable and complied with TVL's guidelines. 
 
The people who complained about the Renewal Notice (and other written 
communications from TVL) were those with poor literacy skills or a very poor 
understanding of English.  Among the sample of Disabled people, for example, 
there were several people who mentioned having had problems with TVL in the 
past because they had not been able to read the letters they received. 
 
"We started paying it because we were getting letters through the door.  So they sent us a 
card and we just go to the corner shop and pay it each week.  We used to get letters and I 
used to throw them away without thinking.  When you can't read and that…we still kept 
getting them and that's when I phoned up my friend Cath and she used to come down and 
read them to us.  She said 'You should never throw anything away'.  Some people don't 
realise that it's hard when  you can't read and write, though."    
 (Respondent with learning difficulties) 
 
"My husband has some sight but it takes him a lot of effort to read things in detail.  We 
get our son or daughter to read things for us and tell us what's important, but if we fall a 
bit behind we can slip up like with the TV licence when we overran a bit because we didn't 
know it was due."   (Blind respondent) 
 
Disabled people who had learning difficulties, were blind or were born deaf and 
communicated in British Sign Language rather than English felt that the standard 
Renewal Notice sent out by TVL would be difficult for them and for people in the 
same situation to cope with. 
 
"The bottom piece (payment details) seems clear but here at the top I think it would be 
hard to try and read through.  It's quite important information that's in here, so I think 
they should try to make it easier for people to read it." 

 (Respondent with learning difficulties) 
 
"We can't read any letters they send to us because we are both blind.  I can feel that it's a 
very lengthy document so we'd rely on one of our children to tell us what we need to do.  
If they sent it to us in Braille or on a tape or CD we could read it.  We get our bank 
statements and BT bills in Braille but not the reminder for the TV licence." 

   (Blind respondent) 
 
 
"To me my first impression is that it looks complicated.  I could imagine that a deaf person 
would look at it and go 'That's a lot of information'.  If you're born deaf you never learn to 
read and write English like hearing people.  You learn British Sign Language (BSL) and 
that's different from English.  Totally different.  I'm a good reader but most of my family 
(parents, grandparents and siblings are all deaf) aren't.  It should be much more simple 
and say 'You need to pay your TV licence now'." 
 (Deaf respondent: Entrepreneur running a number of businesses for the deaf) 
 

 
Front Line 27
December 2008 



Review of the Licence Fee Collection Strategy 

Many of the new migrants in this sample had a very poor understanding of English 
and were unable to read more than a few words of this letter. 
 
"Talk rubbish my English and I do not read at all.  Learn my English from TV.  I don't 
understand letter, any letter."    (Somali) 
 
"This letter for me is okay, but my friends in the Romanian community here they know no 
English.  Only 'Hi, Hello, Please, Thank you' and some cursing.  They would curse if they 
saw that letter.  They would just chuck it away or take it to somebody else in the house 
and ask 'What's this about?'."  (Romanian) 
 
"Too much information.  Look everywhere they say 'This is phone number, this is phone 
number, this is phone number' (i.e. indicating different places in letter).  It should be only 
one.  Too much to read."  (Polish woman) 
 
The majority in the overall sample who were able to read this letter felt that its 
appearance and tone were completely acceptable because there was no sense of 
any threat or presumption of guilt. 
 

• Renewal Overdue (Red) 
 

The second letter which is sent to householders immediately their current licence 
expires was criticised in the same way as the first one on the basis of its length 
and its inaccessibility to those with poor literacy or understanding of English.  The 
majority, however, felt that its design and tone were acceptable.  The use of red 
on the envelope and on the letter itself was considered slightly aggressive, but for 
those who find the letter acceptable that does not seem an unreasonable stance, 
since the recipient is breaking the law. 
 
"It's a real stark reminder.  It's to be expected, really." 
        (50-74, DE, General Public) 
 
"It's to the point.  They're telling you that you're breaking the law." 
         (50-74, DE, General Public) 
 
"I think they're cracking down but if you haven't paid your licence that's okay." 
        (25-45, C1C2, General Public) 
 
"When you read what it says it is actually okay.  It's all the red that gets you and all the 
RENEWAL OVERDUE stuff.  But the way they've done the letter it is actually a reminder.  It 
isn't saying 'You are risking £1,000 fine' or 'We're taking you to court'."  
     (35-54, BC1, General Public) 
 
"My first impression was that it's a bit harsh, but after that it's not too bad.  Probably an 
honest person wouldn't mind it.  Only if you've got a guilty conscience…Someone who had 
genuinely forgotten would probably be glad of a reminder."    
   (35-54, BC1, General Public) 
 
However, a sizeable minority in most subsets of the overall research sample were 
unhappy about the tone and appearance of the letter because they felt that it 
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seemed too aggressive and implied evasion rather than omission.  Typical 
comments were along the following lines. 
 
"If I got that I would start thinking 'Something is going to come back on me here'.  I'd be 
thinking 'What comes next?'.  You know 'When do they start banging on my door?'" 
     (35-54, BC1, General Public) 
 
"I think it's a bit harsh for a second letter only 3 weeks after the first."   

     (35-54, BC1, General Public) 
 
"That's bully boy tactics.  Straightaway, the colour of the letter." 

 (25-45 Low Income Payer) 
 
"It's worded like a Final Demand.  I think it's a bit strong." 

 (25-45 Low Income Payer) 
 
"It's saying you're going to get fined if you don't pay it.  You've got loads of other bills and 
if they were all like this you'd being a state of panic." 

 (25-45 Low Income Payer) 
 
"It's suggesting you don't want to pay not that you've forgotten." 

 (25-45 Low Income Payer) 
 
"I had one like that.  My friend read it to me.  I was shocked and annoyed because they 
kept sending letters all the time and we kept phoning up and asking them 'Send us the 
card' and stuff like that.  They said they would and everything, then we didn't get the card.  
Eventually we got one."  (Respondent with learning difficulties) 
 
The main complaint about this Renewal Overdue communication, however, related 
to the fact that these words were clearly visible through the window envelope and 
seemed part of a deliberate TVL strategy to shame the householder in the eyes of 
their family and possibly even neighbours.  Comments criticising this approach 
came spontaneously from many sectors of the sample, including some of those 
who found the content of the letter itself acceptable. 
 
“It's not very good if somebody else sees it."  (25-45, C1C2, General Public) 
 
"If you live in a flat and someone else picks the mail up they might gossip.  You don't want 
everyone knowing your business."   (25-45, C1C2, General Public) 
 
"It could be quite embarrassing.  Quite intimidating."  (25-45, C1C2, General Public) 
 
"They're out to punish you.  I live in flats and that RENEWAL OVERDUE in red showing 
through the envelope is to let everybody know your business.  The whole thing.  The 
colour of the letter.  It's a danger colour.  It's telling everyone your business and making 
you feel small."       (25-45 Low Income Payer) 
 
"If you live in a house by yourself it's fine.  But if you live in a flat or share a house with 
people…If you have kids 9, 10 or 11 and they're at that age where they will just pick up on 
things and you haven't told your kids that you're struggling…It's telling your kids that 
you're struggling with money."  (25-45 Low Income Payer) 
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"I think looking at the envelope there's a lot of red which makes people panic.  And I don't 
like Renewal Overdue in red showing through the envelope.  Some people may have 
financial difficulties and you're making them embarrassed.  My grandparents (also deaf) 
are in sheltered accommodation and their post is very visible.  They would be like 'Oh my 
God, everybody is talking about me.  They're gossiping because I haven’t paid my TV 
licence.  It seems to be accusing people who might just be away and not trying to avoid 
paying.  They just should say something along the top being nicer because 99% of people 
are quite honest.  They would make their payments.  Most people would think 'Oh, I've 
forgot to pay it'. The people who avoid it and regularly default on payments, they're going 
to ignore everything you send them anyway.  So while you're chasing that 1% you're 
actually upsetting 99%.  I think you need separate strategies for the 1% and the 99%.  
They are being tarred with the same brush.  It's a red brush and they are waving that 
brush around a lot!" 

   (Deaf respondent) 
 
"The only thing I think about it, though, is that I don't like the envelope.  I don't like the 
idea of 'Renewal Overdue' and I don't like 'It is an offence to use a television receiver 
without a valid licence', because the postman's going to look at that, so it  
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might be a bit embarrassing for people.  What's in that envelope is personal and you don't 
want everybody to know about it."   (Respondent with mental health problems) 
 
Many respondents therefore felt that TVL should not show the words Renewal 
Overdue in red through the window envelope and should not imply prosecution for 
evasion in a letter at this stage when the licence has only just expired.  The design 
and tone of the pack seems more in accordance with a Final Demand than a 
second reminder and should ideally, in the view of many respondents, be toned 
down leaving a more threatening stance to a third letter in the sequence. 
 
"It's a bit 'You will be prosecuted'.  It could read 'You may have overlooked it but your 
licence fee is overdue.  Will you please do this within seven days' - you know." 
        (35-54, BC1, General Public) 
 
"They shouldn’t try to embarrass you and shame you.  The information should be for you 
and not everyone else to see.  It could have been an oversight on your part or because 
you've been away or whatever."  (25-45, C1C2, General Public) 
 

B. Letters for Unlicensed Households 
 

There were nine unlicensed people in the Low Income sector of the research sample 
and they were shown a sequence of three letters aimed at those who were felt to be 
unlicensed and who had not responded to previous communications from TVL. 
 
Within the overall unlicensed category there were four ‘Would-Be Payers’ who felt 
uncomfortable about their unlicensed status and would like to be in a position to buy a 
licence but feared that they had reached a point of no return with TVL because 
making contact would result in penalties as serious as if they attempted to remain 
undetected.  These householders generally felt that the tone and content of all three 
letters was acceptable in the light of the fact that the recipients were watching TV 
without a licence, although they also felt that threats were useless if the people 
concerned were unable to pay and really needed help to get themselves out of 
trouble.  They felt that the tone of the letters was aimed more at deliberate long-term 
evaders and suggested that a more helpful and conciliatory approach would be more 
effective in encouraging lapsers to come forward. 
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Typical comments on the letters from unlicensed people who ideally wanted to be 
licensed ran as follows: 
 

Second letter 
"I think it puts you on your guard."  (20-35 Low Income Would-Be Payer) 
 
"That's scary for us but for them I suppose it's their next course of action." 
      (20-35 Low Income Would-Be Payer) 
 
"But you could receive a letter saying 'These are the ways to pay' giving you the option 
rather than 'We're coming round'.  Because you just know you're in trouble when you 
read that one."       (20-35 Low Income Would-Be Payer) 
 
"Yes, they're literally saying 'You haven't got one, it's a £1,000 fine' but they could say 
'OK, you may be struggling'.  It's too full-on." 

  (20-35 Low Income Would-Be Payer) 
 

"I mean, if they come at you saying 'Right, OK, you haven't got a licence but we're 
going to help you', then it's not a problem.  I'd get onto it straightaway." 

 (20-35 Low Income Would-Be Payer) 
 
Third Letter 
"I think the situation as it is, the way they want the payments, everybody here feels 
the same as me that it's just one big hurdle to have a TV licence.  So it doesn't matter 
what they throw at you, until they make it less of a hurdle, people aren't going to have 
a TV licence."   (20-35 Low Income Would-Be Payer) 
 

Deliberate Evaders who had not paid for a licence for many years and who had no 
intention of doing so unless they were caught by TVL treated the whole series of three 
letters as a joke.  They said that they had been unlicensed for so long that they no 
longer feared TVL because they did not believe TVL would follow through and catch 
them.  Their view was that even if enforcement officers are sent they know how to 
avoid them and they know the limit of their powers (i.e. TVL can only enter premises if 
invited/allowed to do so by the householder).  They also argued that letters which are 
not personally addressed to them but are intended for 'The Occupier' can be ignored 
or returned unopened. 
 

"I've been without a licence so long that I don't believe in these Enforcement Officers."
      (35-55 Low Income Unlicensed) 
 
"If it's not addressed to me personally I put 'Return to Sender' because it's junk mail.  
You get so much junk mail addressed to the Owner/Occupier and you just  
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think you're having a laugh.  Stuff that!   If it doesn't have my name on it, it really 
doesn't grab my attention."    (35-55 Low Income Unlicensed) 

 
Overall, deliberate evaders felt that any letters sent by TVL would amount to water off 
a duck's back and that only more evidence that evaders are caught and are 
prosecuted would be likely to make much impact on them. 
 

C. No TV Households 
 

There were six respondents with No TV in this sample and most of them felt that TVL 
had treated them in a fair and appropriate way to a large extent.  One householder 
had been upset by the tone of the letters that he had received when first moving into 
his flat (before he had informed TVL that he had no TV) because the first letter was 
headed 'Your address has been submitted to our unlicensed investigation programme' 
(in red capitals) and a month later he received a second letter (again headed in red 
capitals) 'You have been identified by our database as someone who may be breaking 
the law'.  The respondent was a City lawyer who resented the implication in the letters 
that he was a law-breaker. 
 

"To be honest, I'd just moved in and straightaway there's this letter in quite an 
intimidating style and then a month later I get this one treating me like a criminal.  The 
style of the letter is wrong.  It's like a bailiff's letter.  The sort of thing you'd expect to 
receive if you're owing money.  The style is very aggressive.  I think the tone is very 
accusatory and it's the default position.  You are breaking the law and you've got to 
prove that you're not.  And I think that's wrong.  It should be the other way round.  It 
should be more an invitation to apply for a licence.  Treat people like grown ups not 
children and don't  use this intimidatory style."     
  (Long-standing 'No TV' lawyer) 

 
Apart from this one bad experience (which had subsequently been overcome by a 
pleasant confirmation visit from a TVL enforcement officer), the rest of the No TV 
householders felt they had been well-treated by TVL. 
 
In principle, people without a TV seem happy for TVL to send someone to confirm 
their status because they realise that they are in a small minority. 
 

"We have to accept that we are freaks!  I don't mind them writing every so often or 
sending someone round to check.  We know we're weirdos.  They've always been fine 
with  us."   (Confirmed 'No Set' householder) 

 
When No TV householders studied the four letters that people without a TV might 
receive they felt that all were acceptable and couched in reasonable terms.  Some felt 
that writing 'Action Required Immediately' on the outside of letters and having red 
borders on some letters was inappropriate but no one felt strongly about this.  They 
accepted that TVL might want to check periodically that they still had no TV set and 
did not object to confirming this as long as there was no cost involved to them 
personally. 
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"It's important for them to include a prepaid envelope or to have a freephone number.  
I don't see why I should pay to let them know that I still don’t have a TV. 

 
One respondent had recently received a telephone call from TVL which had irritated 
him.  The household had not had a TV for the last 13 years and a recent call was 
judged inappropriate. 
 

"Only a few days ago they reminded me that it was an offence not to have a TV 
licence.  I said 'Yes, I know'.  She said 'So you don’t have a TV?'  I said 'I've already 
told you, I don't'.  And she repeated it three times and the last time I was sort of 
silent.  How many times do I have to say it?  I couldn’t say it any plainer 'We don't 
have a television'.  But she still said 'You know it's against the law?'  You feel like 
you're not being believed.  That's what's annoying, I suppose." 

 
The only other problem experienced by people with No TV was the fact that some did 
not understand that TVL noted if certain properties were licensed/unlicensed but could 
not track individuals if they moved unless the person in question notified TVL each 
time they changed address.  One Notifier had, in fact, changed address three times 
during the last three years and had been surprised to receive what she felt was 
accusatory mail from TVL upon each change of home.  She felt that having notified 
TVL that she had no TV set she would be on a database which ensured that TVL knew 
her status from now on.  Again, however, once it was understood the obligation to 
inform TVL whenever moving home was not considered onerous, provided that 
householders were not involved in any expense (i.e. prepaid envelopes and freephone 
numbers). 
 

2.5 The Tone of TVL's Marketing And Advertising  
 

On the whole, the majority of people interviewed in this research felt that TVL was 
right to target licence evaders in its marketing and advertising in a fairly aggressive 
way because they did not feel it was fair for some people to get away without paying.  
This view was expressed by the majority of those in the general public groups, older 
people (70-80), people with a disability and those with no TV.  Comments on a 
selection of posters and TV trails which were shown ran along the following lines. 
 

"It's tough without being too tough."  (25-45, C1c2, General Public) 
 
"It doesn't threaten.  It just says it in a matter of fact way.  It doesn't come down like 
a ton of bricks.  It's just niggling at the back of your mind." 
       (35,54, BC1, General Public) 
 
“They’re saying if I go home now and I’ve got no licence it won’t be long before they 
catch up with me.”    (25-45, C1C1, General Public) 
 
“…And that ad is on the TV that you haven’t paid the licence for.  It’s to make you feel 
uncomfortable.  It’s like a knock on the inside of the screen saying ‘Hello.  If you 
haven’t got one we’re coming for you’.”  (25-45, C1C2, General Public) 
 
"They work with me.  They really work with me.  It's cheaper for me to pay the licence 
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fee than get caught.  It's not worth taking the gamble because I may go a year or two 
years without paying the licence and then I get caught, boom, boom, boom.  I prefer 
to pay.  Less headache."  (71 year old, previously unlicensed, whose friend 
had paid a fine of several hundred pounds for evasion) 
 
"These ads are reasonable, yes.  They shouldn't pussyfoot around people.  They should 
call a spade a spade and get on with it.  People get away with too much.  If it's 
deliberate evasion why should anyone be offended?  We're probably picking up the 
extra (that they should be paying).  We should be offended." 
       (75 year old) 
 
"We just never taken any notice of anything talking about licence evasion because we 
don't have a TV so we don't feel that stuff is aimed at us.  But if you do have a TV then 
I think you should have a licence so it's right for TV Licensing to go after people who 
don't pay."    (No TV household) 
 

The minority in the sample who felt that the tone of some TVL advertising was too 
harsh and aggressive tended to be in low income households without a licence.  Their 
objections related to the fact that TVL branded them 'evaders' and threatened 
reprisals when, in fact, they wanted to be licensed but occasionally fell by the wayside.   
 
The point has been made earlier in this report that a number of people in low income 
households who are unlicensed and have been so for some time perceive themselves 
to be Would-Be Payers and this group felt frustrated and annoyed by the tone of some 
TVL advertising.  They felt that even when TVL appeared to be offering them a carrot 
this was likely to be something which would trap them if they were to respond.  In the 
meantime, they felt they were being threatened with a stick when what they felt 
would be more effective was an olive branch signifying an amnesty.  The responses of 
householders in this category ran as follows. 
 

'We'd rather you gave us a call' poster 
 
"Yes.  I still think that if you were to phone them off this advert and you said 'I've been 
living in this house and I haven't got a licence', I think straightaway they'd be on you 
to give them a big lump sum for you to be able not to be prosecuted.  They need to 
realise that for people on low incomes and benefits it's not that they don't want to, it's 
because they can't." 

     (20-35 Low Income Unlicensed) 
"I think perhaps it's a way of getting you into court, because they've got your name 
and address then, haven't they?  And once you're on the phone you can't backtrack 
and say 'Well, I won’t do it'."  (20-35 Low Income Unlicensed) 
 
'Evader' series of TV trails 
 
"It would be a much better approach to get you to do it in a nice way.  It's all too 
heavy-handed.  It's like they just want to shove it down your throat." 
       (20-35 Low Income Unlicensed) 

 
“It’s like ‘You’re trying to dodge us again but we can get you’." 
       (20-35 Low Income Unlicensed) 
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“We’re not saying we don’t want to pay.  That’s not fair to people.” 
       (20-35 Low Income Unlicensed) 
 
“We’re not saying we don’t want one.  We’re saying we need help getting one.” 
       (20-35 Low Income Unlicensed) 
 
“They scare people and then people don’t even want to ring them.” 

     (20-35 Low Income Unlicensed) 
 
Few of the new migrants in this sample could read the TVL posters they were shown.  
Most also failed to understand the TV trails because they were unfamiliar with words 
like 'database' and 'evaders'/'evasion'.  When moderators explained these terms to 
them they felt that it would be unfair to brand them as evaders when they first arrived 
in the UK and were unfamiliar with the law relating to TV viewing.  They felt that most 
migrants would want to pay for a TV licence once they knew that this was required 
because they wanted to be law-abiding. 
 
This research suggests that determined evaders are unlikely to be offended by TVL's 
aggressive stance towards them in its marketing and advertising – but nor are they 
likely to be swayed by it.  Those who had evaded for lengthy periods tended to be 
complacent in the face of TVL's claims to have their addresses in the database and to 
be making evasion a thing of the past.  They felt that they were proof that TVL were 
not being successful in eliminating evasion and that the posters and TV trails were full 
of idle threats. 
 

"Yeah, they can say what they like.  How good is their database if we haven't got 
done?"       (35-55 Low Income Unlicensed) 
 
"There are four of us sitting here and only one of us got caught years ago.  And we 
don't know anyone else it's actually happened to.  So it's almost like a pot luck thing."
       (35-55 Low Income Unlicensed) 
 
"It's believable that they have the technology but basically they're too damn cheap to 
enforce it.  They talk a good fight, but they're really not.  Their bark's a lot worse than 
their bite."    (35-55 Low Income Unlicensed) 
 
"Here they go again.  It's rubbish."  (35-55 Low Income Unlicensed) 

 
Overall, long-standing evaders felt that TVL would do better to spend more money on 
enforcement visits and publicising the success of this policy than on issuing what they 
perceived to be idle threats about the power of the database to people who feel they 
are ‘bullet proof’. 
 

2.6 TVL's Enforcement Process 
 

The majority of people within all the sub-sets of this research sample fully supported 
TVL's enforcement process – and this included those who were currently evading. 
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"I mean, if they've had reminders sent out and they've had plenty of time to either 
contact them or make arrangements to pay, then yes - because obviously these type of 
people have got no intention of paying.  They're using something and not paying for it, 
aren't they?  It's like gas and electricity.  You've got to pay your bills, whatever."  
  (Respondent with mental health problems) 
 
"Probably it sounds like a good idea especially to make people, you know, pay up.  It’s 
not fair if everyone else has got to pay for it and then these people get away with it.  
It's better to do it that way than in a letter.  If the letter hasn't worked then people 
won’t like them knocking on their door and then everyone else finding out about 
them."     (Wheelchair user) 
 
"They do tell you in the adverts that they'll come round, don't they?  I'm afraid I'm 
very keen on law these days."   (Blind respondent) 
 
"If they're getting letters and people phoning them up and just ignoring it, yeah, they 
should go to court, because they have reminded them." 

  (Respondent with learning difficulties) 
 
Householders feel that everyone who is liable should pay for a TV licence.  They also 
feel that it would be futile for TVL to target evaders with mailshots and advertising but 
not follow through with enforcement visits and prosecutions.  Some people felt that 
TVL should publicise its enforcement activity and successes to a greater extent 
because this would act as a significant deterrent. 
 

“Maybe it’s where we live but I’ve never seen a detector van or an enforcement officer.  
I really wonder if they exist!  I hope they do because it’s no use saying ‘We know 
where you are’ and not following up with someone on the doorstep.  They just make a 
laughing stock of themselves if the guys don’t go round knocking and taking non-
payers to court.”    (25-45, C1C2, General Public) 
 
“You never see them.  If ever you saw a couple of vans or a team of blokes.  Get the 
TV Licence Enforcement Team on people’s backs.  Target an area.  Boom, boom, 
boom.  Do it to all  houses and those without a licence will be shitting themselves.”
      (35-55 Low Income Unlicensed) 
 
A small number of respondents had clearly had experiences with enforcement methods 
and had developed elaborate strategies to deal with them.  
 
“They caught me out again.  Somebody came to the door and I said ‘It’s my mum’s 
house.  My mum has got the licence but we haven’t transferred it over from our old 
address yet’.  So I gave him all the details and, when he’d gone, I phoned my mum 
and said ‘Mum, you’d better transfer your licence over to my address and I’ll give you 
the money to buy another licence’.  That’s what we did, because I knew that for a 
second offence I would have been fined a thousand quid.” 

 (35-55 Low Income Unlicensed) 
 

(N.B. Respondent had paid £400 fine in the past but still hadn’t bought a licence after 
latest enforcement visit, indicating that TVL need to follow up on enforcement visits or 
evaders may become complacent.) 
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A point about the enforcement process that was made by a large number of people, 
however, was that fact that deliberate evaders should be treated differently from 
vulnerable people who are experiencing financial or other problems.  People realise 
that TVL cannot initially distinguish between the two groups but felt that this 
underlined the need for TVL to give everyone the benefit of the doubt in the first 
instance and not go on the attack straightaway. 
 

“People’s circumstances should be taken into account.  They shouldn’t hound the 
people on low incomes but they should hit the others hard because they can afford it 
and we’ll just have to pay more if other people don’t pay.” 

  (50-74, DE, General Public) 
 
“There are a lot of people who want to have a TV licence but probably can’t afford it 
through their circumstances.  It puts people off even ringing them if they’re going to 
be saying ‘Why haven’t you got a TV licence from this date?’” 

  (35-54,  BC1, General Public) 
 

"Well, I mean it's very hard to even write when you're depressed and making 
telephone calls to pay bills is a no-no, because you just shut yourself away in your own 
little world.  So, if they don't pay, obviously it's not that they don't want to.  If 
somebody came knocking on the door and somebody said 'Well, I'm sorry but I've 
been suffering ill health or depression they should ask for a doctor's note'." 
    (Respondent with mental health problems) 
 
"They should just write them a letter or phone them up and explain to them.  It could 
be anyone coming to the front door . Say like an old lady and she was blind and they 
say 'It's alright, it's the TV licence'.  He could be somebody else." 

  (Respondent with learning difficulties) 
 
"If I get very depressed sometimes I just shut myself away.  I just can't be bothered.  
If there are letters and bills I don't open them.  My friends say that's stupid - and I 
know it is.  They're trying to help me now and so are my parents.  That's better 
because I did have a man from TV Licensing knock on the door and that worried me 
even more." (Respondent with mental health problems) 
 

Some recognised that it would be difficult to differentiate between different types of 
unlicensed people. 

 
"I just wish there was a way that they could look into a person and say 'Well, we know 
his type.  We'll go for him'.  Or 'She's 65.  We'll be a bit more gentle'.  I suppose it's 
impossible to do that, though." 

   (Respondent with impaired mobility) 
 

A small number of more vulnerable people in this research had been visited by TVL 
enforcement officers and felt that TVL's approach had been unnecessarily aggressive 
towards them and failed to take any account of their financial, emotional or mental 
status. 
 

“The door knocks, a strange man is there who says he’s from TV Licensing and needs 
to come in.  They’re not very polite.  I said I want to pay for my TV licence but I can’t 
afford direct debits and he said ‘Well, you need to pay in full then’.  He got quite 
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agitated, so I asked him to leave.  I said ‘They can send someone else, as I’m not 
prepared to talk to you’ and he said ‘OK, we’ll see you in court.” 

     (20-35 Low Income Unlicensed) 
 

"The flat was empty for a few months and I didn't have a TV licence.  An enforcement 
offer came round and I was warned that if this was to continue then they'd take me to 
court and I'd have to pay like a £1,000 fine.  That was horrendous.  My father 
contacted the TV Licensing people and explained the situation and they sent a letter 
back apologising.  They said it was an internal matter and they'd deal with it and that's 
all we ever heard." 

  (Respondent with learning difficulties) 
 

One young Somali woman who spoke very little English and had a current TV licence 
which she showed to the moderator felt that she had been badly dealt with by TVL 
(although it was very difficult to ascertain exactly what steps the enforcement process 
had gone through).  She claimed that enforcement officers had been 'noisy and 
horrible', that she had not understood what they were saying and that she had 
eventually been given a £450 fine for evasion.  She also claimed that bailiffs had called 
on her and that had been even more upsetting. 
 

"Come one guy from bailiff then he was telling me 'You have to pay £450'.  Because 
why?  'Because that is money for TV licence'.  I tell him 'This is my receipt and why I 
pay £450?'  'I think it's two months you're late for blah, blah, blah'.  Then I'm saying 
'No.  I've got receipt'.  He say 'Okay, so you're not paying £450.  Come police and take 
out all the stuff'.  I said  'Okay.  Give me two days'.  Then I pay.  It's disgusting.  
Praxis (community centre in Bethnal Green) help me.  They make phone call to TV 
licence.  They give me apology'."  (Although she was told that she would not be able to 
recoup the £450 fine.) 

 
There may well be more to the above case history than was recounted by this 
respondent.  The point it underlines is that this young woman probably required the 
involvement of an interpreter or Somali speaking community worker before she was 
taken to court and given a fine rather than afterwards. 
 

2.7 The Process for Those Without a TV 
 

The householders with no TV in this sample felt that the process was working well 
overall.  Respondents felt it was reasonable for them to be required to notify TVL that 
they did not need a licence and also reasonable for TVL to arrange for someone to 
check this. 
 

"We got a letter after we moved in a few months ago.  It was quite factual and it had a 
number on it to call.  So I called and said 'We don't have a TV and we don't intend to 
have one' and they said 'Do you know we can send someone round to check?' and we 
said 'Yes, that's fine'.  No one has called yet but that would be absolutely fine if they 
send someone." 
 
"They said 'We'll send someone round to check that you've not got a TV set'.  They 
called once and left a note because I wasn't in.  Then someone called again and I was 
in and he was a nice chap.  He looked quite petrified by the whole experience and I 
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have to say spoke very little English.  Basically he stood there – he didn't have a good 
poke around – and he said fine and got me to sign something.  That seems fair 
enough." 

 
People in this category did not mind being contacted every few years by TVL and 
asked to confirm that they still had no TV although they felt that this should not result 
in any cost to them.  A prepaid envelope and tear off form were, therefore, considered 
satisfactory but the telephone call is currently not free and they felt this should be 
changed. 
 
One respondent had recently been contacted over the phone by TVL (after 13 years of 
'no TV' status listed at the same address) and had been annoyed to be asked three 
times during the call if he realised it was an offence to have a TV and no licence.  He 
felt that this was an unacceptable way for TVL to proceed. 
 
The only point which probably needs to be clarified with No TV households is the fact 
that they need to re-contact TVL whenever they move.  One teacher in the sample 
had, for example, moved three times in the last three years and had not informed TVL 
of this.  She said that it seemed normal to contact companies where bills were 
involved but not in other situations. 
 

"I informed them the first couple of times I moved so hopefully it might have sunk in 
now that I don't have a TV.  But you're saying that I still need to contact them now 
I've moved again?  So it's the address not the person on their database.  I didn't 
understand that." 

 
The people without a TV in this sample were all university educated professionals and 
were keen to be living within the law.  They all seemed to have taken steps to check 
that although they might occasionally watch TV programmes their viewing 
circumstances did not require them to have a TV licence although they felt that TVL 
could usefully remind them from time to time of the law relating to new viewing 
scenarios. 
 

"This iPlayer thing.  I know a friend of mine in Norwich didn't have a TV, a 
conventional TV set, but he had some kind of adapter he plugged his laptop into in the 
wall and did something with it and managed to receive channels through it and I think 
he paid a licence for that but with this iPlayer it seems that it's just another website so 
a licence is not required." 
 
"I'm pretty sure I'm okay because I've checked it on their website but this second 
paragraph doesn’t make it very clear, does it?   'This includes the use of a TV set, 
digital box, DVD or video recorder or mobile phone'.  Is it that you now need a TV 
licence if you've got a mobile phone?  For example, I've got a computer and I can get 
iPlayer over the internet.  Does that mean I need a licence?  It's so much a grey area.  
The BBC is supportive of using this technology. . It's not really receiving TV because it's 
pre-recorded but it's a bit ambiguous and perhaps they should give more clear 
guidance." 
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Apart from these minor queries or complaints, however, householders without a TV 
felt they were being fairly dealt with by TVL. 
 

2.8 TVL Compared with Other Collection Agencies 
 

The results of this research indicate that TV Licensing are felt to be providing a very 
good service in comparison with other collection agencies in: 
• providing customers with information 
• offering an appropriate range of payment options. 

 
The only issue which TVL may need to address is a better consideration of the needs 
of some vulnerable groups such as the disabled, new migrants and low income 
households. This could be done by: 
• not initially presuming guilt  
• offering help before threats 
• providing information in a very simple format for those who have poor literacy skills 

or understanding of English 
• doing more to publicise services for the disabled including the Minicom service for 

deaf people and the availability of correspondence in Braille for blind people 
• ensuring that enforcement visits are not aggressive in the first instance and that 

people who need help in understanding their situation (e.g. those with learning 
difficulties or low ability in English) are assisted in getting this support before the 
enforcement process progresses too far. 

 
The only other problem which appears unique to TVL as a collection agency is the fact 
that lapsers/evaders exist who may have a backlog of years of non-payment which 
they feel precludes them from contacting TVL and becoming licensed.  There appear 
to be many householders in this category who would respond to an amnesty offer 
from TVL which gave them the chance to become licensed without being liable for 
some years of back payment in addition to potential court proceedings. 
 

 

 
Front Line 41
December 2008 


	I. INTRODUCTION
	1. ABOUT THE BBC TRUST
	2. BACKGROUND
	3. RESEARCH OBJECTIVES
	4. SAMPLE AND METHOD

	II. SUMMARY OF MAIN FINDINGS
	III. CONCLUSIONS
	IV. MAIN FINDINGS
	1. PROFILE OF DIFFERENT SAMPLE AUDIENCES
	2. QUALITATIVE EXPLORATION OF PUBLIC CONSULTATION ISSUES
	2.1 Is it Clear When a TV Licence is Needed?
	2.2 Awareness of the Range of Payment Options
	2.3 Suitability of the Range of Payment Options
	2.4 Direct Communications from TV Licensing
	2.5 The Tone of TVL's Marketing And Advertising 
	2.6 TVL's Enforcement Process
	2.7 The Process for Those Without a TV
	2.8 TVL Compared with Other Collection Agencies



