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Abstract 
 

 

 

 

 

 
This study aims to show how well the British Broadcasting Corporation 

meets the democratic requirements of the media to inform, represent and act 

as watchdog of democracy. The study finds that the market-led approach to 

broadcasting fails to meet these democratic requirements but the insight 

into how they do so is used to develop criteria on which the BBC is 

subsequently assessed. First, the BBC is assessed on independence from 

government and independence from economics constraint to judge its 

ability to be the watchdog of democracy. Second, the BBC is assessed on 

accessibility and content to judge how representative it is. Third, the BBC is 

assessed on accuracy and impartiality to judge how informative it is. The 

study finds that the BBC is an imperfect democratic broadcaster, and 

suggests how it could improve upon this. 
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Introduction 

 

 
The British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) is an organisation which is older than the vast 

majority of the audience it broadcasts to. Originally conceived as a co-operative of radio set 

manufacturers by the Post Office in 1922
1
, the BBC has since become a world respected 

organisation. The BBC was founded on the principle that such a powerful yet scarce social 

tool as broadcasting should not become an unrestricted commercial monopoly but instead a 

public monopoly serving the public interest
2
. However, since the end of the last century and 

the start of the twenty-first, technology has blown away this underlying assumption of public 

service broadcasting and placed the BBC under threat. 

 

The advent of cable, satellite, and in the last decade digital television (and radio) has 

eliminated the concept of the spectrum scarcity and there is the potential for as many 

television channels and radio stations as there are individual tastes. Furthermore we are in a 

unique time of ‘convergence’
3
. The BBC have already renamed their departments ‘sound’ 

and ‘vision’ from ‘radio’ and ‘television’. The media as a whole are rapidly doing one 

another’s job: newspapers host audio podcasts online, television stations produce reams of 

written content on websites, and radio provide video content; and all through the digital 

pipeline that is our internet connection. Soon even the concept of the broadcasting schedule 

will become a thing of the past as both radio and television become ‘on demand’
4
. 

 

Nevertheless, amongst all this change and calls for deregulation by private media, it is easy to 

lose sight of the fact that the media play an important role in the maintenance of democratic 

society. There is the more fundamental question of what the media are required to do by 

democratic society and whether they do it. In this study I investigate whether the commercial 

broadcasters and the BBC meet the three requirements of democratic society: to act as 

watchdog, to inform and to represent. In chapter one I outline the democratic requirements 

and offer a generalised critique of the market-led approach to broadcasting prescribed by 

traditional liberal theory. From the critique of the market-led approach I develop a number of 

criteria in chapter two with which to assess the BBC as a democratic broadcaster. In turn I 

evaluate whether the BBC is independent of government, independent of economic 

constraint, provides access and content representative of society, and informs accurately and 

impartially so as to facilitate debate. Finally I conclude as to how democratic a broadcaster 

the BBC actually is. 

                                                 
1
 Ralph Negrine, Politics and the Mass Media in Britain, 2

nd
 Edition, London: Routledge, 1994 

2
 Paddy Scannell, “Public Service Broadcasting: The History of a Concept,” in Edward Buscombe ed., British 

Television: A Reader, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2000) p. 46-47 
3
 Don Redding, “On the Cusp: Finding New Visions for Social Gain from Broadcasting,” The Political 

Quarterly, (August 2005), (76) s1 p. 146 
4
 The forthcoming BBC iPlayer (http://www.bbc.co.uk/imp/) and Channel 4 On Demand: 4oD 

(http://www.channel4.com/4od/) 
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Chapter One 
 

Requirements of the Media and the Market-led Approach 

 

Democracy has come a long way since the days of the Greek city states and the literal rule of 

the demos. In today’s modern liberal democracies, the scale, scope and size of the state is 

much too large for its populace to gather and make collective decisions in the same place at 

the same time. Debates over policy, and voicing of opinions and interests have had to be 

mediated through a number of media in order to continue the exchange between citizens and 

government, and amongst citizens themselves. However, the requirement that the electorate 

be rational and informed has not changed
5
. Therefore in an age of mass democracy one 

requires a mass medium through which the electorate can carry out their democratic 

responsibilities. Upon this medium, or plural media, there then lie a number of functions. 

 

1. The media are required to scrutinise government and to act as a watchdog on behalf of 

the public. In this manner the media enforce democracy by bringing to light injustices 

and state abuses of power which the electorate can use in judging the incumbent 

representatives and whether they should remain in office
6
.  

2. The media are required to facilitate democracy by informing the electorate and 

staging public debate. The electorate needs to know what policy options are available 

and the arguments that surround them. Furthermore, the electorate requires more than 

just information since this raw data is limited in its utility. In addition there should be 

a breadth of knowledge
7
. Putting this information and knowledge out into arenas of 

debate tests the arguments that surround policy options and ultimately shows which 

one will bring about the ultimate public good. 

3. The media are required to be democratic in themselves and represent a diversity of 

interests. To not give adequate representation to a set of interests in society is to deny 

citizenship to those who hold those interests
8
. Their right to choose a representative 

that best furthers their interests is an empty right if there is not enough information to 

do so. 

 

Graham Murdock identifies the responsibilities of the media instead as rights of the citizen, 

where a citizen has “the right to participate fully in existing patterns of social life and to help 

shape the forms they may take in the future”. One subset of a citizen’s rights are cultural 

rights which entitle the citizen to information, knowledge, representation and 

communication
9
. These cultural rights correspond directly with the functions outlined above 

required of the media by democracy. Whether these functions are interpreted as rights of the 

citizen or responsibilities of the media, traditional liberal theory deems them best fulfilled by 

the forces of the free market, however it is this notion which in this chapter I wish to contest. 

 

                                                 
5
 Brian McNair, An Introduction of Political Communication, 3

rd
 Edition, (London: Routledge, 2003) p. 17 

6
 Michael Gurevitch and Jay G. Blumler, “Political communication systems and democratic values,” in Judith 

Lichtenberg ed. Democracy and the Mass Media (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990) p. 270 
7
 Graham Murdock, “Money Talks: Broadcasting Finance and Public Culture,” in Edward Buscombe ed., 

British Television: A Reader, (Oxford : Clarendon Press, 2000) p. 121 
8
 John Street, Mass Media, Politics and Society, (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2001) p. 257 

9
 Murdock, “Money Talks: Broadcasting Finance and Public Culture,” p. 121 
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Traditional liberal theory claims that the best method by which to regulate the media is 

through the market, only in the ‘market place of ideas’ can the diversity of opinions and 

interests in society be represented and expressed. In a free market, so the theory goes, any 

minority interests not catered for will be taken up by entrepreneurs seeking to fulfil a niche. 

Therefore the whole of the market is satisfied and all opinions and interests are represented. 

Proponents of the free market object to government legislation regulating the market because 

it inhibits the ability of the market to regulate itself. Such legislation can lead to the over or 

under provision of commodities and a distortion of the cost of the commodity, and in turn 

does not maximise public utility.  

 

However, in broadcasting the notion of the free market is inapplicable. In broadcasting 

markets where there has been unregulated behaviour of broadcasters there has been the rise of 

hyper-commercialism, oligopolistic markets, ignorance of minority interests, corruption and 

ultimately a reduction in the contribution to society of the media required by democracy. The 

reasons for this can be attributed to the role advertising, the nature of the broadcasting 

product, the nature of broadcasting itself, constant commercial pressure and the interplay 

between these factors. 

 

In markets where broadcasters are funded by advertising the audience is no longer the 

consumer but the consumed. The emphasis is not on producing quality broadcasts which 

inform a citizenry and stimulate debate, but instead on maximising audiences and delivering 

them to advertisers. Market pressure to maximise sales (of audiences in effect) leads the 

media to run more popular human interest stories and fewer programmes on public affairs
10

. 

This is seen as a move to appeal to ‘the lowest common denominator’ of public interest. 

Gurevitch and Blumler argue that “market mechanisms may threaten democratic aspirations 

when two or more media organisations compete for a large heterogeneous mass audience”
11

. 

Such a situation would lead to an emphasis on entertaining programming and limit the 

amount of public affairs coverage. In the ‘marketplace of ideas’ suppliers would just produce 

that which sells the best
12

. This problem stems from extending the argument in favour of free 

speech; whereas there should be no restriction on free speech such that ideas can be tested 

against the rigours of public criticism, for reasons of profitability not all of these ideas will be 

mediated. Therefore the mass media will not democratically reflect the diversity of views and 

interests in society if left unregulated. 

 

An extension of this line of argument, that the mass media are dominated by the principles of 

sensationalism and simplification, is what Robert McChesney claims are the consequence of 

hyper-commercialisation
13

. The effects of hyper-commercialisation are deeply problematic 

for democracy. Information is not seen as a public good but as a commodity. It is packaged, 

marketed, simplified and personalised in order to make it a more sellable product. However 

this undermines intelligent and rational debate, and is commonly referred to as ‘dumbing 

down’
14

. Furthermore, commercialism reduces the social problems of society to whether they 

can or cannot be solved by individual material consumption of X or Y commodity
15

, rather 

                                                 
10

 James Curran, “Rethinking Media and Democracy,” in James Curran and Jean Seaton, Power Without 

Responsibility, 6
th

 Edition, (London: Routledge, 2003) p. 128 
11

 Gurevitch Blumler, “Political communication systems and democratic values,” p. 276 
12

 Robert McChesney, The problem of the media: U.S. communication politics in the twenty-first century, (New 

York : Monthly Review Press, c2004) p. 190 
13

 Robert McChesney, Rich Media, Poor Democracy (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1999) 
14

 Street, Mass Media, Politics and Society, p. 185 
15

 Robert McChesney, The Problem of the Media p. 166 
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than how they should be solved: by individuals seeking to be heard and participating in 

democracy. 

 

More fundamentally Don Redding argues that “the mere agglomeration of individual 

consumer decisions does not take account of citizenship, community and their complex 

interplay with culture”
16

. In other words, society is more than just the culmination of buying 

and selling amongst individuals, it is itself something that can only come about when people 

think outside of their own material interests. Democracy requires this; it requires people to 

make decisions that do not just affect them but also those around them. The media needs to 

reflect these decisions in order to facilitate a functioning democracy, but this it cannot do if it 

is treated itself as a commodity to be bought and sold rather than as a public good. 

 

In support of Redding we can argue that broadcasting programmes simply do not operate in 

the same way as regular market commodities. Programmes are non-rivalrous
17

, which is to 

say one person’s consumption of a programme does not reduce the supply available for others 

to consume. Consequently the usual mechanisms of supply and demand do not apply. The 

marginal cost per extra audience member is zero, consumer welfare is therefore maximised at 

when the programme is sold at zero cost, however if this were actually the case no 

programmes would be produced
18

. In addition, fixed ‘first copy’ costs are so large that 

broadcasters constantly strive for economies of scale associated with audience 

maximisation
19

. This exacerbates the democratic problems already associated with 

advertising as a means of funding broadcasting. Moreover, as well as being a public good 

broadcasting has externalities
20

. Externalities are costs or benefits associated with a market 

which neither the buyer or seller takes responsibility for but which affect society. For 

example, a culture of rigorous journalism within broadcasting markets would accentuate the 

watchdog role of the media and benefit the whole of society, not just consumers of 

broadcasting. However, when unregulated and left to the whims of market forces, 

broadcasting markets encourage negative externalities such as the tendency towards 

sensationalism described above. This reduces the quality and reliability of information in 

society required by citizens to make democratic choices. 

 

Broadcasting markets are far from perfect but are instead oligopolistic. Devoid of regulation, 

broadcasting firms seek to maximise economies of scale in the pursuit of profits by merging 

both horizontally and vertically within the market. What results is a market dominated by a 

small number of conglomerates. In such a market the consumer is no longer sovereign; 

instead the consumer’s influence is reactive rather than proactive
21

. The consumer chooses 

from a set of options dictated by what broadcasters choose to supply rather than what reflects 

consumers’ interests. Rather than ‘giving people what they want’ competition in the market is 

‘giving people what they want within the range of where broadcasters can make the most 

profits’
22

. As markets become more oligopolistic more power shifts away from the consumer 

to the producer
23

 and in so doing the degree to which the market reflects the diversity of 

                                                 
16

 Redding, “On the Cusp: Finding New Visions for Social Gain from Broadcasting,” p. 149 
17

 Robert W. McChesney, “Theses on media deregulation,” in Media, Culture and Society, (2003), 25 (1), p. 130 
18

 Nicholas Garnham, “The Broadcasting Market and the Future of the BBC,” The Political Quarterly, (January 

2004), 65 (1), p.13 
19

 Ibid 
20

 McChesney, “Theses on media deregulation,” p. 130 
21

 Curran, “Rethinking Media and Democracy,” p. 129 
22

 McChesney, “Theses on media deregulation,” p. 130 
23

 McChesney, “Theses on media deregulation,” p. 131 
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opinions and interests of society decreases. Therefore unregulated broadcasting markets left 

to their own devices result in undemocratic broadcasters.  

 

Demand in broadcasting markets is uncertain. It can be impossible to tell in advance whether 

a programme will be a success or a failure. Nicholas Garnham argues this produces the ‘hit or 

flop phenomenon’. The risk of a large number of flops needs to spread over a small number 

of hits which favours those broadcasters that can devote large sums of capital to marketing.
24

 

Large marketing costs and other factors of oligopolistic markets are barriers to market entry 

and limit access to broadcasters. As a consequence not all interests in society can be catered 

for and represented. Minority opinions and unpopular dissenting voices can not contribute 

towards democracy because their purchasing power is too small to justify their own media 

outlet. This is why although niche markets do exist they are orientated towards the affluent 

sections of society where high costs of market entry can be overcome
25

. The reliance upon 

advertising revenue coupled with the high cost of entry to markets consequently results in a 

class bias in media content
26

. Subsequently, there tends to be information-rich media for the 

elites but information-poor media for the masses
27

. Therefore the affluent elites are kept well 

informed and are able to see who best represents their interests. This undemocratic supply of 

information helps to maintain the undemocratic status quo. 

 

Proponents of the traditional liberal theory of the media place great emphasis on market 

control of broadcasting in order to distance broadcasters from the power of the state. Keeping 

the media independent from the state prevents broadcasters from becoming the tools of 

propaganda. However, where traditional theory fails is that it does not recognise the dangers 

of private interests and the power that they can wield over broadcasters. James Curran 

highlights a number ways in which modern media compromise their role as watchdog of 

society
28

. As already mentioned the media is now big business; they are not only big business 

in themselves but also as part of large conglomerates. Big business is necessarily involved 

with the state, whether it is contention over regulations governing the right to sell a product 

or government enticing foreign investment. Editors can be reigned in by CEOs and major 

shareholders if they see inquisitive journalists uncovering affairs that could damage relations 

between the state and the media organisation or their parent company. In a similar fashion, 

the same inquisitive journalism could be uncovering affairs which would negatively affect 

other companies within the conglomerate and would equally be liable to censorship by ruling 

executives. 

 

Watchdog journalism is expensive; it costs time, money and resources that might be more 

profitable elsewhere, and as already described above, the pressures of the market and the 

commercial environment make profitability imperative. Therefore rather than encouraging 

the democratic watchdog role of the media the free market actively discourages it. In fact the 

pressure to keep costs down is such that journalists and politicians often collude together in 

order to satisfy the other’s requirements: the politician wishes to put a message out to the 

public and the journalist needs a story to tell. Some commentators argue that the media 

systematically index political elite debate
29

. However this greatly undermines the critical role 

                                                 
24

 Garnham, “The Broadcasting Market and the Future of the BBC,” p. 14 
25

 Curran, “Rethinking Media and Democracy,” p. 131 
26

 McChesney, “Theses on media deregulation,” p.130 
27

 Curran, “Rethinking Media and Democracy,” p. 128 
28

 Curran, “Rethinking Media and Democracy,” p. 121-127 
29

 Lance Bennett, (1990) ‘Toward a Theory of Press State Relations in the United States’, Journal of 

Communication, 40(2): 103-25. 
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the media are supposed to be playing in democratic society. Furthermore, as our consumption 

of media has increased over the years so has the necessity to manage what is released into the 

public domain and how it is interpreted. Consequently we have seen the rise of media 

management by government and the subsequent manipulation of the media to reach the 

governments own ends.  



 - 10 - 

Chapter Two 
 

Democratic Criteria and the BBC 

 

Having judged how successful market-led broadcasters have been in informing, representing 

and acting as watchdog of democracy, one must ask what is the alternative? The alternative is 

Public Service Broadcasting (PSB); an approach to broadcasting which is designed to serve 

the needs of society rather than individual private interests. How one defines the needs of 

society has always been a contested issue throughout history, however James Curran claims 

that essentially it comes down to three things: “serving the needs of democracy, generating 

content that has cultural value, and promoting social inclusion”
30

. For the sake of this study I 

am principally concerned with identifying the needs of society with needs of democracy that 

were outlined in Chapter One.  
 

From the critique of the market-led approach there are a number of criteria that I can use to 

assess a public service broadcaster and their ability to meet the needs of democracy. Firstly, 

in chapter one it was shown that the ability of a commercial broadcaster to be the watchdog 

of democracy was limited by its dependent relationship with government and the economic 

constraints emphasised by the pressure to keep costs down and to maximise audiences for 

advertisers. Michael Tracey, in discussing the principles of PSB, claims that public 

broadcasters should be distanced from all vested interests, and that “a key principle of public 

broadcasting [is] that its programmes can best serve the public with excellence and diversity 

when they are produced from within a structure of independence”
31

. Therefore it will be 

necessary to judge the independence from government and the independence from economic 

constraint of public service broadcasters in order to assess how successful they are at being 

the watchdog of democracy. 

 

Secondly, it was shown that the balance of power between commercial broadcasters and 

consumers had tipped in a direction such that the consumer was no longer sovereign. This 

limited the breadth and scope of views and opinions expressed by commercial broadcasters. 

Furthermore the oligopolistic nature of the markets the commercial broadcasters operated in 

restricted access to only those interests that were commercially viable. This “effectively 

den[ies] influence and status to those people [unrepresented]. They cease to be full 

participants or citizens”
32

.  However, it is essential that public service broadcasters have a 

universality of appeal such that they “cater to the many different tastes and interests which 

constitute a society’s life”
33

. Moreover regarding the provision for minorities, Tracey argues 

that PSB should be dedicated to a dual role of providing access to minorities so they can 

communicate with one another, and providing coverage of their histories and concerns for the 

public at large
34

.  Therefore it will be necessary to judge how representative a public service 

                                                 
30

 James Curran, “Central debates in media politics,” in James Curran and Jean Seaton, Power Without 

Responsibility 6
th

 Edition (London: Routledge, 2003) p. 402 
31

 Michael Tracey, The Decline and Fall of Public Service Broadcasting, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

1998) p. 30 
32

 Street, Mass Media, Politics and Democracy, p. 257 
33

 Tracey, The Decline and Fall of Public Service Broadcasting, p. 26 
34

 Tracey, The Decline and Fall of Public Service Broadcasting, p. 28 
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broadcaster is by assessing the content of the service it provides and how accessible the 

organisation is. 

 

Finally, it was shown that the effects of advertising as a means of finance lead to hyper-

commercialisation. This leads to an increase in entertainment programming and a decrease in 

public affairs programming; only those ideas that had the most commercial viability were 

sold. Information was simplified and sensationalised, treated as a commodity and not as a 

public good. As a consequence information in commercial markets is subject to bias and a 

lack of depth, and this “inadequate or inaccurate information is liable to result in 

misconceived political acts”
35

. PBS on the other hand “ensures that people are briefed 

properly to exercise their rights and obligations as citizens, and contributes to the healthy 

functioning of democracy”
36

 through the provision of high quality information. Therefore it 

will be necessary to judge how informative a public service broadcaster is by assessing the 

accuracy and impartiality of the information it imparts. 

 

In the following analysis I will attempt to gauge whether the BBC is independent from 

government, whether the BBC is independent from economic constraint, how representative 

the BBC is (concerning access and content), and how informative the BBC is (concerning 

accuracy, impartiality, and the ability to facilitate debate).  

 

Is the BBC independent of government? 

 

As a public service broadcaster, the relationship between the BBC and the government differs 

in a fundamental way from the relationship between market-led private media interests and 

government. In both cases the government are principally concerned with regulation. 

Independent commercial broadcasters are regulated by the independent, yet government 

appointed, Office of Communications (OfCom)
37

. The BBC, on the other hand, was until 

very recently supervised by a board of governors appointed by the Queen, which in effect 

means the Prime Minister
38

. The governors were responsible for ensuring that the BBC was 

run in the public interest, whereas the day to day management of the BBC is headed by the 

director-general, who was appointed by the governors. 

 

However, because of the internal nature of the board of governors, as opposed to the external 

nature of OfCom, there immediately implies a greater potential to diminish the independence 

of the BBC were the board of governors to be influenced by government. Indeed, James 

Curran suggests there is evidence that there have been governors influence by government, 

more precisely chairmen with partisan affiliations. Stuart Young the chairman from 1983 to 

1986 was the brother of a Cabinet minister; Marmaduke Hussey, chairman from 1986 to 1996 

was a brother in-law of a Cabinet Minister; and Gavyn Davies, chairman from 2001 to 2004 

was “predictably a New Labour insider”
39

. Jean Seaton claims the governors and their 

authority to appoint the director-general have acted as an agent of government to dismiss (too 

soft), ease out (went native) and impose (John Birt) director-generals as the government sees 

                                                 
35

 Street, Mass Media, Politics and Democracy, p. 257 
36

 Curran, “Central debates in media politics,” p. 402 
37

 Paul Smith, “The politics of UK television policy: the making of Ofcom,” Media Culture and Society, 

(November 2006) Vol. 28(6) p. 929 
38

 Jackie Harrison, Terrestrial TV News in Britain: The culture of production, (Manchester: Manchester 

University Press, 2000) p. 82 
39

 James Curran, “Central debates in media politics,” in James Curran and Jean Seaton, Power Without 

Responsibility 6
th

 Edition (London: Routledge, 2003) p. 403 
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fit
40

. Further still, there is speculation as to whether the latest chairman, Sir Michael Lyons, 

will be completely independent of government
41

. Having worked for Chancellor Gordon 

Brown on a number of occasions, accusations of cronyism are especially pertinent given the 

backdrop of Brown’s likelihood of becoming Prime Minister after Tony Blair steps down in 

the (near) future. The allegations of cronyism are not confined to the chairman either; Greg 

Dyke’s appointment as director-general in January 2000 raised suspicion when it was 

revealed he had donated £50’000 to the New Labour campaign in 1994
42

. 

 

However, in reality the BBC governors have been less swayed by partisan influence than the 

above allegations would give account for. Many commentators praise the governors and their 

ability to serve the public interest
43

 and defend the independence of the BBC’s news 

operations from political influence
44

; nonetheless in light of the Hutton enquiry it was evident 

that the governors have difficulty “in discharging their double responsibility to defend the 

BBC’s independence while at the same time being the regulator of its programmes”
45

. 

Indeed, Howard Davies argues that the “lack of clarity about the governor’s role made the 

BBC more vulnerable to political interference than it ought to be”
46

. Ad hoc interference in 

the guise of a series of one-person reviews, such as the Lambert Review of News 24
47

, the 

Graf Review of BBC Online
48

, the Barwise Review of digital television
49

 and the Gardam 

Review of digital radio
50

, suggests that there is something fundamentally wrong with the 

relationship between the BBC and government
51

. Davies associates accountability with 

independence; if the BBC could develop an effective means of accountability there would be 

less incentive for government to constantly ‘stick its nose in’. 

 

As of 1
st
 January 2007, the BBC board of governors was abolished and in its place the BBC 

Trust was established. In addition the BBC’s Executive Board was reorganised and the 

relationship between the two organisations laid out in the BBC’s royal charter. Greater 

emphasis was put on the regulator’s, now the Trust’s, responsibility to licence fee payers and 

the public interest, as well as clearly stating that “The members of the Trust and the members 

                                                 
40

 Jean Seaton, “Broadcasting in the age of market ideology: is it possible to underestimate the public taste?,” 

The Political Quarterly, (January 1994), 65 (1), p. 32 
41

 Jonathan Brown, “New BBC chairman denies that he will be a government crony,” The Independent, April 6, 

2007 
42

 Hugo Young, “Improper allegiances are all the rage at Greg Dyke's BBC,” The Guardian, 25 January 2000, p. 

18 
43

 Ben Pimlott, “Accountability and the Media: A Take of Two Cultures,” The Political Quarterly (April 2004) 

75(2) p. 111 
44

 Peter A Hall, “Media accuracy is vital, but its freedom is even more so: The BBC's independence from 

government is now clearly under threat” The Guardian, 17 January 2004, p. 22 
45

 Richard Lindley, “What Have the Governors Done for Us?,” The Political Quarterly (April 2004) 75(2) p. 

178 
46

 Howard Davies, “Life After Hutton: Reviewing the BBC Charter,” speech delivered 16
th

 February 2005, LSE, 

London, (http://www.lse.ac.uk/collections/meetthedirector/pdf/lifeAfterHutton05Feb07.pdf) 
47

 Richard Lambert, “Independent Review of BBC News 24,” December 2002 

(http://www.bbccharterreview.org.uk/pdf_documents/independentreviewnews24.pdf) 
48

 Philip Graf, “Independent Review of BBC Online,” DCMS, May 2004 

(http://www.culture.gov.uk/Reference_library/Publications/archive_2004/BBC_Online_Review.htm) 
49

 Patrick Barwise, “Independent Review of the BBC’s Digital Television Services,” DCMS, October 2004 

(http://www.culture.gov.uk/Reference_library/Publications/archive_2004/review_bbc_digital_tv_services.htm) 
50

 Tim Gardam, “Independent Review of the BBC’s Digital Radio Services,” DCMS, October 2004 

(http://www.culture.gov.uk/Reference_library/Publications/archive_2004/review_bbc_digital_radio_services.ht

m) 
51

 Davies, “Life After Hutton: Reviewing the BBC Charter,” p. 13 



 - 13 - 

of the Board shall never act together as a single corporate body”
 52

. The Executive board 

remained responsible for operational management. Following Davies’ line of argument, this 

clear separation of responsibility will make the BBC a more accountable institution and 

therefore a more independent one. If the government wishes to complain about the BBC it 

must do so through the regulator, the Trust, and in an open and transparent manner. This 

reduces the risk of covert abuse of power by government and protects the BBC’s 

independence. Indeed, the response to a separation of responsibility within the BBC has been 

positive; Greg Dyke said in The Independent that the changes “would not only create a BBC 

that is more politically independent and easier to run than it is today, but it would also be 

better able to fight off the power and influence of Rupert Murdoch’s Sky and the other 

commercial broadcasters”
53

. 

 

Nevertheless, despite an increase in the accountability of the BBC, the fact still remains that 

the organisation that sets “the overall strategic direction of the BBC”
54

 is made up of 

representatives appointed by the government. No matter how well intentioned Tessa Jowell 

and the Department of Culture, Media and Sport may be, there will always be room for 

political bias to enter the selection procedure. Some critics argue that the reforms of BBC 

governance do not go far enough. John Keane states that only when the BBC abolishes the 

system of government appointment can it become a leading symbol of the ‘non-market-non-

state’ sector
55

. Curran agrees and suggests that broadcasting appointments should be handed 

over to an independent committee of “elected representatives from broadcasting staff and 

nominees from leading civil and social organizations”
56

. 

 

However, whilst government appointment of the Trust may prevent the complete 

independence of the BBC from the government, it does not necessitate it. However, 

censorship, which is direct interference by government, would be evidence of a lack of 

independence from government. Thankfully such evidence is few and far between, and varies 

in extremity. However, a number of cases will be examined here. In July 1985, after a request 

from the home secretary Leon Brittan, the BBC governors banned the Northern Ireland 

documentary Real Lives: At the Edge of the Union
57

. This is a clear example of where the 

governors’ close ties with government have worked to the detrimental effect of the BBC’s 

independence. However, within a month the governors had done a U-turn and the programme 

was broadcast, with a few minor changes, the following October
58

. Nevertheless, there were 

more longstanding effects of Real Lives; in 1985 the Broadcasting Ban was imposed. This 

humiliation of the BBC and other public service broadcasters, prevented the broadcast of the 

voices of terrorists, but did allow actors to read their words – “it was little more than a badge 

of government power”
59

. As a consequence of this direct state intervention, and in an attempt 
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to avoid embarrassment, producers were less likely to make programmes about Northern 

Ireland
60

. This self-censorship is an indirect yet still harmful reduction of the BBC’s 

independence from government. 

 

Until very recently, the BBC has looked more resilient. In September 1999 the BBC Radio 

4’s Today programme successfully resisted attempts by Robin Cook to have passages from a 

pre-recorded interview removed after Cook failed to answer five times why the Indonesian 

government were not being ‘uninvited’ from a British arms fair
61

. However, in the wake of 

the Hutton inquiry, some commentators have questioned the BBC’s ability to confront 

government ministers. In March this year the government imposed an injunction that 

prevented the BBC’s 10 o’clock news from transmitting allegations in the cash-for-honours 

probe. The BBC was subsequently described as ‘weak’ and its lawyers ‘pathetic’
62

. However, 

The Guardian newspaper carried the story and the BBC pursued the story the following 

day
63

. Nevertheless the BBC’s hesitance is a sign that it is fearful of government 

repercussions, and evidence that its independence has been compromised. 

 

In summary, the BBC can be influenced by government in either of two ways. Indirect 

influence is a possibility for as long as the body which is accountable for the BBC, be it the 

board of governors, or the BBC Trust, is directly appointed by the government. However, 

since the clear separation in responsibilities between the Executive Board and the BBC Trust, 

the grounds for direct interference by government have become weaker. Nevertheless, recent 

censorship highlights that the BBC has yet to regain its confidence in challenging the 

government since the Hutton Inquiry. Therefore the ability of the BBC to scrutinise 

government and play the role of watchdog of democracy is limited. 

 

Is the BBC independent of economic constraint? 

 

No broadcaster, be they public service or commercial, will ever be entirely independent of 

economic constraint. Departments and organisations will always have finite budgets; there is 

no unlimited magic pot of gold from which to finance broadcasters. The question here for the 

BBC, either as an organisation or the individuals working within it, is whether it is free from 

the market pressures that drive commercial broadcasters. Is the BBC under an obligation to 

maximise audiences in order to maximise profits from advertising revenue? The 

straightforward answer here is no. The BBC is funded by a licence fee which every 

household in possession of a television is required to pay. This form of funding allows the 

BBC to carry out its public service remit in the knowledge that finance for doing so is secure. 

However, very rarely are such answers so straightforward, as I shall now demonstrate. 

 

The way in which the BBC is funded has serious implications for its independence. The level 

of the licence fee is set by the government and determined at the start of each new ten year 

charter, the latest of which commenced 1
st
 January 2007

64
. The fact that the choice to fund 

and the level of funding is determined by the government makes the BBC directly dependent 

upon it. The licence fee is a more independent source of finance than general taxation (like, 

for example, the NHS) since the fee is reviewed only every ten years rather than every year 
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(in the annual budget). Gavyn Davies, chairman of the BBC from 2001 to 2004, argues that 

“funding through taxation could be used as a stick by politicians to influence the 

corporation”, but that a regular licence fee “allows us to plan and take bigger risks with our 

programmes”
65

. Nevertheless, given that 30% of the charter period is spent reviewing the 

BBC in preparation for the next charter
66

, the principle that the BBC’s behaviour could be 

influenced by government during a time of charter review remains prominent.  

 

In the most recent charter review John Kampfner, editor of the New Statesmen, claimed that 

with negotiations over the licence fee at a critical point, BBC journalists were under strict 

instruction from BBC management to avoid conflict with government ministers
67

. Kampfner 

maintains that after John Humphrys, presenter of the Today programme on BBC Radio 4, 

delivered an after dinner speech in which he made several controversial comments about 

cabinet ministers, Michael Grade (the BBC’s chairman at the time) called for Humphrys to be 

sacked
68

. Clearly if the allegations against Grade are true (Humphrys does not deny the 

comments he made, only that they were taken out of context), then the BBC are guilty of 

‘muzzling journalism’ as Kampfner claims.  

 

However, Kampfner’s theory is far from concrete and has been described by one 

commentator as based on ‘hearsay’
69

. Furthermore, Steven Barnett quotes Mark Thompson, 

the girector-general of the BBC, as saying to Nick Clarke, presenter of BBC Radio 4’s World 

at One: “I passionately believe in the BBC’s independence. Supposing I rang you up and said 

there was a tricky licence fee negotiation coming up and asked you to go soft on the 

government, how long do you think that would stay quiet?”
70

 Barnett raises the point that 

what Thompson is referring to is that independence is ‘hard wired’ into the ‘institutional 

DNA’ of the BBC which prevents the abuse of power from higher up the managerial ranks
71

. 

Therefore even though the BBC is dependent upon government for the licence fee it does not 

impact upon its role as watchdog of democracy. 

 

Nevertheless, government control of the licence fee can still economically constrain the BBC. 

During the 1980s and early 1990s, the Conservative government, insistent on hampering the 

BBC, failed to raise the level of the licence fee in line with inflation
72

. More recently there 

have been claims that government’s failure to meet the BBC’s request for a 1.8% increase 

above inflation in the licence fee per year will place too great a financial constraint on the 

BBC and lead to poorer quality programming, especially given the costs of the move to 

Salford by some BBC departments and the national costs of the digital switchover
73

. One 

commentator even goes as far to say (regarding the Salford move and the digital switchover) 

that the government regard the BBC as “just another government department, with its licence 

fee a ready source of cash to support policy objectives”
74

. However, the apparent malleability 

of the BBC to meet the government’s needs runs contrary to former director-general Greg 

Dyke’s claim that the introduction of the digital service Freeview and its subscription-
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incompatible-receivers was a tactic by the BBC to extend the life of the licence fee for at 

least another decade
75

. 

 

However, despite Dyke’s attempts to secure future funding for the BBC, independence from 

economic constraint looks uncertain if plans for ‘contestable funding’ go ahead. This ‘top-

slicing’ initiative would open up money from the licence fee to other public service 

programmes, such as Channel 4. Barnett argues that any reallocation of funds would lead to a 

‘spiral of decline’ in which the BBC cut back on popular programmes to save its more serious 

programme commitments, but as a consequence reduced its overall popularity of output, 

including political programmes
76

. In such an event the BBC’s ability to inform and facilitate 

debate would be seriously compromised. To avoid such constraint in the future Curran argues 

that after eighty years of service, the BBC should no longer be considered a “probationer on a 

temporary contract” and its independence should be secured by its formal establishment 

through an Act of Parliament
77

. 

 

In summary, licence fee funding frees the BBC of market pressure and thus avoids the pitfalls 

of the market-led approach such as hyper-commercialism. However, whilst commercial 

pressure is relieved government pressure is applied. There is evidence to suggest that the 

BBC’s watchdog responsibilities have been put on a leash by senior management, but the 

BBC claims such responsibilities are engrained in the culture of the BBC and are far from 

‘muzzled’. As it stands, the BBC have secure funding until the end of  2016, but with the 

possibility of contestable funding in the future, it is likely watchdog journalism will come 

under financial constraints not far removed from the commercial pressures of the market-led 

approach. 

 

Is the BBC representative? 

 

Because of the unique and universal way in which the BBC is funded, which is effectively a 

poll tax, there is added impetus that the BBC should represent British society. There are two 

ways in which the BBC can do this: in the democratic sense of the composition of the staff 

that make up the BBC, or through what the BBC broadcasts – the content of its programmes. 

Let us consider each of these notions it turn. 

 

In early 2001 Greg Dyke was infamously splashed across the press for claiming that the BBC 

was “hideously white”
78

, but by that he meant that “as an organisation we needed to become 

more open and accessible, and in particular we needed a workforce that reflected the society 

we serve”
79

. Since then the BBC has made improvements, in 2005 10% of BBC staff were 

from ethnic minorities, up from 8% in 2001. However, it is at the management level that 

BBC still lags behind. Despite an increase from 2% to 4.4% of non-white managerial staff, 

this still does not reflect the British population in which 8% are from ethnic minority 

backgrounds
80

. More worryingly, despite being a public institution, the BBC lags behind its 

commercial competitors: at Sky 5.2% of senior-management are from ethnic minority 
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backgrounds
81

. The situation was similarly reflected in the 1990s by the predominately white, 

upper-middle class, former public school, Oxbridge graduates who sat on the board of 

governors
82

. Since then the governors have been superseded by the BBC Trust where two of 

twelve are non-white and seven of twelve are women
83

 which is a much more accurate 

representation of British society. In addition there are now specific members of the Trust 

responsible for England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. Nonetheless there are critics 

who suggest that the BBC management should be chosen through “a professional 

appointments system rather than a system based on gender, ethnicity and other tokenism,” 

likewise those in charge of accountability “should be appointed on the basis of relevant 

experience – particularly in the media”
84

. 

 

Indeed, it would make sense that BBC were an unrepresentative institution; access to the 

organisations national broadcasting is restricted to those living in London, or those wealthy 

enough to live there. One would hope that the BBC’s forthcoming move of some departments 

to Salford would make it a more accessible institution. In fact, the author’s personal 

experience, on a recent stint working at BBC Radio 1, was that the BBC were very wary of 

being London-centric and attempts were made in the production of programmes to be aware 

of a national audience. However, despite this awareness BBC content is failing to cater for its 

audiences. A 2003 report found that “only 45.2 per cent of ethnic minority communities listen 

to BBC Radio compared to 63.4 per cent of the general population,” and “only 78.3 per cent 

of ethnic minority communities watched BBC television programmes… compared with 87 

per cent of the total population”
85

. Nevertheless, the BBC is hoping to improve upon these 

figures for radio and have launched BBC Radio 1Xtra to champion black music for the 15-24 

age bracket, and the speech station BBC Asian Network. 

 

In summary, the BBC, despite making improvements of late, fails to meet the requirement 

that it represent society accurately. In both the staff makeup of the BBC and the content it 

provides (as represented by audience figures) the BBC fails to provide sufficiently for ethnic 

minorities. Curran highlights this fault in the BBC when he claims that British television is 

very “insular”, “excessively metropolitan” and “linked too closely to Britain’s political 

elite”
86

; as a consequence it under-represents the diversity of British society. Nevertheless I 

would claim that the insular nature of the BBC is both a blessing and a curse. It is a curse 

because it insulates programme makers from the breadth of interests it is required to 

represent, but a blessing because it acts as a buffer between programme makers and the 

potentially government influenced commands from senior management above. Given this and 

the ‘institutional DNA’ comment from Thompson above, the question arises of how 

independent the BBC is from itself; this is not a topic I have time for here but one which 

would make an insightful study in the future. 

 

Is the BBC informative? 

 

In the Agreement accompanying the latest BBC charter, article 44 states that “The BBC must 

do all it can to ensure that controversial subjects are treated with due accuracy and 
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impartiality in all relevant output”
87

. It is an often mentioned cliché that the BBC is world 

renowned for its balanced un-opinionated broadcasting; commentators only draw comparison 

to American broadcasting to prove their point
88

. However, of late the BBC’s accuracy and 

impartiality have been called into question. In fact even the BBC’s former political editor 

Andrew Marr declared that the BBC “is not impartial or neutral,” it has, he added, “a liberal 

bias, not so much a party-political bias. It is better expressed as a cultural liberal bias”
89

. 

According to one anonymous commentator who served on the independent panel reviewing 

the BBC’s coverage of the conflict between Israel and the Palestinians, where the BBC falls 

down on accuracy is because of “lazy journalism”. This meant “a failure consistently to 

maintain editorial standards, lack of depth and analysis and the substitution of reactive 

journalism for an effort to tell a complicated story”
90

.  

 

Where the BBC has fallen down on impartiality has been the substitution of a balanced 

debate for journalists’ opinions. As veteran reporter Kate Adie commented in her 

autobiography:  

 

“An underlying fear that viewers might be easily bored, or fail to find items 

‘relevant’ to their own lives, [has] narrowed horizons and widened the scope for 

sentiment and personal opinion. And the growth of 24-hour channels brought 

about a dramatic increase in speculation and comment – purely to fill time 

available – from reporters who hitherto had not been expected to express 

opinions”.
91

 

 

However, this problem has been recognised by the BBC, and Andrew Marr has called for a 

stand against the ‘opinions-first-facts-later’ culture and a return to straight reporting
92

.  

 

In addition, what seems to have emerged is a conflict between two duties of the media, 

between the obligation to inform and the role of watchdog. In the same speech in which John 

Humphrys made reference to various cabinet ministers, he also claimed that the role of the 

BBC was ‘to take on’ the government, and “that ultimately is what the BBC is for”
93

. 

However this attitude towards politics is incompatible with broadcasters’ obligation to inform 

and facilitate debate. What has now been dubbed the ‘Why are you lying to me, you lying 

bastard?’ style of interviewing found on Newsnight or the Today
94

 programme and which is 

associated with this attitude ‘to take on’ government is disengaging viewers from politics and 

leading to a societal culture of cynicism and apathy
95

. In this respect the BBC is failing to 

facilitate debate. 

 

Nevertheless, there is contrary evidence to suggest that BBC is informative and does facilitate 

debate. Steve Barnett highlights the major one-day event held in November 2005 to promote 

discussion of new BBC initiatives to inspire audiences to involve themselves in reporting and 
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debating
96

. In response to the Neil report – the BBC’s own investigation into the Gilligan 

story that was the focus of the Hutton inquiry, the BBC has established a Journalism Board 

with the remit to “strengthen the practice and reputation of BBC journalism” and develop a 

system of measuring “the extent to which BBC journalism helps members of the public to 

become better informed citizens”
97

. Georgina Born, in a paper focusing on how technology in 

the media can promote democracy, points to the BBC’s involvement in the website iCan 

(now Action Network
98

), “a bulletin board and virtual meeting place for extra-parliamentary 

issue-based and activist politics”
99

. This is clear evidence of the BBC facilitating debate. 

 

Finally, in a study of the BBC’s coverage of 2005 British election David Mena-Aleman 

evaluated the extent to which the BBC engaged the citizenry, enabled informed choice and 

promoted interest in the election campaign
100

. Mena-Aleman found that BBC television 

programmes such as Question Time, The Election Roadshow, The Politics Show and BBC 

Breakfast News, and BBC Radio 4’s PM programme engaged audiences through the use of 

vox pops and reading emails and text messages. The BBC Election web site and in-depth 

programmes like Panorama and Newsnight provided the opportunity for citizens to be 

informed either by the unmediated views of candidates through interviews, or by the 

‘masterful’ summaries prepared by BBC staff. However, Mena-Aleman did criticise the 

BBC’s use of ‘gimmick-techniques’ such as the BBC Breakfast motorcycle sidecar to 

promote interest in the election campaign, claiming that they lacked substance and shifted 

attention away from the election story
101

. Nevertheless, overall it would appear according to 

Mena-Aleman that the BBC is informing society.  

 

In summary, there is contradictory evidence over whether the BBC’s programming is 

beneficial to democracy, especially over programmes like Newsnight. Whilst Mena-Aleman 

claims the BBC sufficiently informs society to make choices in elections, other commentators 

argue that the BBC has an increasing tendency towards inaccurate lazy journalism and 

impartial opinionated reporting. Furthermore the BBC’s obligation to facilitate debate by 

engaging audiences is countered by an aggressive watchdog journalism which is breeding a 

culture of apathy and cynicism in society. Therefore, one can conclude that there is a delicate 

balance public service broadcasters need to have between the duties of watchdog and 

informer, but the BBC has yet to find it. 
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Conclusion 

 

 
How democratic a broadcaster is the BBC? What should be obvious is that the BBC does not 

meet the criteria for a democratic broadcaster completely and wholly, however it does not 

completely and wholly fail to meet them either.  

 

The BBC is subject to both direct and indirect forms of interference by government, however 

there is institutional distance separating the BBC and government. In order to become fully 

independent of government the BBC should increase that institutional distance such that all 

ties with the state are severed. In other words, as both John Keane and James Curran 

suggested, the organisation to which the BBC are accountable should not be appointed by 

government. In such a case the BBC could scrutinise government on behalf of the public and 

not fear government influenced senior figures holding them back. 

 

Because the government controls the BBC’s source of funding many of the arguments about 

whether the BBC is independent of economic constraint relate to whether the BBC is 

independent of government. A government hell bent on restraining the democratic watchdog 

can do so my limited the level of the licence fee. In addition, under this criterion self-

censorship is a major issue for the BBC. Journalists strive to play watchdog whilst senior 

management strive to secure funding so that journalists can play watchdog. That previous 

Chairmen have tried to mute the BBC to help secure the licence fee is both an irony and an 

unproven controversy. The possible introduction of contestable funding is also a threat to the 

BBC’s ability to play watchdog. To become more independent the BBC should seek to secure 

permanent unquestionable funding through an Act of Parliament. 

 

The precise details of employee accessibility and programme content have not been discussed 

in this study; however this is an opportunity for further research. Nevertheless, the indicators 

of how representative the BBC are, staff and audience demographics, show that the BBC has 

someway to go before it can claim to represent the diversity of interests and opinions in 

society.  

 

The concepts of accuracy and impartiality I have only touched upon in this study, but 

indications from BBC insiders are that the BBC is slipping; lazy and opinionated journalism 

is to blame. Nevertheless external studies have found that the BBC is adequately informing 

the electorate so that they may participate in democracy. However, to promote engagement in 

politics in the future the BBC should review its style of interviewing. 

 

Overall, I believe the BBC to be good broadcaster. It is sufficiently independent of 

government and economic constraint to keep the government in check, and it provides 

sufficient information for voters to make informed decisions. However it is far from perfect 

and the BBC’s insular nature is reflected in its poor ability to represent. Nonetheless, I hold to 

the claim that the BBC is a democratic broadcaster. 
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