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SECTION 19: ACCOUNTABILITY 

19.1 Principles 
19.2 BBC Trust 
19.3 Ofcom 
19.4 Feedback and Complaints 

19.1 PRINCIPLES 

19.1.1 The BBC is accountable to its audiences.  Their continuing trust in the 
BBC is a crucial part of our relationship with them.  We will act in good faith by 
dealing fairly and openly with them.   

19.1.2 We are open in acknowledging mistakes when they are made and 
encourage a culture of willingness to learn from them.   

(See Section 3 Accuracy: 3.4.26) 

19.1.3 We will use the BBC's online presence to provide proper reporting to the 
public on complaints we have received, and actions we have taken. 

19.2 BBC TRUST 

19.2.1 The BBC Trust is the sovereign body of the BBC, its independent 
trustees act in the public interest.  It aims to ensure that: 

• the BBC remains independent, resisting pressure and influence from any 
source  

• the BBC's management delivers public value by providing distinctive 
services of the highest quality to all the people and all the communities 
across the United Kingdom  

• the BBC contributes to the standing of the United Kingdom in the world, to 
the economy and to British culture.  

19.2.2 Its tasks include:  

• ensuring that the BBC meets its mission to inform, educate and entertain 
with ambition and fulfils the public purposes laid down in its Royal Charter  

• ensuring that the BBC's journalism meets the highest standards of accuracy 
and impartiality to sustain public trust  

• ensuring that the BBC promotes its reputation and values around the world  

• appointing the BBC’s Director-General 

• ensuring that complaints are properly handled, and acting as a final arbiter 
on complaints previously handled by the Editorial Complaints Unit and 
divisional directors  
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• commissioning and approving these Editorial Guidelines which, as well as 
providing a manual of best practice for those making content for the BBC, 
are also used as a basis for the adjudication of complaints.   

19.2.3 The Trust draws on the support of a broad network of external advisory 
bodies to provide advice on the BBC’s services for different parts of the UK.  
These include the Audience Councils for England, Scotland, Wales and 
Northern Ireland, and Regional Advisory Councils for the English Regions.  It 
commissions reviews of aspects of the BBC’s activities, and is supported by the 
Trust Unit, which is independent of BBC management.   

19.3 OFCOM 

19.3.1 Ofcom has certain powers to regulate the BBC's licence fee funded 
television and radio services aimed at audiences in the UK, but not the World 
Service which is grant-in-aid funded.  Ofcom's Broadcasting Code applies in the 
following areas: 

• Protection of under-18s 

• Harm and Offence 

• Avoidance of inciting crime or disorder 

• Responsible approach to religious content 

• Prohibition of use of images of very brief duration 

• Fairness 

• Privacy.   

The Editorial Guidelines reflect the provisions of the Ofcom Broadcasting Code 
in these areas. 

19.3.2 In addition, the BBC’s commercial services (whether broadcasting to the 
UK, or from the UK to our international audiences) must comply with the whole 
of the Ofcom Broadcasting Code.   

(See Appendix 1: Ofcom Broadcasting Code) 

19.3.3 Where Ofcom finds a breach of the privacy or fairness sections of its 
Code, it may require the BBC to broadcast a statement of its findings.  Where 
Ofcom considers that the Code has been breached “seriously, deliberately, 
repeatedly, or recklessly”, it can impose sanctions, which range from a 
requirement to broadcast a correction or statement of finding to a fine of no 
more than £250,000.   

19.4 FEEDBACK AND COMPLAINTS  

19.4.1 Audiences are at the heart of everything the BBC does.  Audience 
feedback is invaluable to us and helps to improve programme quality. 
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Our commitment to our audiences is to ensure that complaints and enquiries 
are dealt with quickly, courteously and with respect.   

19.4.2 The BBC Trust has created a complaints framework, which lays out 
practices for complaints handling: 

• Complainants should be treated politely and with respect 

• The stages of all procedures will be published on the BBC website so that 
information about complaints procedures is clear and readily available to the 
complainant and will be provided on request 

• A complainant/member of the audience who contacts the BBC at Stage 1 
with a comment or complaint should be informed in the reply that there is a 
complaints process and that there may also be a way of pursuing a 
complaint outside the BBC 

• Any response to a complaint should inform the complainant of the next step 
in the process for taking the complaint further if applicable and where, if 
applicable, to pursue the complaint outside the BBC 

• Complaints should be responded to in a timely manner 

• Reasonable provision must be made to ensure that complaints procedures 
are accessible to all.  Assistance will be provided to those who are unable to 
make their complaint in the usual format and contact details will be provided 

• There should be a presumption that Executive and Trust decisions to uphold 
a complaint will be reported on.  Exceptions to this will be where information 
is provided in confidence or publication would be inappropriate, for example 
details of an upheld first party editorial complaint where there has been a 
breach of privacy or a commercially sensitive complaint.  Details about 
complainants and complaints will be anonymous unless otherwise 
discussed with the complainant 

• When considering complaints on substantive matters the BBC must provide 
adequate reasoning for its decision, setting this reasoning within the context 
of any relevant BBC guidelines. 

19.4.3 In practice, the first point of contact for a complaint should be BBC 
Information, although people can contact editorial managers directly if they 
prefer.  We are committed to responding to complaints within ten working days 
of their first receipt and to keeping complainants informed of progress. 

19.4.4 A complainant may not be satisfied by the response from BBC 
Information or an editorial manager.  If the complaint concerns a breach of the 
editorial standards set out in the Editorial Guidelines or relates to a particular 
broadcast, programme or specific web content they can appeal to the Editorial 
Complaints Unit to investigate the issue independently. 
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19.4.5 The BBC has a Code of Practice for complaints handling which sets out 
these procedures in more detail.   

Editorial Complaints Unit 

19.4.6 The Editorial Complaints Unit deals with serious complaints about 
breaches of the BBC’s editorial standards in connection with specific 
programmes or items of content.  It deals with complaints about any BBC 
service or product where the BBC has editorial responsibility.  This includes 
international, public and commercial services and BBC branded magazines. 

If complainants are not satisfied by the Editorial Complaints Unit finding, they 
can appeal to the Editorial Standards Committee of the BBC Trust.   

19.4.7 When the Editorial Complaints Unit identifies a serious breach of the 
standards in these Guidelines, its finding will normally be published on the BBC 
complaints website.  It may also direct the BBC to broadcast an apology or 
correction.   

Editorial Standards Committee of the BBC Trust (ESC) 

19.4.8 The ESC may consider any matter which raises questions of a potential 
breach of the BBC’s editorial standards, set out in these Guidelines, including 
appeals against decisions and actions of the Editorial Complaints Unit and 
divisional directors in dealing with editorial complaints.  All the ESC’s findings 
are normally published on the BBC complaints website.  It may direct the BBC 
to broadcast an apology or a summary of its finding.   

Keeping Content 

19.4.9 The BBC is obliged by law to keep recordings of all broadcast 
programmes: television (including interactive content) for 90 days and radio for 
42 days.   

The BBC online policy is that we make best efforts to keep a record of the last 
90 days of text based output. 


