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Preface 

I have always loved radio; maybe it comes from my childhood when my mother 

carried BBC Radio 4 with her wherever she went in the house and I spent hours 

listening to Ed ‘Stewpot’ Stewart while I tried, and invariably failed, to record songs 

I liked onto cassette tapes. 

I must have listened to the news then too, as I remember being enthralled by the 

voices of Brian Perkins and Peter Donaldson. Many years later I had the privilege 

of working with them. The idea of conducting PhD research into radio news would 

never have been pursued if it had not been for the encouragement of Sean Street, 

Professor of Radio at Bournemouth University, so my first acknowledgement of 

thanks goes to him.

I am indebted to my supervisor, Professor dr. Mart-Jan de Jong, for his unfailing 

support, his enthusiasm for my subject matter, and his calmness in guiding this 

project to a successful conclusion. As a ‘buitenpromovenda’ I was dependent on a 

good supervisor and I could not have wished for better. I also wish to thank Professor 

Mark Janse who started off as my supervisor, but after his move to Gent, handed the 

baton to Professor de Jong. 

The research would not have been possible without the tremendous help of many 

people at the BBC; not just the many interviewees who were happy to give up their 

valuable time to speak to me. There are too many to mention, but I do wish to express 

my gratitude to all of them and in particular to Steve Mitchell, Rod McKenzie, John 

Allen and Trish Hayes from the BBC Written Archives Centre.   

Many colleagues at Roosevelt Academy have helped me with advice and feedback and 

I particularly wish to thank Professor dr. Hans Adriaansens, Professor dr. Pieter Ippel, 

Dr. Michael Burke, Chad Weidner, Dr. Nel Verhoeven , Dr. Marcin Sklad and Alzbeta 

Tothova. The one colleague and friend who deserves a separate mention in this regard 

is my ‘paranimf ’ Kathrin Steigerwald: thank you so much for the pointed questions, 

the proofreading, the conversations about museums, literature and English language 

teaching and the cups of tea at just the moments when I needed them. You would do 

well in the BBC Radio Newsroom in London where both in the 1990s and in 2006/8 
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the most important two questions from one journalist to another seemed to be: 

Tea?... Bag in or bag out? 

Thank you also to my second paranimf, Suman Natarajan, for being the best friend 

anyone could ever have. My heartfelt thanks and love to Mum and Dad of course also. 

Words cannot express how much I owe to my husband Mark and my two beautiful 

daughters, Elise and Imme. Mark has kept me sane throughout these past 5 years. 

Girls, I hope you are proud that I now have finally finished ‘my book’. I am extremely 

proud of you.  
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Chapter 1. Tuning in

It always begins with an almost silence,

world-wide potential held in the fingers,

remembering the stately warming-up of the valves,

an anticipation lost to transistors.

…

Sean Street, “Tuning in”, Radio and Other Poems

Radio News is dead. Long live Radio News! The death of radio has been predicted 

many times since its invention, but a hundred years on it perseveres, reinventing 

itself – some would argue growing in strength – perhaps the only medium able to 

survive into the future. True, the media landscape has changed dramatically, through 

technological advances and changes in media consumption patterns, but still the 

essence of radio – communication to the masses through sound and the spoken word

– has endured, even if those masses are increasingly dispersed. Whereas once radio

was only heard through the “wireless” set, now it is available through digital platforms, 

internet, mobile phone and podcast too. Whilst in western countries radio has to 

compete for its share of the audience with a variety of media and other activities, in 

the UK and the Netherlands at least radio maintains its reach: each week nearly 90% 

of the UK (RAJAR 2008) and 92% of the Dutch population (Rab FM 2008) spends at 

least some time listening to the radio. Figures from Latin America (Soong 2002) and 

South Africa (Omar 2008) show similar percentages. The internet and its option to 

listen to items again or to those missed during their scheduled broadcast is gaining in 

popularity. In the UK in December 2008 nearly a third of all adults, that is 16.1 million 

people, claimed to have listened to the radio via the internet, an increase of 1.6 million 

since May 2008 – and 7.2 million downloaded a podcast (RAJAR 2008). ‘Three 

quarters of [ … ] Listen Again listeners said the service has no impact on the amount 

of live radio to which they listen; while almost half said they are now listening to radio 

programmes to which they did not listen previously’ (RAJAR 10 December 2008).

There is evidence to suggest that a large part of the radio audience listens to hear 

the news content. The US Radio ratings research group, Arbitron, estimates ‘the 

percentage of people who listened to some kind of news, talk or information on their 



12

traditional radio during an average week was 16.1% in 2006’ (State of the News Media 

2008). The project for Excellence in Journalism suggests that public radio is thriving. 

‘News headlines, provide an important and diverse source of information – and are 

far more than anchors reading wire copy’ (State of the Media 2008). The weekly reach 

of BBC Radio Four’s flagship bulletin, the Six O’Clock News is 3.4 million and the 

network’s current affairs programme Today saw its audience rise to 9.81 million in the 

final quarter of 2008 as, is thought, listeners turned to the show to hear coverage of 

the economic crisis and the US Presidential elections (Plunkett 2009). 

Journalists have had to become multiskilled across the various media; they once chose 

to write, but have now taken on the roles of cameraman, sound operative, studio 

manager and presenter. Where once they chose a distinct type of media, whether 

it be newspapers, radio or television, and more recently online, convergence has 

meant they must be able to work across the spectrum. Those who do still manage 

to solely work as radio journalists are having to provide more output because of 

the increase in outlets and the decrease in overall staffing levels. With increased 

competition demanding faster news gathering and speedier delivery – and modern 

technology making this possible – it might be reasonable to assume that the output 

from previously distinct media is becoming more homogeneous. Less time spent 

on crafting the language could lead to more room for factual and style errors. As 

journalists work in what might be termed a ‘news factory’ (cf. Davies 2009), it is 

pertinent to ask where that leaves the journalists’ role of communicating the news 

to their audiences. Perhaps pressures of time and competition are just excuses to 

complain and perhaps journalists never really spent that much time in the past on 

their story selection, ordering and linguistic sculpting either. 

1.1 Context

Media language pervades society and news is the primary media genre (Bell 1991; 

McQuail 2005). Studies of the media by sociologists and linguists go back to the 

mid-1950s with research into professional norms of individual journalists (Breed 

1955; Gieber 1961), newsworthiness (Galtung and Ruge 1965), the news production 

process (Tuchman 1978; Gans 1979; Fishman 1980; Schlesinger 1987), news ideology 

(Hall 1980), media bias and objectivity (Kress 1983, Fowler 1991, van Dijk 1998) and 

the role of the audience (Donsbach 1983; Bell 1991; McQuail 1997). Jacobs et al (2008) 

point to the introduction of new concepts of journalistic practice and the need for 
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updated newsroom ethnographies to take into account the implementation of new 

technologies in newsrooms. They argue that ‘from an analytical point of view, media 

sociology has largely disregarded journalistic agency in favour of organisational and 

institutional levels of analysis [...and that] the agency of journalists as social actors’ 

is in pressing need of study (2008: 3). More recently, scholars have redirected their 

attention to theories of cultural production, in particular Bourdieu’s field theory 

(Benson 2005; Hesmondhalgh 2006; Couldry 2007). Indeed, Bourdieu’s concept of 

‘habitus’ is an interesting one to investigate in the case of journalists, to see if they are 

consciously aware of writing the way they do:

While agents orient themselves towards specific interests or goals, their action is 

only rarely the outcome of a conscious deliberation or calculation in which the pros 

and cons of different strategies are carefully weighed up, their costs and benefits 

assessed, etc. ..by virtue of the ‘habitus’, individuals are already predisposed to act 

in certain ways, pursue certain goals...actions can never be analysed adequately as 

the outcome of conscious calculation. (1991: 17)

Chapter 3 of this book will give an overview of some of the main theories in sociology 

and sociolinguistics which are of particular interest in shaping the context in which 

this particular research project into radio news language and radio news journalists 

takes place.                                      

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           

Communication is sending (and receiving) a message (Crystal 1990; Campbell 

2010)  and it is important to see how radio news does this; how it communicates the 

events that have happened – which its journalists think are relevant – to its listeners. 

There is considerable literature on journalism but most tends to be on the printed 

word. Radio news is often either amalgamated with television as ‘broadcast news’ 

or, if mentioned separately, there is a concentration on describing or analysing the 

output or the (social)history of the medium (cf Burger 2005; Crisell 1994; Crook 

2004; Hendy 2007). The radio journalists who write, or rather collate and edit, i.e. 

‘radiofy’ news that comes in from press agencies, correspondents, press releases, and 

members of the public, are rarely questioned about their role in this communication 

act (Schlesinger’s 1987 study forming an exception, although here he looked at both 

radio and television) and in particular there is a lack of broad qualitative research. 

Where there are studies of radio, many concentrate on the genre as a whole, or on 

drama, phone-ins or current affairs, whilst there is little detailed explanation of the 
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radio news bulletins and summaries, cues (introductions to correspondent reports 

or audio of interviewees) and copy stories which are compiled continuously 

(Crisell 1994; Scannel 1991). This study attempts to somewhat redress the balance 

by speaking to writers from a radio newsroom, both current and retired, and by 

looking at a sample of news bulletins from the past forty years to try to tease out 

further some of the examples those writers – also known as ‘subs’ – have mentioned 

with respect to language use, format and content of their news output. The project 

also tries to evaluate if and how external factors in today’s society in terms of the 

changing mediascape (i.e. technological advances, increased competition, time 

pressures, budgetary constraints; fewer journalists, convergence, bimedia reporting/

multi-skilling, less prestige for radio) and changes in audience affect the language 

of Radio News, the choice of items and the perception of the job. Perhaps a strategic 

lesson can be learned from this or at least information gathered which will be useful 

to future radio writers and scholars of radio, media sociology and social history.

 

The focus of this project is BBC Radio News, the media organisation with an 

unrivalled reputation in the world for accuracy, objectivity and journalistic writing 

and production skills. Its radio news operation employs some 900 staff who provide 

round-the-clock news and current affairs for ten national networks and local radio 

with very different audience profiles. The focal point of this research is on those who 

write and subedit national news bulletins for BBC Radios 1-5. The BBC is also the 

organisation where I worked as a journalist for five years in the 1990s. I remember 

being astonished by the selection processes at TV news, where – although 

understandable because of the importance of the visual medium – the availability of 

pictures was often more important than what I, and my radio colleagues, thought 

was the news value of a story. The beauty of radio is that it is immediate and a blank 

canvas for listeners to create their own picture. Radio is also much cheaper to produce 

than television: ‘hour by hour it costs at most a tenth, and often as little as a fiftieth 

of [TV]’ (Hendy 2007: 6). The BBC was created in 1922 and several excellent works 

have been written about its early history, notably by Asa Briggs (1985). This project 

concentrates on the period 1966-2008, the time when the BBC Radio networks as we 

currently know them were created; the time that saw the introduction – and then the 

demise – of the graduate trainee programme; the move from straight-read bulletins to 

ones with inserts; the huge expanse in competition from commercial radio stations; 

the move of parts of radio news from Broadcasting House to Television Centre, 
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the enormous changes in technology, and the time where the people I interviewed 

worked and/or still work in the radio newsroom. Whilst it would be impossible to 

say whether the findings from this study involving the BBC can be extrapolated to 

all radio news output anywhere in the world, or even in just the UK, it is hoped that 

this case study approach will form the basis for further exploratory studies into other 

radio organisations. This study concentrates on writers in the newsroom as opposed 

to reporters and correspondents, partly because the radio newsroom writers have 

not been the subject of much research up until now and partly because I want to try 

to establish whether these writers think ‘painting’ (i.e. using descriptive language 

that creates an image in the listeners’ heads) in news is possible and necessary or 

whether that should be the responsibility of the correspondent. Thus I have restricted 

my observations and analysis to a sample of news bulletins and summaries and the 

interviews to those who write and edit such material, leaving the texts and views of 

correspondents as well as the output of current affairs programmes for other scholars 

to pursue. The terms radio (news) journalists and writers will be used interchangeably 

throughout this dissertation and thus both refer to those professionals who are 

responsible for the production (that is the collating, writing and editing) of the (half )

hourly news summaries and bulletins; if correspondents or reporters or newsreaders 

are meant, they will be denoted as such. 

1.2 The function and form of Radio News

The main function of news is to inform people, to tell them either about new events 

or new developments to those events. News may not actually reflect reality, but 

offers facts and interpretation of some of the events and issues which a particular 

media organisation wants to impart to its target audience, be they readers, listeners 

or viewers. Journalism textbooks (e.g. Sissons 2006; Harcup 2009; White 2002) 

urge news writers to keep stories concise, distil the facts, and use the style known 

as ‘the inverted pyramid’, in which the main point of the story is in the top line with 

details added in successive lines so that the story forms the shape of a triangle or 

pyramid. On the subject of writing for radio the same training manuals speak of using 

conversational language, ‘to write for the ear’ , and to ‘paint pictures’. But how it 

works in practice might not always be clear to a radio journalist and it may not always 

be possible or even desirable in radio news if those ‘pictures’ get in the way of telling 

the facts as concisely and simply as possible. 
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The mission the BBC set itself at the time of its creation was ‘to inform, educate 

and entertain’; something that is still at the heart of the BBC’s purpose (BBC 

Statements 2007). Although by its very nature news may well educate listeners 

and viewers (e.g. about current affairs or world politics) or entertain them by 

broadcasting light-hearted, even comical stories (whether by accident or design), 

the prime role of news is to inform. Whether that informational role will continue to 

be the most important function in the coming years remains to be seen. Schlesinger 

(1987: 119) suggested that the style of the news in the late 1980s was to entertain 

more. Complaints about the news media, including the BBC, dumbing down, surface 

from time to time now too – although the media sociologist Brian McNair argued in 

2003 that in the case of British journalism it appeared there was a tendency to ‘brain 

up’ (McNair 2003). It is worth investigating whether there is substance in these 

accusations of dumbing down or ‘tabloidization’, at least whether it applies to BBC 

Radio News by talking to the current group of journalists and scrutinizing the content 

of bulletins over many years. 

 

Radio news bulletins have a clear distinctive structure, with well-defined openings 

and endings. Examples would include opening phrases such as:

 “The eleven o’clock news, I’m Anya Luscombe” 

Or:  “The News at eleven o’clock. The headlines this morning.... .....    

 [headlines]...today’s newsreader is Anya Luscombe...” 

 Endings might include finishing on a “softer” news item or the weather forecast; 

signposting the last story with “And Finally....” or actually closing with a phrase 

such as “Next update at 12”. Although the precise nature of the structure will vary 

depending on the radio station and could be jettisoned in the event of a “major” 

(breaking) news story, all radio news bulletins adhere to a clearly recognised format 

to alert listeners/viewers and then guide them through the bulletin until the end and 

back to the rest of the programming (Burger 2005). Listening to the radio is often a 

secondary activity; people (half )listen while engaged in another task, be it driving a 

car, doing the washing-up, or even studying (Aberg 1999; Crisell 1994; Bell 1991). The 

challenge for radio news journalists is to catch the listeners’ attention:  

[We need] to be aware what the audience actually uses us for. Radio is a 

background medium of all of that, so it is good that people come to the Today 

programme or Five-Live or anything. The part of being on in the background is 

that … there is a framework there when you can come into the forefront, in the 
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foreground, which is just to give the information they need whether it is the news, 

or the traffic or the weather. It is not something that other media need to do in the 

same way. (02-06)

In many commercial radio stations in the UK (and other countries), one or just a few 

people are responsible for the station’s entire news output. The journalists double 

as writers, editors, reporters and news readers. The BBC is remarkable in that it has 

large numbers of journalists involved in the production of news broadcasts. They 

have different titles depending on their level of seniority: BJ, SJB, AssEd and Editor 

(see glossary of terms). The BBC Radio Newsroom is the main centre of radio news 

writing, providing news bulletins (longer news broadcasts) and summaries (shorter 

news broadcasts) for many of the radio networks. Over the years the actual number 

of networks it caters for has varied (see chapters 2, 5 and 6), but all the writers move 

around the ‘desks’ writing for the different networks which have very different 

audience profiles. For this study I have also spoken to journalists who work for 

BBC Radio 1 Newsbeat, based at Yalding House rather than in the Radio Newsroom 

at TV Centre, as news for Radio 1 was the responsibility of the writers in the radio 

newsroom at the start of the time period being studied, but has now for more than ten 

years fallen within the remit of the Newsbeat team. In addition, it is worth examing 

if having these distinct groups of journalists has influenced the language and style of 

Radio 1 bulletins.

Breakfast time is when radio listening peaks, with the 8 am bulletin the highest rated 

listening period for radio (White 2002: 103; Leitner 1983: 57) that has been so for 

many years. The BBC’s Radio Newsroom News Guide of 1967 said six million tuned 

in at 8 am whilst at 10 pm the figure was just above half a million. After the morning 

peak, listening drops off, although on many stations there is an upturn at lunch time 

and during drive time (5-7 pm). On BBC Radio 4 millions tune into its Six O’Clock 

news. Many of the journalists in the BBC Radio newsroom indicate they enjoy 

working on this 30 minute stand-alone bulletin as it gives them what they say is “a 

chance to be creative with the language”, i.e. to be able to think more precisely about 

vocabulary and style. 
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1.3 Research Questions 

As outlined above, radio is an under-researched medium in sociology and linguistics 

which is regrettable given the large role it plays in many people’s lives. In particular, 

Radio News bulletins and the views of those who write them deserve investigation. 

The main research question which forms the basis for this thesis is: 

How do BBC Radio Journalists (RJs) define the characteristics of Radio News and 

their goals in communicating this news? 

 

This general question is then further elaborated in four subsidiary questions:

1) Do BBC RJs have a clear picture of their audience (the typical Radio 1, 2, 3, 4  

 or 5-live or 6 Music audience)? For instance, in terms of educational/linguistic 

 level, social class, age, ethnicity, gender and the stories that interest them.

2)  To what extent are they trying to achieve those goals? In other words, what 

 methods and strategies do they use to achieve this and are these devices   

 working in their opinion or do they aspire for more?

3)  Have perceptions of the characteristics of BBC Radio News, its goals and the 

 picture of the audience changed over time, i.e. the last forty years?

4)  What changes can be noticed in radio news output in the last forty years: are   

 journalists’ perceptions of the language, content and role of the news evident   

 in the copy?  

Underlying this study are four assumptions, which it is hoped will be confirmed or at 

least clarified through this study. 

1:  Radio Journalists want to send a clear message to the right audience. They 

 want to grab the audience’s attention and keep them listening. This goal has   

 not changed in the past 40 years. 

2: More importance is being given to audience research, but few RJs are aware of   

 who the audiences of particular networks really are. 

3:  In the past forty years the way RJs perceive their job role has changed. Many 

 regret the increased workload (fewer colleagues) and the decreased status of 

 radio, but there will not be a clear divide as to whether it was better “then” 

 than “now”.

4:  Although many can recite platitudes, such as “write for the ear” and “radio 

 should paint pictures in the mind”, very few acknowledge that they are   
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 consciously aware of trying to define this or put this into practice prior to or 

 whilst writing a news story. Nevertheless, they will assert that they are always 

 mindful that they are writing for the medium that is radio.  

1.4 Presentation of data

Chapter 2 will give an overview of the history of BBC Radio News in order to provide 

a context for the time period under investigation. Chapter 3 will include a literature 

review of the theoretical foundations for the project. This study uses a qualitative 

methodological approach in which the various stages of research have not always 

taken place consecutively, but also concurrently or in a cyclical manner. In Chapter 4,

I will describe and reflect upon the methodology used, which includes field work 

(participant observation), qualitative interviews with radio news writers and editors 

(the majority face-to-face, some by phone and email), archive work in the BBC 

Written Archives Centre in Reading, UK, to include analyses of both news bulletins 

and official documents from the time period 1966-2008, and examination of BBC News 

Style guides.

In Chapter 5, the production process of news as it is currently undertaken in the 

BBC Radio Newsroom and BBC Radio Newsbeat will be explained using information 

from the interviews and observations during my visits as well as insights from 

the policy documents and memos. This chapter also covers my interpretation of 

the data gathered in interviews with the current and former radio journalists 

interviewed for this study: what do they think and say about the characteristics of 

radio news, their role in the process and are there, in their opinion, changes in the 

content and language of BBC Radio News? Chapter 6 interprets the findings of the 

same said interviews and policy documents, but this time focusing on how they 

perceive their audiences and how these news writers think the changing mediascape 

might change their role, the future of radio news in general and of BBC Radio News 

in particular. 

The role of the BBC as one of the foremost, if not the prime, broadcaster in the world 

has been largely unchanged in eighty years: to provide programmes that will inform, 

educate and entertain. The BBC is also afforded by many the task of upholding the 

British language. As the 2003 News Style Guide says, ‘our use, or perceived misuse of 
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English produces a greater response from our audiences than anything else. It is in 

nobody’s interest to confuse, annoy, dismay, alienate or exasperate them.’ 

Chapter 7 looks at the changing views on style in BBC Style Guides for News 

programmes since 1967. In addition, this chapter gives an analysis of a sample of 

bulletins studied during the same forty year time period and sees whether the ideas 

about language ‘errors’ and changes in the language put forward by the interviewees 

from Chapters 5 and 6 are evident in the actual output. 

Finally, in Chapter 8 I will summarise the most pertinent results from the study 

and try to formulate answers to the research questions and determine whether 

the assumptions outlined above are correct. This final chapter will also give some 

suggestions for further study. 
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Chapter 2. Historical background 

The clock interrogates the minutes before news –

Words with the potential to make 

every previous thought redundant.

…

Sean Street, “Thought for the Day”, Radio and Other Poems

In order to investigate the extent to which BBC Radio news bulletins have changed 

in terms of content and style over a forty year period and to help in the evaluation 

of the views of those who wrote these bulletins, it is necessary to first provide an 

historical framework. Section 2.1 will give a bird’s eye view of the development of 

the BBC since its inception, focusing on aspects that have been paramount for its 

radio news operations and in 2.2 I shall sketch a picture of Britain in 1966-2008, 

the period covered by this thesis, as the changes in society are inextricably linked to 

developments at the Corporation and to topics that make it into the news output.

2.1 The development of the BBC

It is a well-known image of the early BBC News Announcer wearing evening dress. 

Briggs (1985: 367) explains how this practice was introduced in January 1926 as a 

courtesy to artists similarly clad. Radio News had begun a little over 3 years earlier, 

when on the 14th November 1922 the Director of Programmes Arthur Burrows read 

out copy from the Reuters News Agency on air. He read the script twice, once slowly 

and once at normal speed so that listeners would have time to take notes (Briggs 

1985; Crook 2004b). The BBC had started operations in October 1922 and was to be 

funded by a universal licence fee, limiting political and corporate influence. Scannell 

and Cardiff (1991) write how Arthur Burrows told the Broadcasting Editor of Reuters 

that he was keen to avoid sensationalism and too much crime, as he felt that the  

‘informational role for broadcasting is opposite to trends in the popular press [and] 

what is fit to print is not necessarily fit to hear’ (107-108). In the early days of the 

BBC,  listeners would sometimes hear the announcer proclaim that ‘there is no news 
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tonight’ (Schlesinger 1978; Starkey and Crisell 2009). In any case, the BBC was not 

permitted to broadcast news until 7 p.m. so as not to compete with newspapers. 

However, following the General Strike of 1926 when most newspapers ceased 

publication making radio ‘the only real source of information’ (Street 2002: 34), 

arrangements were made for bulletins at 10 a.m., 1, 4, 7 and 9.30 p.m. 

The BBC changed from British Broadcasting Company to British Broadcasting 

Corporation on January 1, 1927 with the creation of a ten-year Royal Charter. The 

new Corporation, with John Reith as its first Director-General, was barred from 

airing material that was deemed controversial and from expressing editorial opinions 

(Briggs 1985), although following intense lobbying by Reith that statutory ban was 

suspended in 1928 (Crook 2004b). Reith envisaged four objectives for the BBC: 

information, education, entertainment and high standards. 

It is occasionally indicated to us that we are apparently setting out to give the 

public what we think they need and not what they want, but few know what they 

want and very few what they need ... In any case it is better to over-estimate the 

mentality of the public than to under-estimate it. (Reith Broadcast over Britain 1924 

quoted in Crook 2004a: 202).

In 1928, the Head of Talks, Hilda Matheson, commissioned Philip Macer-Wright 

to carry out a study on whether the BBC could become a major provider of news. 

Macer-Wright concluded that ‘bulletins should contain something for everybody’ 

(Scannell and Cardiff 1991: 114) and radio news copy should be rewritten so that it 

was ‘specifically for listeners’ ears [rather] than ... written for newspaper readers’ 

(Crook 2004b: 239). The first bulletin by the News Section was broadcast on 10th 

February 1930; it took another five years for the BBC to establish a separate News 

Department. Its first Editor was John Coatman and there were just five members 

of the team. By 1939 that had increased to 39 staff (Scannell and Cardiff 1991). The 

Second World War saw the introduction of portable technology in the form of midget 

recorders, which enabled correspondents, also known as ‘observers’, to produce 

more easily radio despatches from the field. Their eye-witness accounts of battles 

and actuality were aired on, for example, the new programme Radio Newsreel which 

began in July 1940, breaking the traditional form of recitation of news by anonymous 

announcers (Schlesinger 1978: 30). 
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An enquiry by Lord Simon of Wythenshaw in 1953 concluded that the public for news 

was serious ‘such as the readers of the quality press’ and that the news itself was an 

‘important means of instruction in a democracy’. (Schlesinger 1978: 33-34) But the 

news in that day was ‘hard [and] heavy ... like a foreign office communiqué’ (Paulu 

qtd in Schlesinger, 1978 : 37). In the 1950s Radio benefited from the development 

of VHF, Very High Frequency, radically improving reception and eliminating 

problems of interference, which had given it ‘a background like frying sausages’ 

(BBC, History factsheet 1950s). In the same decade, however, Radio faced increasing 

competition from Television. The Coronation of Queen Elizabeth II on June 2, 1953 

in Westminster Abbey was a turning point in the popularity of television; it was 

estimated that 20 million people viewed the ceremony. Two years later, the Queen 

broadcast her Christmas message on TV for the first time. The BBC’s monopoly came 

to an end in September 1955 with the launch of Independent Television (ITV), which 

was funded by advertising. By 1960 TV had superseded radio news as ‘the dominant 

informational source for the public’ (Schlesinger 1978: 32).  

Radio now had to compete with television for audiences and so it started to develop 

programmes and news for distinct audiences. ‘The competition from ITV had the 

unforeseen, longer-term effect of moving the provision of news and current affairs 

nearer to the heart of the BBC’s public service philosophy.’ (Starkey and Crisell 2009: 7).

Furthermore, because of improvements in technology radio stood a better chance 

of competing with its visual counterpart. BBC Local Radio was created in the 1960s, 

following a successful negotiation for an increase in the licence fee (Cain 1992: 101) 

and in this decade FM listening, which gave listeners significantly improved quality, 

became available. Street (2002) stresses the importance for radio of the introduction 

of the transistors in the 1960s, which meant people were no longer restricted as 

to where they could listen to their favourite programmes: ‘radio was free from the 

tyranny of the valve, ... now it was more durable, literally pocket-sized and with the 

capacity to go anywhere, a factor which was to prove one of its greatest glories for the 

next forty years’ (106). 

Under Reith broadcasting showed ‘rational and gentlemanly discourse and decency 

throughout’ (Hendy 2007: 18), but by the late 1960s the BBC’s style was loosening 

and television had introduced more popular culture and topical programming. The 

Post-War BBC News service had already started to adopt a more relaxed style by using 

sound from actuality and informal language, because ‘of the emergence of modern 
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youth culture and counter-culture movements’(Crook 2004b: 241) and in response to 

the arrival of the commercial television company, ITV. Nevertheless, as Hendy (2007) 

says, the ‘Corporation’s sense of national purpose and with it the public’s assumption 

that here was an important organization from which certain standards and values 

were expected’ endured (18). 1960 saw the appointment of Hugh Carleton-Greene 

as Director-General who believed that the BBC should move with the times: ‘[W]e 

have a duty to take account of the changes in society, to be ahead of public opinion, 

rather than wait upon it.’ (quoted in Hendy 2007:19). Radio programmes experienced 

similar moves to loosen their style. In October 1965 there was the introduction on 

Radio 4 of WATO (The World At One programme) which meant the traditional one 

o’clock news bulletin had to be shortened. The then head of news, Donald Edwards, 

had wanted to do away with ‘”the long, stilted bulletins” at key points in the radio 

schedule...[a decision] “the older radio newsmen” never forgave him’ (About BBC News).

Scannell (2009) says BBC radio in the sixties ‘was in the doldrums’ (89) because of 

television’s dominance and that the corporation only reluctantly admitted it would 

have to reconsider the purpose of its radio services. In 1967 the Home, Light and 

Third Programmes gave way to BBC Radios 1, 2, 3 and 4, with Radio 1 offering 

popular music for the younger generation. Although it is often said that the creation 

of the pop music station, Radio 1, was prompted because of the competitive threat 

from pirate radio stations such as Radio Caroline, BBC Historian Asa Briggs (1985) 

points out that audiences for the Light Programme had already increased by more 

than a million by 1967 (345), suggesting that the BBC was well aware of the demand 

for more popular music anyhow.  

In the 1960s in society, there were moves towards less formality, moves which were 

reflected in the increased banter of DJs on Radio 1 and more real actuality in Radio 

4 programmes. Hendy (2007) says that the goal of the controller of the Home 

Service (later Radio 4), Gerald Mansell, was ‘the great diversification of opinion 

... the breakdown of deference’ (44). In 1968 short regular news bulletins and 

headlines became common (346) and actuality was used occasionally. Furthermore, 

the 1 o’clock news on Radio 4 on Saturdays was extended and gave the newsroom 

‘an opportunity to use plenty of actuality’ (Memo G.A. Hollingworth, Head Radio 

Newsroom, BBC Archive R/28 554/1).   Nevertheless, despite the changes, BBC Radio 

remained very traditional and hierarchical, particularly compared to Television. John 

Simpson who joined the BBC Radio Newsroom in 1966 and later went on to become 
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one of the BBC’s best-known correspondents, described the atmosphere of the Radio 

Newsroom as ‘a preponderance of grey hair and cardigans and a distinct scarcity of 

women … They were good people. It was a job that needed doing. But the newsroom 

was an island away from the world, not in it’ (Hendy 2007: 22). This view is echoed 

by many of the former radio newsroom writers I have interviewed for this project (see 

chapter 4).  

Throughout the years there have been several inquiries into the running of the BBC 

and its future, some carried out by the BBC itself, some on the instigation of the

Government. The consultancy group, McKinsey, conducted a number of investigations 

between 1968-1970 and its first report in February 1970s concluded that ‘the BBC 

was probably the best broadcasting organisation in the world’ (Cain 1992: 99). The 

Government approved one of the report’s key recommendations that power should be 

less centralised with the Director-General and given to the three output departments, 

Radio, Television and External Services, instead.

The BBC’s Broadcasting the Seventies policy statement advocated patterns of generic 

radio broadcasting on each of the four radio networks, e.g. Radio 4 should become 

wholly speech radio. It was hoped that people would tune into different networks as 

to sample a variety of programmes: in practice, this did not happen, not – as Hendy 

(2007) says - because of network loyalty, but rather because listeners did not bother to 

change stations. The first evidence of the new strategy under Broadcasting the Seventies 

was visible in April 1970 when the current affairs programmes PM and The World 

Tonight went on air. In that same year under the editorship of Peter Woon, all BBC 

Radio news bulletins moved from being straight announcer-read ones to including 

reporters’ voices. Despatches from correspondents had already been introduced 

into some of the bulletins by the late 1960s, but now the aim of using actuality in 

all bulletins was ‘to make better use of the BBC’s unrivalled news services and to 

exploit radio’s unique advantages over television and newspapers.’ (About BBC News). 

However, this radical move also profoundly changed the job of the Radio Newsroom 

subeditors (‘subs’) writing fo r Radio 4 (see Chapter 5). The subeditors interviewed 

by Schlesinger for his 1978 book complained that they were ‘losing the art of writing’ 

(263) because of the need to cut magnetic tapes. There were also complaints from 

listeners, including the Director-General and board members, about the quality. Peter 

Woon himself acknowledged that technology had not always been up to par: ‘as a 

result of enthusiasm, the difficult frontier between an acceptable technical quality and 
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the desired journalistic authority has sometimes been overstepped.’ (BBC Archive File 

R78/1 203/1). The correspondents were not best pleased by the Radio Newsroom’s 

demands either. Political Editor Hardiman Scott writing in May 1970 felt he and his 

fellow correspondents were not valued for their expertise:

[The] Radio Newsroom is frequently not interested ... They are only obsessed with 

putting our stories into voice. ... the same freneticism shown by Radio News is not 

to be found in the TV Newsroom, where our opinions and judgment are sought, 

listened to and respected, and we are not pressured into doing spots on stories 

that do not deserve this treatment or call for the specialists’ judgment. ... [W]e are 

anxious about the apparent erosion of standards. (BBC Archive File R28 554/1)

So more voiced reports caused subeditors to worry about writing standards, 

correspondents about their status and the amount of work they had to do and 

listeners about the clarity of what they were hearing. Change is often scary and 

understandably people, including journalists, can be anxious of innovations. The 

situation in radio in the 21st Century is no different and as the interviews in later 

chapters indicate, worries about standards slipping continue today and looking 

back on history is often done through the proverbial ‘rose-tinted’ spectacles. A 

forty-year examination of BBC news bulletins, however, suggests there are few 

significant changes in style, quality and standards in the actual output (see Chapter 

7). Technological developments could not be stopped in the 1960s and 70s (little 

more than they can be now) and the BBC had no real choice but to embrace the 

opportunities. October 1973 brought competition to BBC Radio News in the shape 

of news from LBC (the UK’s first independent radio station) and IRN (Independent 

Radio News). Their news bulletins used more actuality and had more spontaneous 

reporting. The following year the BBC responded with the creation of Newsbeat: 

short news programmes with lots of real actuality. 

Throughout the sixties and seventies the BBC suffered from a lack of money as costs 

rose as the Corporation tried to do more, while income remained static or decreased 

because of inflation. In 1975 the BBC had a 20 million pound deficit (BBC Archive 

File R28/557/2) and according to Briggs (1985: 358) ‘by 1977 the economic (value 

for money) issues rather than cultural issues were at the centre of the broadcasting 

debate’. Lord Annan’s Committee on the Future of Broadcasting which had started 

work in 1974 and reported in 1977 reaffirmed the importance of public service 
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broadcasting, the licence fee and editorial independence from government (Cain 

1992: 115). Annan also recommended the setting up of an independent Broadcasting 

Complaints Commission and the creation of a joint BBC/ITV system for measuring 

audience ratings. Both recommendations were enacted in 1981. A year later, in 

November 1982, The Independent Broadcasting Authority established a fourth TV 

Channel, Channel 4, to provide innovative programmes – mainly made by small 

independent companies – which could complement ITV. 

Ian McIntyre who took over as Controller Radio 4 in 1976 disliked the bulletins on 

his network, attacking their ‘breathless incoherence and their obsession with hurried 

immediacy’ (Hendy 2007: 154) and he thought news people ‘had a taste for instant, 

and somewhat populist stories’ (ibid: 157). He was even more scathing about current 

affairs programmes calling them ‘verbal muzak’ (ibid: 156); little wonder that his 

nickname was ‘ Mac the Knife’. The publication of the policy document Radio for the 

Nineties in as early as 1982 followed the Falklands War which had in many ways been 

a ‘radio war’: radio had managed to keep the nation up to date quickly at a time when 

the internet was not yet invented and TV footage could take weeks to get back to 

London. However, Hendy recounts how the coverage of the Falklands War produced 

a ‘wider mood of irritation with news coverage among ordinary listeners’ (271) and 

when Radio in the Nineties suggested Radio 4 should be flexible enough to be able 

to insert live news when needed, the BBC was inundated by complaints. As many 

as 2000 letters urged the BBC to maintain the status quo (ibid: 272), a substantial 

number if one compares it with the average of 7-9 complaints received by the BBC ‘in 

any given week about bad language on an afternoon play.’ (ibid: 271). The complaints 

of Radio 4 listeners about too much news often appeared contrary to what internal 

management thought (Scannell 2009: 91). After the Gulf War of 1991 the BBC 

proposed turning Radio 4 LW (long wave) into a rolling 24-hour news channel, but 

backed down following vociferous protests. Radio 5, which started on the former 

AM frequency of Radio 2 in 1990 was not successful at attracting audiences. It was 

relaunched in 1994 as Radio5-live (although dubbed by many “radio bloke”) as a 

strong current affairs and sports channel. It meant the BBC now had a rolling news 

channel – as well as its fifth major national network – as part of its radio offerings. 

The 1980s and 1990s witnessed an increasing shift from what Scannell (2009: 

93) calls ‘an internally oriented producer-driven culture to an externally oriented 

audience-driven culture.’ In 1992, the BBC’s Extending Choice document outlined its 
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clear public purpose. ‘It should [... guarantee] access for everyone in the country 

to programme services that are of unusually high quality and that are, or might be, 

at risk in a purely commercial market.’ (82) The Conservative government which 

promoted unregulated competition increasingly attacked the BBC, claiming it was 

biased. John Birt, the Director General who was appointed in 1993, implemented 

many policies which aimed to bring free market forces to the BBC. In fact, his 

internal market ‘producer choice’ plans, the introduction of bi-medial working, his 

centralisation of news and current affairs and rounds of job cuts led to much loss of 

morale. At the same time, bureaucracy actually increased (Starkey and Crisell 2009: 

11). The Broadcasting Act of 1990 allowed for new commercial stations at national 

and regional level and no longer required local commercial stations to perform a 

public service duty of carrying local news (Starkey and Crisell 2009: 18). In 1998 the 

BBC Radio Newsroom moved out of Broadcasting House in the Centre of London 

to the new News Centre at Television Centre in White City, where the staff of radio 

and television news bulletins and summaries shared a floor (see Chapter 4 also). The 

Radio Newsroom is expected to move back to central London in the next few years 

when the BBC’s multi-million pound extension of Broadcasting House is complete, 

although radio, television and online will no longer be separate. BBC News 24 

(digital TV channel) and BBC News Online (website) started in 1997; the latter quickly 

became a popular site for an increasing number of people who became connected to 

the world wide web.

Labour supporters Greg Dyke and Gavyn Davies were appointed DG in 2000 and 

Chairman in 2001 of the BBC respectively, but that did not protect them or the 

public broadcaster from scrutiny or the wrath of political spin doctors, most notably 

Alistair Campbell. Both Dyke and Davies resigned in the wake of the 2004 Hutton 

enquiry into the airing of comments by BBC reporter Andrew Gilligan that the 

government’s report on Weapons of Mass Destruction in Iraq had been ‘sexed up’ 

and the subsequent death of civil servant Dr David Kelly who had been Gilligan’s 

source. The BBC was heavily criticised by Hutton whilst Tony Blair’s government was 

exonerated; opinion polls showed Britons did not concur with the report’s findings 

(CNN 2004; BBC Hutton 2004). As a result of the Hutton enquiry the BBC introduced 

new editorial training programmes and replaced the Board of Governors with the 

BBC Trust to ‘provide enhanced objectivity around the governance of the BBC’ (BBC 

History Factsheet 2000s). 
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Throughout its life span and no more so than in the past four decades has the BBC

had to explain and defend its role and the importance of a public service broadcaster, 

criticised by politicians on all sides, by licence-fee payers who rail about taste and 

decency and increasingly by commercial competitors who argue they face unfair 

competition. The BBC can be said to have taken full advantage of the internet’s ability 

to ‘[extend] the social and cultural reach of the radio medium’ (Crook 2004b:242). 

Several digital radio services were added in the last decade: 1-Extra, 6-Music, BBC7, 

the Asian Network and 5-Live Sports Plus. By 2006 BBC Radio News employed 

some 900 staff. The “Fewer, Bigger, Better” proposals of DG Mark Thompson in 

2007, however, included plans for 370 redundancies in radio, TV and new media 

for the following six years (BBC, Unions threaten 2007) while continued budgetary 

difficulties mean all services are facing more cuts and changes (cf Epilogue). 

2.2 The Social context 1966-2008

Four decades is a long time in any country’s history and Britain has seen its fair share 

of upheaval in the last forty years: politically, economically and socially. 

The 1960s had destroyed a cultural continuity that had lasted from the Victorian 

period [and saw a..] rise of new cultural forms ... a new agenda moulded by shifts

in the understanding of gender, youth, class, place and race.’ (Black 2004: 55) 

Marr (2007) argues that for the majority of British people the 1960s were experienced 

as a continuation of the 1950s (233); despite many changes this was still the decade 

where minorities did not receive equal treatment, where women were not paid 

the same as men and where having children out of wedlock was looked upon as a 

shame (266). Yet, the 1960s ushered in a time period of increased social mobility as 

the comprehensive schools replaced many of the grammar schools in which three 

fifths of the students had come from the professional and managerial class (Clarke 

1996: 284) and the creation of polytechnics and ‘red-brick’ universities meant more 

first generation students could benefit from Higher Education. Society also became 

more tolerant: the death sentence was repealed in 1965, homosexuality and abortion 

were decriminalised in 1967 and the Divorce Reform Act of 1969 made divorce less 

cumbersome. In addition, musical tastes changed and pop and rock could be diffused 

and listened to by a ‘conspicuous and noisy youth culture’ (Clarke 1996: 291) partly 
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thanks to radio. According to Marr the 1960s was also the decade when the cult of the 

celebrity, which is often associated with the 1990s and beyond, actually began. ‘The 

origins of ‘Big Brother’ television exhibitionism are buried in game shows and agony 

aunt columns half a century old. The raising of footballers and musicians from being 

tradesmen servants of the public to misbehaving gods began then too’ (2004: 275).

The years since the 1960s witnessed shifts – indeed sometimes violent swings – 

between Labour and Conservative governments with commensurate different views 

on how the economy should be regulated. There were several periods of industrial 

unrest, economic booms and busts, five wars (Falklands, Gulf, Bosnia, Iraq and 

Afghanistan), long-lasting conflict in Northern Ireland with its impact on both the 

province and on the mainland, a weakening of the traditional class system, while 

Britain – no longer an imperial power – needed, or at least wanted, to carve a new role 

for itself. In 1966 Britain was still having to face dealing with its colonial past – whilst 

most countries where it had ruled had by then gained independence; Rhodesia in 

eastern Africa, was a difficult boil to lance. It had told the colony there would be no 

independence before majority African rule. The government of Rhodesia under Ian 

Smith disagreed and unilaterally declared independence on 11th November, 1965. It 

would be another 14 years before there was a settlement. Whilst many other countries’ 

news outlets were preoccupied by the war in Vietnam, the civil rights movements in 

the USA and the Assassinations of Martin Luther King (and Robert Kennedy), and 

events such as the 1968 invasion of Czechoslovakia by Russian troops, in Britain the 

guerrilla war and politicking about Rhodesia ‘filled front pages, elbowing out other 

contemporary crises such as Vietnam that now bulk vastly bigger in world history’ 

(Marr 2007: 284). Domestic goings–on also kept politicians and citizens busy: it was 

a time of deflation, severe wage restraint and subsequent industrial unrest: in 1969 

the BBC too faced its first-ever strike by the Association of Broadcasting Staff after 

failed negotiations about pay rises. 

Black calls the period in Britain since the seventies the ‘consumer age’, an apt 

description as this is when disposable incomes rose substantially (by 37% in the 

ten years from 1982 to 1992 – Black 2004: 28), out-of-town shopping developments 

sprang up everywhere, more people owned a home, went on holidays abroad, bought 

phones, cars and televisions, took on debt and wanted to be like celebrities. At the 

same time, they had fewer children, were less likely to join a trade union or go to 

church, while having more chance of encountering people from other faiths and 



31

backgrounds as large numbers of immigrants continued to settle in the country. 

This ‘consumer age’ did not start off auspiciously in economic terms. Britain had 

finally managed to join the European Economic Community in 1973 after two 

previous attempts (1963 and 1967) were vetoed by the French President De Gaulle. 

The global oil crisis of 1973 prompted Prime Minister Edward Heath to introduce a 

3-day week to conserve energy supplies and in subsequent years falling economic 

growth, high inflation and large government deficits pushed Britain to the edge 

of economic meltdown. A crisis of sterling meant Britain had to ask the IMF for a 

loan. The 1978/79 winter was dubbed the ‘Winter of Discontent’ as unions rejected 

government wage increase proposals and public sector workers went on strike (Black 

2004: 121). Mrs Thatcher, the ‘Iron Lady’, elected in 1979 (and re-elected in 1983 and 

1987) crushed the unions in a series of employment Acts. The most gruelling battle 

was that with the miners in 1984/85, which the NUM (National Union of Miners) 

and its leader Arthur Scargill lost. The Thatcher decade was one in which the state 

was rolled back, major national industries like gas and telecom were privatised and 

free market competition ruled. It was also the decade of the fairy-tale Royal Wedding 

between Prince Charles and Lady Diana Spencer and the increasing racial tension in 

many parts of the country which spilled over into riots, most notably in the London 

borough of Brixton. The Iron Lady was either loved or loathed and in particular 

her community charge or ‘poll tax’ plans brought out massive demonstrations. 

Her successor John Major lacked her iron will, indeed he ‘lacked any distinctive 

ideas or policies with which to win favour with the electorate’ (Black 2004: 143). In 

September 1992 sterling was forced out of the European Exchange Rate Mechanism, 

embarrassing for Britain at the time but propitious for the country in the end as it 

could more effectively manage its own economy (Black 2004: 146). 

 The Conservative governments under John Major were rocked by a series of political 

scandals that made a mockery of his ‘back to basics’ message. Eighteen years of the 

Tories came to an end with the landslide victory of New Labour’s Tony Blair. Britain 

was dubbed ‘cool Britannia’ and the economy boomed. In 1998 the political parties 

in Northern Ireland, some years after the IRA had agreed to lay down its weapons in a 

ceasefire, signed the so-called Good Friday Agreement in which a devolved Northern 

Ireland Assembly was established. However, Labour experienced political scandals of 

its own and these together with an unpopular war in Iraq made Tony Blair’s star fade. 

One story that made the headlines frequently in this period was the incidence of BSE 

or mad cow disease. Another was Britain’s difficult relationship with Europe. The 
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Euro became the single unit of currency in many of the European Union countries on 

1 January 2002; the UK was not one of them. In the years running up to introduction, 

the issue whether Britain should join and whether the government should hold a 

referendum on membership had created great political discussions and an equal 

amount of press coverage, particularly in the newspapers. They were joined more 

recently by reports of the conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan, measures to deal with 

terrorism following the World Trade Center Bombing of September 11, 2001 and the 

London bombings of 2005 as well as a myriad of other stories. History will bear out 

which of these will be thought significant in the larger scheme of things. The media 

will have played a significant role in determining what the historians of the future 

will look back on. 

Journalists, and the BBC’s journalists with them, have been reporting on and been 

an intrinsic part of British and global society in the past four decades and it has 

been their role to communicate with their audiences. So how are the messages 

that are communicated decided upon and what form does the communicative 

message take? The following chapter will turn to reviewing theories of 

communication, news selection and production (3.1), the specific case of news on 

radio (3.2), the language of radio news (3.3) and the relationship (radio) journalists 

have with their audience (3.4).
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Chapter 3. Thoughts on theory

Colour from another spectrum,

a tone caught through traffic,

a rock in the rushing stream,

Thought for the Day – stasis

before the next wave breaks.

…

Sean Street, “Thought for the Day”, Radio and Other Poems

 

News is a cornerstone of much media output, whether it be newspapers, radio, 

television or online. From time to time it is suggested that people no longer have 

the appetite for news as they used to, but other studies suggest the opposite (Pew 

Research Center 2010). There has been significant research over the years, particularly 

since the 1960s, into how news is produced, or as some media researchers would say 

‘created’ or ‘manufactured’. This chapter summarises a selection of those studies 

and also gives a descriptive overview of research into radio news production and the 

language used for radio (news). 

3.1 Communication, Journalists and the news

Communication is the ‘transmission of information of some kind – a message – from 

a source to a receiver … language is one form of communication’(Crystal 1990: 246). 

This ‘linear model’ (Campbell 2010: 11) can be depicted as such:

Sometimes in communication the receiver will respond and become the sender, 

resulting in a ‘conversation’, at other times – as is often the case in mass 
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communication – the transmission is unidirectional. The other characteristics of 

mass communication (McQuail 2005) are that the message is not intended for just 

one person but for large numbers of people who are dispersed and not necessarily 

homogeneous. The recipients of the message tend to be widely dispersed, not 

organised and can be manipulated by the media. At the same time, senders cannot 

control if the messages they send are actually received or how they are interpreted, i.e. 

there may be ‘interference’ in the way the intended messages are decoded. Therefore, 

the words and images being communicated by the media to their imagined receiver 

rarely move according to a linear model of transmission, but rather ‘spill into each 

other, crisscrossing in the flow of everyday life’ (Campbell 2010: 11). A more suitable 

diagram of media communication is thus as follows:

    

Despite advances in technology, the rise of the consumer culture and emancipation 

of the individual citizen, with their commensurate shifting fickle tastes for particular 

outlets, society has not gone so far as eliminating mass audiences. Internet may have 

made it possible for each and everyone one of us to communicate with very narrowly 

defined audience bases, in practice hundreds of thousands still read their usual daily 

paper (whether in print or online), millions still watch the traditional television 

stations in their countries and many more watch Hollywood blockbusters. The 

large media conglomerations and the large public sector broadcasters still have vast 

numbers of consumers who are widely dispersed and heterogeneous whom they want 

to communicate with; scholars and marketing professionals still talk about the mass 

market or the mass electorate and about mass media. Media is an integral part of our 

modern lives and as news is an integral part of media, many sociologists and linguists 

have turned their attention to news production and news language. 

Sender Message

Interference

Receiver 2

Receiver nth

Receiver 3

Receiver 4

Receiver 1
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News is created, not meaning that news is contrived or faked by journalists, i.e. it is 

not fiction (although in the case of some sensationalist tabloid newspapers it could 

be argued that some articles are more fiction than fact and there are a few infamous 

examples of where stories or interviewees have been fabricated, e.g. those of Pullitzer 

Prize winner Janet Cooke and New York Times reporter Jayson Blair), but rather news is 

a ‘version of events crafted and shaped by [those] assembling the newspaper, radio 

or television bulletin’ (Sissons 2006: 23). It is journalists who decide upon what 

constitutes news: which story they will cover, which angle to take, whose views to 

include, what lexis and syntax to use, where to place it on the page or in the running 

order of a bulletin, how much time or length to devote to the item, whether to 

include photographs and/or ‘catchy’ headlines and what the story’s shelf-life is. The 

more prominent an item is in a broadcast or on the page, the more it makes clear to 

audiences that they should pay attention, although as discussed in section 3.4 this 

is not always the case in radio news. It is often not the journalist alone who decides 

all these factors: editors, editorial policies, owners, social and political factors all 

influence this ‘manufactured good’ (Schudson 2003). Brian McNair (1998) argues 

that what is needed to understand journalism is to describe and analyse the broader 

social context and the factors of production that produce that context. He suggests 

this very workable definition of journalism: ‘any authored text, in written, audio or 

visual form, which claims to be (i.e. is presented to its audience as) a truthful statement 

about, or record of, some hitherto unknown (new) feature of the actual, social world’ 

(4). Authored because the journalist tells a story and tries to make sense of the ‘facts’ 

– sometimes few, other times numerous – that he has at his disposal. Truthful as far 

as is possible, thus in practice merely an approximation of the truth, a ‘mediated 

reality’ (9). It is feasible that such mediated realities will change as societies change. 

Furthermore, as audiences (see 3.6) and political, commercial and social actors 

manage to obtain or end up losing access to the media and thereby their ability to 

influence the journalists, the agenda-setters, this in turn too could affect the mediated 

reality of that moment. Journalism therefore can, as McNair, asserts, ‘be viewed as an 

index of the balance of social forces in a society’ (6).

 

The concept of news factors had been postulated by Walter Lippmann, himself a 

journalist, as early as 1922. To him news was ‘not a mirror of social conditions, but 

the report of an aspect that has obtruded itself ’ (341 ) and he cautioned that facts 

‘are not simple and not at all obvious, but subject to choice and opinion’ (345). 

Substantive research into news as a genre and journalism as a profession that made 
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judgments took off in the middle of the last century when the emphasis was on the 

so-called ‘gatekeepers’. Breed (1955) and Gieber (1960) concluded that as individuals 

in a bureaucratic newsroom the journalists had little influence, instead responding 

to the social structures of the newsroom and thus their superiors and publishers; in 

other words, their ‘reference group’ led to conformity. 

The first major study of news values was by Norwegian scholars Johan Galtung 

and Mari Holmboe Ruge in 1965. They hypothesized about twelve factors which 

could influence the media’s selection of news:  Frequency, Threshold (absolute 

intensity and intensity increase), Unambiguity, Meaningfulness (cultural proximity 

and relevance), Consonance (predictability and demand), Unexpectedness 

(unpredictability and scarcity), Continuity, Composition, Reference to elite nations,

Reference to elite people, Reference to persons, and Reference to something negative. 

Accordingly, they suggested, ‘the more events satisfy the criteria, the more likely 

that they will be registered as news’ (71). They argued that what is considered to 

be an ‘event’ is culturally determined (1965: 65). Although their research looked 

at the structure of foreign news (coverage of the Congo, Cuba and Cyprus crises to 

be precise), subsequent studies into foreign and domestic news choices (e.g. Wu 

2000; Harcup and O’Neill 2001; Wolter 2006) have built on their ground-breaking 

taxonomy. In the 1970s and 80s scholars’ attention moved away from professional 

norms of individual journalists towards the news production process as a whole 

and the wider social context that influenced the group of reporters involved in 

this process (e.g. Tuchman 1978; Schlesinger 1978; Gans 1979; Fishman 1980; 

Shoemaker 1991). It was no longer just about ‘what’ was selected, but how and why 

and when and about who those doing the selection were. Gatekeeping became ‘not 

just selection but also withholding, transmission, shaping, display repetition and 

timing of information as it goes from the sender to the receiver’ (Donohue et al cited 

in Hermans 2000: 12) and it was explained how newsroom routines, ideologies, 

time and space constraints might affect journalistic handling. Tuchman (1978) 

also developed the idea of a ‘newsnet’ in which news organisations ‘caught’ news 

stories, hard and soft, where stringers catch the small fish and the organisations’ 

own reporters and the wire agencies catch the larger ones (McQuail 2005: 313). 

Furthermore, she believed that the news thus created by the social institutions and 

by the professionalism of news people gave events ‘their public character’ (Tuchman 

1978: 3) and news was essentially a ‘social resource...a window on the world’ (217). In 

addition, this time period saw research into the interpretation of news items and the 
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idea of ‘framing’ (see Weaver 1997), a concept that can be linked to the journalistic 

practice of choosing the ‘news angle’, i.e. from which direction to approach a topic. 

Entman (1993 cited in McQuail 2005) suggests certain words or phrases, choice 

of images and references are used in framing. ‘Framing is a way of giving some 

overall interpretation to isolated items of fact’ (McQuail 2005: 379). At worst it is a 

means by which journalists deliberately bias their stories to represent one particular 

viewpoint or frame of reference to manipulate the public, but often the framing is an 

unavoidable consequence of the job and the ‘baggage’ that the professional journalist 

brings with her: the framing leads to unintended bias. An example of framing 

is the way in which media organisations from around the world during natural 

disasters or airline crashes report how many of their own citizens have died. Another 

example is described by Rolston and McLaughlin in their 2004 study into how 

the Belfast Telegraph, News Letter and Irish News covered the war in Iraq in 2003. They 

concluded that ‘all news is local’, i.e. that whilst the Iraq war was a global story of 

such significance that it would have been hard not to cover it, the media tried to find 

local connections (soldiers killed, comparison of Basra with Belfast, etc.) to make it 

‘newsworthy’. Whether we choose to call taking an angle ‘framing’ or whether we put 

it down to ‘news values’ such as ‘meaningfulness’ and ‘reference to persons’ is for the 

purposes of this thesis not important; the reality appears to be that stories are covered 

in particular ways and not in others for a variety of reasons, sometimes deliberately, 

sometimes unconsciously. Some journalists and audience members might consider 

the treatments biased, whereas others would not. 

Writing about ‘reality’ at the BBC in 1978, Philip Schlesinger said the BBC legitimized 

its national news not as ‘an interpretation of reality, but rather as a straightforward 

factual representation of it’ (46). Indeed, one of the tenets of BBC Journalism is 

impartiality. After the Hutton enquiry, the BBC’s reputation on this aspect received a 

battering. The Corporation’s response, known as the Neil Report (BBC 2004) spelled 

out how its journalists should operate in the current turbulent times and prepare 

themselves for future challenges: 

We live in a more diverse and fragmented society. But the BBC must continue to 

stand out as a place where people feel they are being told openly and honestly 

about what is happening in the world; where they can rely on unbiased and 

impartial reporting and analysis to help them make sense of events; and where a 

debate can take place in which relevant and significant voices are heard, including 



38

those who have uncomfortable questions to ask. Impartiality is increasingly 

under pressure in a world in which much journalism is partisan and opinionated. 

However, the BBC’s continuing commitment to impartiality is one of its most 

important core values and is the reason why the BBC remains one of the most 

trusted sources of information in our society. (5)

Impartiality is often used synonymously with objectivity, but as all of us, including 

journalists are all social creatures, a product of our actual, social world, it is difficult 

to see how anyone can be truly objective. Impartiality, if it means that a journalist does 

not overtly take sides, can be pursued – whether it is a desirable goal is another matter 

– but true objectivity is unattainable. Journalists’ roles tend to be divided into that of 

the neutral reporter/informer or participant (i.e. the idea of journalism as a ‘fourth 

estate’ or watchdog); many prefer to see themselves in the neutral and informative 

category (McQuail 2005: 284-5), yet Hermans (2000) argues that TV journalists 

interviewed in her study do not only pass on information, but feel that they need to be 

critical of the information given to them by sources. They process information into 

news casts that are accessible and understandable for the public (134). Jacobs et al 

(2008) call for more research into journalists as social actors, getting away from the 

emphasis on organisational and institutional levels of analysis. The introduction of 

new technologies in newsrooms, they argue, must be taken into account more and 

new newsroom ethnographies that build on the classic ones by the likes of Tuchman, 

Gans and Fishman, should be undertaken. The idea of people as social actors 

can be viewed in terms of the idea of habitus, the theory developed by the French 

sociologist Pierre Bourdieu. Habitus is a ‘mental structure ... a rather consistent set of 

perspectives that encompasses observations, evaluations, and predispositions to act 

in certain ways’ (de Jong 2007: 391). The particular practices adopted by a person and 

the perspectives she takes are ‘the product of the relation between the habitus ... and 

the specific social contexts or field within which individuals act’ (Bourdieu 1991: 14). 

It would seem plausible that this idea of habitus also applies to journalists as social 

actors and while many who work in the profession have similar class backgrounds 

and levels of education, as well as similar interests in society and/or politics (Weaver 

and Wilhoit 1996; Tai and Chang 2002), it is likely that the majority of those who work 

in news organisations have similar ‘habiti’, reinforcing their own habitus. Kovach 

and Rosentiel (2007) warn of the dangers of homogeneity of newsrooms where 

journalists fail to exercise their individual conscience and question news decisions 

by the group. It is human nature, they assert, for editors to choose or create people 
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who are similar to them, and running a newsroom in which people operate and think 

alike is also simpler: ‘newsrooms are, in the end, governed by the requirements of the 

production facilities. They need to fill a certain amount of airtime, or Web space, or 

newsprint’ (241). 

One of the major concerns about journalism in recent decades has been the increased 

prominence of entertainment-type news, or infotainment (Kovach and Rosentiel 

2007; Schudson 2003; Davies 2009): an obsession with celebrities including those 

who are famous for being famous, the increase of reality TV shows that give large 

swathes of the population an opportunity to achieve their ‘five minutes of fame’ 

and a preponderance of the trivial stories at the expense of worthier, most notably 

international, events and developments. The Project for Excellence in Journalism 

studied the covers of Time and Newsweek in 1977 and 1997. The researchers 

documented a substantial decrease in the number of times a cover was devoted to 

a political or international figure and a very large increase in the number of covers 

devoted to entertainment and celebrity figures. They concluded that ‘taken together, 

... [Newsweek and Time]were seven times more likely to have the same cover story as 

People [gossip] magazine in 1997 than in 1977’ (Kovach and Rosentiel 2007: 193). 

The complaint that journalism has gone too far down the road of entertainment 

started according to Schudson (2003: 93) as early as the 1830s when the penny 

papers in the United States were accused of sensationalism. Thirty years ago, Philip 

Schlesinger in his study of BBC Radio and TV remarked that the newsmen then too 

felt the style of news was ‘to entertain more’ (Schlesinger 1978: 119). This is not 

to belittle any more recent changes – real or perceived. Indeed, the current trend 

toward more lifestyle and entertainment and other ‘softer’ news stories is a clear one. 

Schudson recognizes a global shift towards cynicism and infotainment: ‘reporting 

styles around the world have grown more informal, more intimate, more critical, and 

more cynically detached or distanced over the past two generations’ (2003: 99), but he 

goes on to argue that ‘at the same time [news has grown] more comprehensive and 

credible.’ (105). It would be understandable if BBC Radio is caught up in the trend of

infotainment, particularly considering the UK Government’s 2006 White Paper which 

makes entertainment central to the BBC’s mission (BBC 2006). It is not clear whether 

this edict should refer to the Corporation’s News and Current Affairs output though. 

Davies (2009) argues that the increased inclusion of stories about celebrities and 

trivial matters is a consequence of the way that the work of journalists has turned into 

‘churnalism’ in which journalists are no longer professional investigators, checkers 
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and writers, but simply people working in a news factory, churning out story after 

story, without checking for accuracy or originality. ‘The rules of churnalism...flow 

from the two guiding principles of commerce: to cut the costs of production and to 

increase the flow of revenue’ (114). A report by Lewis et al (2006) documents how 

journalists in Britain have to produce three times as much copy as they did in the 

1980s. It also, rather alarmingly, shows the enormous impact of the Public Relations 

Industry on newspapers and broadcast news: ‘60% of press articles and 34% of 

broadcast stories come wholly or mainly from [PR or wire] sources....less than half 

the stories we looked at appeared to be entirely independent of traceable PR’ (3). 

Donsbach (2004) advances the idea to include insights from psychology to help 

understand news decision-making. He concludes that journalists have what he calls 

a ‘shared reality’, which relates to the ideas of consonance and framing. Those in 

newsrooms rely on each other to discuss their choices and angles. Whilst this can be 

viewed as a positive situation that helps even out individualistic errors and prejudices, 

Donsbach warns of the pitfalls too. Oftentimes, he argues, journalists will run 

similar stories as those that have been reported before – whether the incidence of 

such events is a reflection of what is really happening or not – because they will want 

to justify their initial decision. An example is when the reporting of one story about 

a dog that has mauled a child leads to coverage of several more such incidences, or 

a news item about a group of say Moroccan youngsters who beat someone up leads 

to a disproportionate number of similar stories involving this ethnic group whilst 

ignoring incidents in which non-Moroccans are the perpetrators. As Donsbach (2004: 

142) says ‘it seems plausible that … patterns of reporting can, at least to a certain 

extent, be explained by journalists’ need to validate their professional decisions about 

what is newsworthy: because similar events have been covered before, something 

that fits the pattern will be covered with higher priority at a later stage’. A second 

psychological reason, Donsbach proffers, is that journalists are more likely to cover 

a story they personally agree with, that fits in with their existing knowledge and 

attitudes. In surveying news journalists in five countries (Germany, United Kingdom, 

Italy, Sweden, and the USA), he found that ‘one in two news decisions by German 

respondents – including the attribution of news value, the selection of headlines, 

sources and pictures – were made in line with their own predispositions while in the 

four other countries this averaged at about one-third’ (Donsbach 2004 : 150). The 

difference in attitudes between German journalists and those with other nationalities 

– which appears to be a significant difference – would be interesting to investigate. 
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However, Donsbach chooses not to explain the disparity, although he does suggest 

that other surveys of German journalists also show considerable numbers who think 

basing their news decisions on their own predispositions is justified.  

Despite or maybe because of the routinization and shared consensus on what stories 

to select and how to write about them, newsrooms are not frenetic places. One 

might expect that with so much news coming in fast and frequently from wires, 

correspondents or other sources, and the continuous hope that something exciting 

might happen, that there will be unanticipated events, unexpected announcements, 

disasters somewhere in the world, i.e. ‘real NEWs, media newsrooms would be 

frenetic. One would also be forgiven for thinking this would be even more so the 

case in radio where deadlines are constant as bulletins are at least every hour (and 

in rolling news and online news possibly even more frequent deadlines) than in 

newspaper offices. The reality however, is that the newsrooms tend to be calm places. 

News people think their job is frenetic, but the observed reality is that the work place 

is not chaotic (Schlesinger 1978 and see my observations in Chapter 5). Journalism 

students from Roosevelt Academy who visit real newsrooms (regional newspaper 

and local broadcaster) are surprised how calm everyone is and how similar the 

atmosphere is to that found in any large office; particularly since they as novices run 

around and panic when first having to complete a real-time assignment of compiling 

a radio news bulletin and assume that journalism is a fast-paced glamorous, noisy 

kind of job. 

3.2 Radio News production 

The ethnographies of newsrooms have tended to concentrate on the editorial staff 

in newspaper offices and television stations, mainly ignoring what happens in radio. 

Those researchers who have included significant discussions of aspects of radio, 

either from a sociological or linguistic perspective include Bell (1991); Burger (2005); 

Crook (1998); Crisell (1994); Scannel (1991); Schlesinger (1978) and Starkey & 

Crisell (2009). Work by Perrin et (2006, 2008) focuses on journalistic practice at the 

Swiss public radio and TV broadcaster SRG and in particular on how language 

policy, norms and practice affect each other. Perrin (2008) points out that journalists 

have to deal with a number of conflicting demands: In the interest of the media 

enterprise, they should achieve high impact at low cost but in the public interest still 
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address socially relevant topics in a nuanced way. Or they have to be ready every day 

to respond to the unexpected while working within rigid production structures (13). 

The term ‘Radio news’ is often used to refer to both news bulletins, i.e. a selection 

of news stories with or without headlines at the top of the hour (or half hour), and 

current affairs programmes or news programmes. However, at the BBC, Radio News 

is only used to denote the news casts which are round-ups of individual stories, 

linked by a news reader and tightly scripted without ‘live’ inserts from reporters 

or interviewees (there are exceptions for the sports report in the weekend Radio 4 

bulletin and very rarely if there is a sudden breaking story).The current affairs or news 

programmes are much longer, have one or more presenters and include interviews 

with correspondents (known as 2-ways) or newsmakers, often have longer weather 

and sports reports and ‘packages’ (carefully constructed longer items with several 

clips of actuality and sometimes music or sound effects). This split between news 

and current affairs is essentially an artificial one, created by a BBC that instituted 

separate production teams. This separation which has in the past led to tensions 

between the radio newsroom and the programme producers creates, according to 

Schlesinger (1978), ‘a social reality that provides an important source of orientation 

for the News department’ (254). Within the BBC newsroom there is a further 

distinction between the ‘bulletins’ and the ‘summaries’ and whilst in other radio 

news organisations the two words will be used interchangeably, in the BBC radio 

newsroom the two words are used to refer to different lengths of output: the 

summaries are the short radio news updates, usually two or three minutes, the 

bulletins are longer news compilations. 

The terms bulletins and summaries are further institutionalised by the presence of 

a ‘summaries desk’ and a ‘bulletins desk’, in which bulletins desk refers to the team 

of writers/producers who compile the news for key moments on Radios 3 and 4 

(0700, 0800, 0900, 1300, 1800, 2200 and 2400), whilst the summaries desk compiles 

the news for Radio 2, 3, 4 and 5-Live at other times. I will use the term bulletins, 

radio news broadcasts or news casts interchangeably to refer to both summaries

and bulletins unless I specifically state that bulletins refers to ‘BBC bulletins’, i.e. 

BBC longer news at key moments of the day. Writing, editing, digital cutting of 

audio, liaising with correspondents and programme presenters, and other roles 

involved in producing the output, is traditionally a team effort. While in commercial 

news operations often a single journalist carries out all these tasks (and tends to 

be newsreader too), BBC Radio News has tended to divide up the duties into several 

roles. The BBC Radio 4 bulletins have an editor, an assistant editor and a number 
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of (senior) broadcast journalists, the exact number depending on the length of the 

bulletin and the day of the week. On the summaries ‘desk’ there are several people 

of various levels of responsibility and experience who are working for all the 

summaries on all the radio networks. Over the years the BBC has reduced the number 

of staff covering each network. In the 1990s writers would usually still produce 

copy for a specific radio; in the last decade they write material for several networks 

at any one time.

The routinization and production structures mentioned in preceding sections are 

also present in radio news. Radio, being a more immediate medium with no need for 

pictures or long print lead times, is more able than other traditional media to cover 

off-diary events and breaking news. It simply takes time to obtain television footage 

and often in the case of breaking stories, television will have to resort to interviewing 

people by telephone or satellite link (‘audio/radio’ on the television set) or use library 

pictures. With the rise of social media and smart phones and citizen ‘journalists’ who 

send in eye witness accounts this is changing to some extent. Nevertheless, much 

of the news seen or heard each day is planned. Within newsrooms planning diaries 

will be kept up to date and each day a list of prospects will be created with the stories 

that are going to be covered that day as well as the people covering them and a list of 

contact numbers and the division of tasks. An example of part of a newsgathering 

diary for all (domestic) BBC news and current affairs is presented in Appendix II. 

A similar diary is drawn up for international news. Planning meetings take place 

(Schlesinger 1978; Hermans 2000; Boyd 2005; Sisssons 2006) at various times with 

differing parties, depending on the size and composition of the news organisation 

(in Independent Radio, a lone journalist/newsreader will not have to consult with 

herself, although even here there are likely to be handover moments when the next 

person comes on shift), particularly in the morning when the senior editors arrive

for work and ad hoc when the need arises.

Breaking news (both unpredicted and updates on predicted events) will come in 

to the radio newsroom via the ‘wires’, – the news agencies such as AP (Associated 

Press), Reuters, AFP (Agence France Presse), UPI (United Press International), 

Tass, PA (UK-based Press Association) -, the BBC’s own correspondents around the 

world and sources who contact the BBC directly. In addition, other news outlets are 

monitored to see whether they have stories. In radio, the journalists on the desk will 

monitor the wires. Contacts from correspondents and other sources will go through 

the so-called ‘intake’ desk (see Chapter 5). Broadcast news is more immediate than 
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its printed counterpart and thus it could possibly influence the press more than the 

other way round. Yet, in practice it is frequently the reverse. Local radio stations often 

follow-up on stories found in the local paper – this happened in both the ILR and BBC 

stations I worked – partly because local papers still have more staff and contacts than 

radio outlets. Research by Lewis et al (2006) found the flow of news was more likely 

to be press to broadcast (48%) than broadcast to press (42%); they suggest ‘the press 

provide a filtering function for broadcast news’ (39).

The teams of radio journalists will decide each hour which stories will be included 

in the news. The BBC has guidelines for its subs on how many stories and inserts 

they should try to include in output of a particular overall duration and for each 

individual network. For the major bulletins a running order is drawn up (see Chapter 

5, Appendix III for example). New developments in continuing stories and new events 

will, if deemed appropriate and ‘newsworthy’, be included and subs will also try to 

refresh summaries from one hour to another by using different wordings, different 

news angles or actuality (e.g. copy story only, voicer or news clip); this might be 

more because the journalist himself feels the story needs rewriting, rather than the 

audience demanding so (Schlesinger 1978: 121). Sometimes stories are put together 

thematically as in ‘foreign news’ or ‘court cases’, (see also ‘item lead’ in Fang 1991: 

12) whilst in other cases they might deliberately be separated so that there are not too 

many of the same kind of stories following each other. As Crisell (1994: 111) rightly 

points out: ‘in radio news neither precedence nor length is an absolute guide to a 

story’s importance.’ 

Over the decades there have been major changes to the working practices of 

the ‘subs’, the broadcast radio journalists who compile, write and edit the news 

summaries and bulletins. Changing technology in particular has had a profound 

impact. Dictation to typists was replaced by journalists typing their own copy, first 

on typewriters, later on computers. In the 1970s the subs had to learn to incorporate 

voice reports into the bulletins, and whilst studio managers would often cut the 

news actuality (i.e. clips of interviewees) and voice pieces on the magnetic tapes, 

the writers too were asked to learn this skill. Digital editing of audio started in the 

mid-1990s when a system called D-cart was introduced. The journalists could edit 

the reports, recorded in the studio, or available on ‘feeds’ as well as clips from, for 

example, current affairs programmes whilst at their desk. This new way of working, 

fully operating by 1997 (I remember it well) meant it was much quicker and easier 
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to insert audio, and in addition it could be used by several outlets without multiple 

physical copies of the ‘reel-to-reel tape’ being needed. In the beginning, requiring 

writers to learn technical skills led to a certain amount of stress as well as mistakes 

such as leaving in correspondents’ ‘false starts’ or clipped endings of audio. It also 

led to the laying-off or redeployment of those who had carried out support functions 

such as typists and studio managers. In the late 1990s, the ‘Basys’ wordprocessing 

system was replaced by ENPS (Electronic News Production System), which required 

computer training for large numbers of staff. More recently, staff have had to learn a 

variety of multi-media skills. 

3.3 The Language of (Radio) News

In order to help guide the understanding and interpretation of the results from 

the study presented later in this thesis, it is imperative to review relevant ideas and 

concepts from sociolinguistics and pragmatics. Sociolinguistics is that part of 

linguistics that is concerned with language as a social and cultural phenomenon 

(Trudgill 1995) and pragmatics involves studying the factors, or social ‘rules’ which 

help determine a speaker’s (or writer’s) choice of language (Crystal 1990), including 

the speaker himself, the person(s) being addressed and the context in which the 

utterance takes place. In news, the context is one of mass media in which speakers 

address unknown audiences. In addition, most journalistic communication is one-

way communication so that the recipients are not able to influence the communicative 

act or message (Burger 2005: 10). The media owes its position as a ‘privileged social 

institution’ most notably to the news genre, argues McQuail (2005). And within that 

news genre, the use of language has been a major area of study. Bell (1991) asserts 

that ‘decisions about news content cannot be isolated from decision about language 

and vice versa’ (37). Language in news stories is ‘layered’ or ‘embedded’ (Goffmann 

1981; Bell 1991) as the finished items are a compilation or weaving of other people’s 

words (the interviewees, the press releases, the previous versions of a story) and 

interpretations of their words by the journalists, their editors and others involved 

in getting that story into print or on air. Each time there are audiences that receive 

and interpret the language of the message in their own way. ‘A speaker can quote 

himself or another directly or indirectly, thereby setting into an utterance with one 

production format another utterance with its own production format, albeit now 

merely an embedded one’ (Goffmann 1981:227). News text is also often studied in 
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terms of narrative. Grunwald (2005), in looking at narrative forms in written news, 

concluded that ‘news is essentially narrated, i.e. constructed by a personally involved, 

individual journalist performing a role as  an engaged narrator using a variation 

of communication acts and aiming at an understandable, reliable and interesting 

deliverance of the message’ (77). Narrative patterns can help us to identify with and 

recall news facts and characters involved by stimulating the filtering ability of the 

brain (Thompson 2005: 112). After all, we talk about news ‘stories’ implying that 

there are characters, a plot and a structure. 

A news story is both news and a story. Because it is a story, readers can expect it 

to have a beginning, a middle, and an end, and to operate by some standards of 

narrative prose … Because it is a true story, it is responsible not only to literary 

convention, but to a faithful rendering and even a verifiable rendering of what really 

happened. (Schudson 2003: 177)

However, news stories usually do not follow a chronological order but instead have 

a summary (or lead) at the start of the story and then a series of additional pieces of 

information which have been assembled by journalists according to newsworthiness; 

the shape of this type of news writing is referred to as the ‘inverted pyramid’(Bell 1991;

Scanlan 2003; Sissons 2006). Thompson (2005) prefers to visualise broadcast news 

stories as linear: ‘They should start by attracting your attention, then quickly develop 

your interest, and progress to either a conclusion or a question about what will be 

the next chapter’ (113). Van Dijk formalized the analysis of news narrative structures 

in his ‘critical discourse analysis’, a framework which is aimed at explaining how 

text production and interpretation by journalists is based on mental representations, 

experiences, events, opinions and ideologies (1998: 375). Critical linguistic studies 

(e.g Kress 1983; Fowler 1991) and critical discourse analysis (e.g. van Dijk 1998) over 

the past few decades have sought to tease out evidence of socio-political agendas 

of the journalists and their news organisations by scrutinising the discourse, or 

language, of the news output. The Glasgow Media Group examined ‘industrial news 

stories’ aired by the BBC and ITV and suggested that the media – through its use of 

particular phrases and because of omissions – was biased against the labour unions 

(1976). Another example of a study into language is that by Garton, Montgomery and 

Tolson (1991). Looking at the use of metaphors in the discourse of television news 

narration during the 1987 British General Election, they argued that metaphors used 

by politicians in their speeches found their way into the narration by the newscaster:
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For example, recent coverage of the plight of the National Health Service has 

frequently employed metaphors drawn from the medical sphere (transfusions of 

cash, applying sticking plasters to sores, services which have been cut to the 

bone) ... Similarly in the second week of the election, the defence issue was 

frequently discussed using military or more generally pugilistic frames of reference. 

For instance, … Nine o’ Clock News BBC1, 26 May 1987:

The big guns were out

The Thatcher counter-attack began

Norman Tebbit launched his own broadside

As the first missile of the campaign landed, missing its target 

[shots of a squashed tomato, thrown at Mrs Thatcher]. (113)

Garton et al are at pains to point out that they do not wish to accuse ‘television 

journalists of conscious political bias’ (114). Such formal analyses of news texts 

can be illuminating, but often there is an assumption that journalists or news 

organisations are consciously aware of what they are doing and deliberately try to 

influence reality, whilst – I would argue – there is usually not a deliberate strategy 

to obfuscate or misrepresent. 

3.3.1  Radio ‘language’: spoken, written, a combination, or something quite different?

Ong (2002) coined the phrase ‘secondary orality’ to refer to media language, which 

is based on both writing and speech and distinct from ‘primary orality’, the orality of 

cultures untouched by literacy. Newspapers and online might include reported speech 

and television and radio will sound as if spoken, but in many instances what is said on 

air has been carefully scripted beforehand. Naturally there are instances when speech 

is spontaneous such as DJ banter and phone-ins, but even in interviews when it might 

seem as if everything happens spontaneously, the questions and areas of discussion 

will have been discussed and (partially) written out in advance. The listener will 

always receive the discourse as spoken language and does not necessarily hear if 

a written text is being read or formulated spontaneously (Burger 2005) as in radio 

they cannot see whether the presenter has sheets of paper (although sometimes the 

rustling can be ‘heard’). In the case of news broadcasts, the journalist has carefully 

prepared the text and the newsreader has normally practised the script before going 

on air, as conventional speech with normal interruptions and hesitations would 
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impede the communicative message and impact the news organisation’s credibility. 

‘Broadcast script is neither conventional speech nor conventional writing ... It is 

addressed to a distant and mass audience and is less colloquial, more premeditated 

and syntactically elaborate, than most conventional speech.’ (Starkey and Crisell 

2009: 138). Many broadcast/radio writing text books and manuals, such as the Radio 1 

Style Guide talk about the desire to use ‘conversational style’ in writing: 

Conversational style is good. Build tension in your writing if you can – use dramatic 

key words and emphasis when you come to broadcast it – but OTT style is not what 

we’re looking for from reporters. A good script won’t need to be shouted. Sentences 

and links should end on a big finish – build drama to a climax - but to repeat - not 

in a tabloid style. We should use proper sentences and both definite and indefinite 

articles...News Broadcast research shows viewers and listeners appreciate our 

making an effort to explain clearly what’s going on – they don’t feel patronised by a 

basic approach, so don’t shy away from keeping it simple and clear. 

As Chafe (1994: 48) says, dividing language into speaking versus writing is not 

a sufficient distinction because there are many varieties of each. Radio language 

could be a text type with its own register or different text types within radio could 

be analysed as being more of the writing or more of the speaking kind. Vagle 

(1991) investigated to what extent the linguistic preplanning of writing and/or 

rehearsing broadcasting language affected its production. He considered ‘the 

speaking-writing polarity to be a continuum along which various text types ... were 

somewhat differently distributed’ (22). Calculating the frequencies of different 

linguistic variables in his corpus and ranking the text types, including news, weather, 

interviewers and interviewees and reporters, Vagle concludes that the weather 

forecast and news broadcast are ‘located at the ‘writing’ end of the continuum’ (22). 

Following that line of thought it is also likely that radio and television language are 

different text types in which some fit more within the writing spectrum and others 

more within the speaking kind and that an overall classification of ‘broadcast script’, 

‘broadcast speech’ and ‘broadcast news’ is not adequate. Radio does not have the 

benefit, or arguably the impediment, of dealing with pictures that television has or 

as former BBC Head of Radio, Jenny Abramsky, phrased it: ‘Put simply radio is about 

painting pictures, television is about shooting them.’ (Crook 2004b: 242) and Charles 

Osgood of the American broadcaster CBS phrased it thus: ‘radio is a superior visual 



49

medium because the picture is not literal ... the listener fills in, but you have to help 

him, you have to give him enough information so that he can build his castle. You give 

him materials to build with’ (Osgood quoted in White 2002: 71). A detailed comparison 

of the differences and similarities of radio and television and their respective news 

services is not included here1; instead this study focuses on the characteristics of 

radio and its news. Radio conforms to what Arnheim (1936 reprinted 1971) calls the 

‘rules of aural art’ which apply ‘not only for the artistic productions of broadcasting 

in the strictest sense, such as radio plays, but also for the simple announcements 

of the news of the day, reportage and discussions ... everything that takes place at 

the microphone...’ (18). Crisell (1994) and Arnheim (1936) would praise radio’s 

‘blindness’, but Aberg (1999) believes calling it so is awkward, just as one would not 

say that a newspaper is ‘deaf and dumb’ (19); instead she postulates that radio is a 

special form of mediated communication as it is solely directed to the ear (cf White 

2002). When the public has difficulty understanding the message, ‘media fail in their 

mediating function’ (Leitner 1997: 201). The major advantage of radio is precisely 

that it does not need or want to use pictures. Although this might change as more 

convergence in media forms occurs – indeed digital radio can and already is showing 

images on the screens of converged devices and ‘glanceable nuggets of visual 

information that enhance your enjoyment of the radio station’ (Kelly 2007) – for most 

radio listening pictures are still uncommon. The lack of pictures means listeners have 

to use their imagination and it is this appeal to the imagination that makes radio a 

more intimate medium than other forms of media (Crisell 1994: 11; Hendy 2000). 

Radio relies on sound as its means of communication; although this sound does not 

have to be confined to speech, in the case of news bulletins it often is. Journalists will 

want to ensure that in order for communication to be successful the speech or sound 

is transmitted to optimum effect so that the listener can internally compute it and 

make sense of it. 

The listener mentally constructs a phonetic signal that incorporates both the 

distinctive features that are uniquely characterized by the acoustic signal and 

those that he hypothesizes in order to arrive at a reasonable syntactic and semantic 

interpretation of the message ... How precise a speaker needs to be depends on 

several factors: the interpretation of the grammar, the linguistic competence of the 

listener and the linguistic context of the whole sentence, the semantic context of a 

conversation and the context of the social situation [...the] speaker [includes] no 
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more information in the speech signal than is necessary to convey his message in a 

given situation ... a listener uses all available information to “decode” the acoustic 

signal. (Philip Lieberman (1967: 165-166)

Kevin Marsh of the BBC College of Journalism says one of the great things about 

radio is its ability to deliver great radio news. In a masterclass in 2007 he explained 

what constitutes great radio news: that which is ‘able to draw the listener not just 

to the place, but into the place’. An example would be the 1968 report by Letter from 

America presenter Alistair Cooke about the assassination of Robert Kennedy in which 

he recounts how Ethel Kennedy’s ‘button eyes turned to cinders’ (BBC 1997, 75 Years) 

Marsh argues that great radio like that ‘combines the literary qualities of language 

with the act of being there ... and [it is also] in the tone of voice and by showing 

humanity without mawkishness and without taking sides.’ Marsh was previously the 

editor of the Today programme on BBC Radio 4 and the ‘act of being there’ refers to 

the work of the reporters for news bulletins and current affairs. That ability to take 

listeners into the venue where the event is taking place to help them visualise what 

is happening there, is radio’s ability to ‘paint pictures in the mind’. ‘Radio has been 

called the art of the imagination ... Radio may move us from a Polar ice cap to the 

moon to a battlefield to a jungle to the depths of Hades, creating without restriction 

the settings for our imaginations’ (Hilliard 1974: 157-162). There is a difference 

between the ability of bulletins and programmes to carry the listener to the Polar ice 

cap, jungle or moon, because of time constraints in the news roundups and because 

other stories also have to be told, and because not all stories have visual elements 

or things ‘happening’. Much news is about what people say, rather than what they 

do (Bell 1991: 53). The writers in the radio newsroom are not ‘there’ anyway; often 

their role is to introduce the person who is ‘there’. Yet, in the daily routine of writing 

summaries and bulletins they will nevertheless need to keep the audience hooked. 

The sound of radio that reaches our ears is fleeting. Although people can record the 

news on tape or listen for a second time to a broadcast via the Internet/pod cast, it 

is thought unlikely that many do. Radio is often a secondary activity, which people 

listen to whilst for example cooking or driving a car. Listeners who tune in for longer 

periods during a day will often hear the same news repeated in subsequent news 

bulletins, but during any one particular bulletin there is no opportunity for a listener 

to rewind to the beginning of a sentence. Unlike in newspapers or online news 

articles, consumers cannot reread the text if they do not understand the syntax or have 

missed part of the story. Simplicity in writing therefore is essential, in order for the 
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message to be communicated effectively on first hearing whilst grabbing the attention 

of people who might be focusing on a secondary activity. Fang developed a so-called 

‘Easy Listening Formula’ (Boyd 2001) in which he suggests that writers should add 

up all the syllables in a sentence, subtract from that the number of words: the final 

score should be 20 or less otherwise there are too many long and abstract words. In 

the daily busy production routine of newsrooms that would be highly impracticable 

advice for writers. Instead, they will need to focus on the use of simple words, simple 

syntax, short crisp declarative sentences and the predominance of the present tense 

in their radio news output, as well as some reinforcement of ideas through repetition 

(Fang 1991; Crisell 1994; Boyd 2001; Chantler 2006). The average radio news item 

will be three to four sentences (Crisell 1994), with some differences between stations 

depending on duration of the news cast and the audience (see 3.4). Sometimes the 

rules of grammar have to be broken too if doing so helps understanding (Fang 1991, 

Bailey 2006). 

Despite the use of simple language on radio, some audiences are not reached by 

particular networks. This can be as a result of story selection (certain stories do not 

appeal to certain publics, i.e. the news value or ‘relevance’), it can also be because the 

wording used is still not ‘simple’ enough. Hardt-Mautner (1992) examined bulletins 

written for the Austrian broadcaster ORF and for BBC Radio. When the ORF bulletins 

were rewritten as to make the syntax easier, all audience groups in the study achieved 

higher recall rates. The same held true for the BBC where BBC Radio 1, which uses 

less complicated language and syntax, was better understood than BBC Radio 4, but 

in the case of BBC Radio 1 the ‘presentation style, content [of the news bulletin] and 

subtle integration into the surrounding radio discourse’ (Hardt-Mautner 1992:38) 

also contributed to bridging the gap in understanding among listeners from different 

social groups. Perrin et al’s research project Idee Suisse (2008) has built a ‘toolbox of 

techniques’ to be used by journalists when producing text so as to implement ‘cycles 

of quality ... and language awareness needed to promote public understanding’ (30).

The structure and spoken form of radio news bulletins has not changed much in the 

last few decades. Burger points out that the regular pattern of radio news broadcasts 

he identified in 2005 was essentially the same as what he had concluded in his initial 

study of 1984. While there might be slight differences in structure depending on 

the radio station and the market in which it operates, radio news bulletins tend to 

adhere to a clearly recognised structure to guide listeners into, during and out of the 
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bulletin. When something of great significance happens, expected (e.g. the result of 

a long awaited court case, a government announcement) or unexpected (e.g. a rail 

accident, a sudden death of a world leader) some radio outlets will choose to insert 

a ‘news flash’ into live programming that surrounds bulletins, but these instances 

are rare, not the norm. On commercial stations there are usually advertisements 

leading up to or straight after a bulletin, on a public broadcaster like the BBC there 

are not (however, in the Netherlands for example public broadcasters (must) also 

include advertising as part of their income); weather, traffic information and sport are 

often also at set times in the radio schedule. For the bulletins themselves, there is a 

‘standard form’ (Burger 2005:240-256) of radio news casts:

1. The news is broadcast live, not recorded. 

2. News is read by a speaker – either a professional newsreader or a journalist.

3. The listener is not mentioned in the text and all potential listeners are 

addressed which places high demands on the wording of the news text.

4. The text is read in a noise-proof room.

5. Undefined noise or music is absent (with the exception of a ‘jingle’ to mark the 

start of the bulletin).

6. The situation in which the speaker finds himself is not mentioned. 

A stereotypical introduction to and finish of the bulletin is: Jingle, time check, radio 

station name, Jingle. Adverbials of space (here/there) are normally not included, 

but ones of time (today/tonight, etc.) are.

7. It is clear to the listener that the script is read and not spontaneous. 

NB: In BBC Radio 4 news broadcasts it is common to say ‘this is the ... o’clock news, 

read by xx’.

8. Content of the bulletins is limited to commonly held selection criteria. 

9. The build-up of the bulletin is stereotypically so: headlines (optional, but usual 

with longer bulletins); the (news) announcements (‘Meldungen’); the weather. Each 

announcement is structured according to a pattern whereby the new development 

or event is foregrounded and where listeners are assumed to know the background 

facts, although the announcement should still be clear to those who do not have 

that prior knowledge).

10. News is presented as a continuum, whereby parts of the news/news story are 

updated throughout the day or reference is made to previous such stories.
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11. On the surface radio news looks simple, but in reality it is actually complex. 

There are short declarative sentences and direct speech tends to be avoided.

12. Vocabulary used, e.g. terminology that is common in political or economic 

fields, is often that which is part of the ‘official register’, as there are few everyday 

alternatives. 

3.3.2 BBC Language and format

Some of the characteristics identified by Burger (2005) are more applicable to the 

German language than the English and to the case of the German public broadcaster 

WDR which he studied, but many apply to BBC radio newscasts as well. In relation to 

the use of language, it is commonly acknowledged that the BBC plays a paramount 

linguistic role in British national culture (Schlesinger 1978). The adage of the BBC is 

that it is not for the BBC to set trends in language. ‘Our rule must be to follow, not to 

pioneer’ (Bloomfield memo 1976 cited in Schlesinger 1978: 260). The BBC has always 

had to deal with complaints about the use of language, about what is thought to be 

appropriate in terms of taste, and about the accuracy of the grammar and syntax. 

Hendy (2007) describes how by the early 1970s plays, cinema and literature in the 

UK included much bad language and that the BBC ‘could not work in isolation’(103),

but that on Radio 4 where the audience was disproportionately middle-aged and 

middle-class, it ‘had to face the pressure of unending complaints from a small 

but vociferous letter-writing public devoted to the idea of a BBC enforcing eternal 

standards, rather than reflecting the shifting sands of taste’ (117). At the same 

time, an enquiry led by the Chief Editor of the Oxford English Dictionaries, Robert 

Burchfield, pointed out that English was ‘a living, richly varied, and constantly 

changing [language]’ and a 1981 BBC Guide written by him argued that ‘there [was] 

abundant evidence that the standard of spoken English broadcast on the BBC radio 

networks [was] in broad terms acceptable’ (5). Often complaints centred on the use 

of expletives or other taboo words in drama, but other programmes and news output 

were not immune to criticism. 

Listeners have always known how to voice their complaints to the BBC about what 

they feel is unfit for broadcast. The most vociferous critic was undoubtedly the 

former Wolverhampton schoolteacher, Mary Whitehouse, who became the first 

General Secretary of the National Viewers’ and Listeners’ Association in 1965. Mrs 
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Whitehouse and the NVLA lambasted the BBC complaining ‘vehemently of the 

increasing blasphemy, bad language, violence and indecency ... [particularly] on 

television’ (BBC – Mary Whitehouse). The Association had some 400,000 members 

and Barker (2001) argues that although its calls for decency and high moral 

standards were brushed aside in the 1980s and 90s, ‘by the end of the 20th century, 

Mrs Whitehouse was a British institution beginning to come back into fashion, and 

a new generation, rebelling against their 1960s parents, was more prepared to listen, 

less prepared to believe that if it was lewd, it must be Art.’ The use of appropriate 

language, including in news bulletins, is not mentioned separately as one of the 

BBC’s editorial values in its latest policy document on values and standards (2005) 

except for the referral to ‘clear, precise language’ under the editorial value of Truth 

and Accuracy and ‘our right to broadcast and publish innovative and challenging 

content’ under the heading of Harm and Offence. Yet the issue of language, including 

grammar and vocabulary choices, has been addressed by the BBC over the years in 

a series of publications known as style guides. Chapter 6 takes a closer look at a 

selection of these guides.

3.4 Considering the Audience

John Reith had warned in the 1920s that thinking too much about what an audience 

wanted could endanger standards: ‘He who prides himself on giving what he thinks 

the people want is often creating a fictitious demand for lower standards which he 

will then satisfy.’ ( BBC Archive File R 78/2 505/1, BBC NCA Principles and Practice: 22) 

Despite such concerns, the BBC established its own audience research department in 

1936, according to Crook (2004a) because ‘the BBC realized its programmes needed 

to follow the social habits of its audiences’(205). McQuail (2005) cautions that the 

term audience has many sides to it: 

An audience can ... be defined in different and overlapping ways: by place (as in 

the case of local media); by people (as when a medium is characterized by an 

appeal to a certain age group, gender, political belief, or income category); by 

the particular type of medium or channel involved (technology and organization 

combined); by the content of its messages (genres, subject matter, styles); by 

time (as when one speaks of the “daytime” or the “prime-time” audience, or an 

audience that is fleeting and short term compared to one that endures). (396)



55

Broadcasting is not merely about content, but also about a ‘communicative 

intention...each and every programme is shaped by considerations of the audience, 

is designed to be heard or seen by absent listeners and viewers.’ (Scannel and 

Cardiff 1991:xi) and ‘the talk that takes place on radio and television has listenable 

properties intentionally built into it’ (Scannel 1991: 1). Different media outlets strive 

for and achieve different linguistic styles by editing the language according to their 

specific protocols and practices (Bell 1991: 125). Furthermore, communication-

accommodation theory (SocialJrank.org) also suggests that speakers adjust their 

speech in response to their audiences. Given the fact that radio news is read out, the 

newsreader, the voices of the correspondents and those people whose voices form 

the news ‘actuality’ can be assumed to play a significant role in the success of the 

communicative process (Bell 1982; Crisell 1994). Bell (1982) studied newsreaders’ 

language style on five different radio stations in New Zealand – including 

newsreaders who worked for more than one of the stations under consideration – and 

concluded that newscasters will alter their style ‘of speech depending upon who they 

think is listening’ (150). This can be linked to Bourdieu’s idea of the competence of 

speakers: ‘[a] capacity to produce expressions which are appropriate for particular 

situations’ (Bourdieu 1991: 7). For Bourdieu, linguistic competence is practical:

Competent speakers will anticipate the reception of their words. It depends on the 

habitus and competence of speakers whether they foresee the consequences of 

their interaction. They have to assess the differences in power between both parties 

involved in the conversation ... Their strategies are based on the average chances of 

success, given his or her past experiences ... both the speaker and the listener must 

be willing to participate. (De Jong 2007: 417-418)

In the case of mass media it is not always clear what message will come across to the 

audience. In radio, there are means for the audience to participate in for example 

live phone-ins, by email or text messages (which are sometimes read aloud on air) 

or by more traditional letters to the editor. These options also apply to television. 

Newspapers invite comments on their online sites and letters to the editor and the 

opinion pages include a selection of readers’ views. In radio news bulletins, because 

of the traditional format, the feedback tends not to be immediate. Without direct 

feedback, there is a danger that audiences no longer wish to participate in the 

communication process and unilaterally decide to stop listening (Bell 1982). Radio 

Journalists’ strategies are likely, if we follow Bourdieu’s thinking, to be guided by 
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their past experiences on what works. As has been seen in studies of news values 

and journalistic handling, audience interest is not the sole factor that affects the 

journalists’ decision-making process. McChesney (cited in Tai and Chang 2002: 255) 

argues that in the USA at least it is a misnomer to trot out the cliché that the ‘media 

give the audience what it wants’; instead in the pursuit of profits corporate media create 

audience demand by supplying what has been commercially successful in the past in 

their own or competitors’ publications/networks. When radio stations desire a change 

in the type of audiences they attract, their motives are to reach more listeners or to 

reach a particular audience that advertisers like to market to (Starkey and Crisell 2009: 

66). Audience analysis in terms of size or demographic and tastes will be conducted to 

help inform the process by which the changes in audience can be affected or to show 

advertisers the numbers and types of audiences they could potentially reach. 

Audience surveys, such as the figures compiled by RAJAR (Radio Joint Audience 

Research) are primarily concerned with ratings. ‘Ratings are road maps to our pattern 

of media consumption [... they’re] an object of considerable fear and loathing ... 

and subject to much confusion’ (Webster et al, 2006:13). Much depends on which 

figures are being used to triumph success or use as a stick to beat competitors with 

or even as an instrument of self-flagellation: weekly reach is a different measure 

than share of listening or overall numbers for particular time slots. In 1993 both 

the local commercial broadcaster I had worked for and the regional BBC station 

to which I moved, that covered much of the same geographical area, claimed that 

they were the number one in their area. Public broadcasters, particularly television, 

frequently have to contend with conflicting ideas of obtaining large audiences to 

justify the expenditure of public money whilst at the same time having to ‘prove’ 

that they are catering to minority interests and providing programmes for the public 

good, like news, current affairs, and cultural programmes. Meijer (2005) calls for a 

measure of performance for public TV broadcasters where the impact they have in 

terms of ‘enjoyment’ by audiences is taken into account. However, it is not clear how 

‘enjoyment’ is to be measured; that in itself is a subjective term. Picard (2002) too 

argues that it is not right to castigate public service broadcasters for losing audiences 

in an economic context where they are faced with increased competition. Naturally, 

he says, they will lose share of the market if they are no longer a monopoly producer. 

‘When audience measures are used, … they need to adjust for the effects of channel 

proliferation … or they present an erroneous view of the performance that can actually 

be expected of broadcasters’ (235).
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The BBC Audience Research Unit has been producing reports on a number of 

aspects of broadcasting and BBC policy since the late 1930s, including analyses 

of demographics of the listeners and viewers to its programmes and networks, 

comparative examinations of radio versus television, the success of the BBC versus 

its commercial competitors and focus groups’ views on potential changes to 

offerings. In the 1967 BBC Handbook, the Corporation was adamant that success of a 

programme or network should not only be judged in terms of the number of viewers 

or listeners: ‘The counting of heads is not necessarily the proper measurement. The 

BBC has always recognized that it has a duty to serve minorities as well as the big 

audiences’ (39). A special report on radio by the Audience Research unit in November 

1991 (BBC Archive File R9/723/1, Report SP91/80) examined where people obtained 

their news and concluded that by then only nine percent of UK residents got most 

of their information from radio (compared to two-thirds from TV). It included an 

overview of what people had said about their favourite BBC radio network (note that 

Radio 5-Live did not exist then) and why they listened:

Reproduced by kind permission of the BBC Written Archives Centre in Caversham, Reading. ILR= Independent 

Local Radio, i.e. commercial station, BBC LR = BBC Local Radio, LBC = London Broadcasting Company
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The BBC’s Audience Research in turn informs the Corporation’s programme policy. 

The BBC’s Statements of Programme Policy 2007-08, which is aimed at helping programme 

producers and journalists, outlines what it thinks the audiences for its main radio 

networks look like:

1Xtra:   aged 15-24, particularly ethnic minorities

R1:         aged 15-29 plus others with similar tastes

R2   aged >35. A large & diverse audience

R3:   any age, wishing to expand cultural horizons

R4           aged >35. Intelligent programme seeker

R5-live  aged  25-44 plus news/sports fans all ages

Schlesinger was highly critical of the BBC’s Audience Research when he conducted 

his ethnographic account of the radio and television news and current affairs 

divisions in the 1970s: 

Audience research is sporadic and ambiguous and where it is not simply concerned 

with the size of viewing or listening publics, or their class composition, it has tried 

to pinpoint why BBC News has been ‘in decline’, rather than how well people 

understand what it tells them about the world. (133)

Ironically, Schlesinger says, at a time when in 1970 audience research could have been 

carried out to help inform the BBC whether it was right to introduce more ‘voice’ into 

radio news bulletins (see Chapter 2.1), none took place.

Curiously though, given the claim of the new regime to be able to communicate 

more clearly [by introducing voice as a feature], no audience research was carried 

out to establish whether its production techniques would actually achieve this. 

Mr Woon said there had been no such research, as he had not felt that it was 

necessary. (267)

The journalists whom Schlesinger spoke to could only give a vague classification of 

the different audiences of BBC Radios 1, 2 and 4 and the interviewees suggested they 

wrote for their editor or other journalists. This is echoed by what Gans found in 1979 

in magazine and television newsrooms in the USA. Gieber had already come to a 

similar conclusion in his 1964 study: 
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[E]ach of the reporters interviewed said he had no sharp perception of readers; at 

best, readers, they said, have an interest in many things, not all of which are social 

problems. Several reporters said they deliberately write for their editorial superiors. 

The only other viable audience is likely to be the reporter’s peer group. (80)

Hermans (2000) in her description of television journalists at the Dutch public 

broadcaster, NOS, believes journalists do not have a very clearly defined idea of their 

viewers because of the diversity of the audience. In reactions to viewers’ comments 

she discerned three possible scenarios: the producers take it seriously when errors are 

spotted, they are laconic when viewers express their personal views and they take note 

when their friends and relatives make comments (145). In a comparison of German 

and British news journalists by Donsbach in 2004, only nine percent of German 

and 25 percent of British journalists saw ‘the necessity for capturing the audience’s 

attention’ as a very important limitation on their work. The gap or ‘missing link’ 

(Schlesinger 1978) between what producers think the audience thinks and what 

the audience really thinks is filled with the idea of ‘professionalism’ of journalists 

which is evident in the routinization of production processes (Schlesinger 1978, 

Hermans 2000). Schudson (2005), while acknowledging that journalists themselves 

fail to systematically challenge their own assumptions, believes there are enough 

powerful outside pressures (their sources – including government – and the public 

that can turn away if dissatisfied) on journalism to ensure that it does not end up 

‘communicat[ing] only to itself and for itself ’ (219). 

The literature review in this chapter has pointed up studies from media sociology 

and sociolinguistics to help inform the reader throughout the subsequent chapters. 

Journalists do not independently decide which stories to run and in which order to 

place them, but journalists are products of their organisation and their habitus; they 

are guided by a set of (unwritten) news values that influence the decision-making 

process and which they have learned either in their training, through experience or 

through reference to their peers and superiors. In addition, the news production 

routines, time and space constraints and limitations imposed upon them by the 

specific medium in which they work affect their handling as do, to some extent, 

considerations of the audience. However, this audience is often not clearly defined. 

Radio is a unique medium to write for and radio news needs to communicate directly 

without the aid of pictures and without affording listeners a second chance of hearing 

and understanding. It is frequently listened to as a secondary activity. ‘[R]adio 
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listeners ... often [regard] those whom they hear on [their medium] as their 

friends. The more conversational style this permits ... can make researching, 

writing and presenting journalistic output on radio so very rewarding’ (Starkey and 

Crisell 2009: 79). 

This chapter, therefore, has aimed to give the reader a descriptive overview of the 

studies which are applicable to examining radio news production and radio news 

language, thereby providing a useful starting point for the remaining chapters in this 

thesis which concentrate on my own original research. 

The following chapter will outline the methodology of my study into what the BBC 

radio journalists I interviewed think of the task of researching and writing such 

output, and seek to answer how they go about it and why.

I For a clear overview of writing style differences in Newspaper, Radio and Television News, 

see Irving Fang (1991). 
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Chapter 4. Methodology

Above the door the light declares bright red

and now the ether is inhabited.

We take upon us such responsibility

when microphones are opened, thoughts set free.

…

Sean Street, “On Air – 10.00 am”, Radio and Other Poems

For a journalist to really get to a story, she will want to interview the newsmaker. For 

a researcher to determine how journalists deal with news and describe their role in 

writing it, she will similarly need to go to the source: observe the production process 

and interview the journalist. This is essentially participant observation combined 

with interviews. Participant observation is a term from ethnography where the 

researcher attempts to participate in the activities of a culture to better understand 

that culture. In my case, it is – as Allan Bell (1991) describes – more a case of 

‘observant participation’ whereby I draw on my own experiences as a radio journalist. 

However, as this first-hand experience was several years ago, and technology and the 

demands of both the modern media and those of audiences change so rapidly, it was 

still necessary to spend several days at the BBC to reacquaint myself with writing for 

summaries and bulletins. As well as observing, and drawing on previous experiences, 

this study most of all wanted to establish how the journalists themselves would 

describe their perceptions and experiences – which keywords and phrases they would 

use – and to establish whether journalists are consciously aware of the way they write 

and whether they consider audiences when doing so. 

In this chapter I will describe the research methodology of this thesis. First, the 

research strategy will be discussed (4.1). After that, the research questions in this 

particular study will be examined (4.2). Then follow two sections on the method of 

data collection and sampling (4.3 and 4.4). Here, I will describe and reflect upon the 

choices I have made in conducting field work (participant observation), qualitative 

interviews with radio news writers and editors, and archive work. In 4.5 I will discuss 

the means of verifiying the quality of the results obtained in this study.



62

4.1  Research strategy

Mason (2002: 3) defines qualitative research as that which is ‘broadly “interpretivist” 

in the sense that it is concerned with how the social world is interpreted, understood, 

experienced, produced or constituted.’ She also asserts that qualitative methods of 

data generation are more ‘flexible and sensitive to the social context in which data are 

produced (rather than rigidly standardized or structured, or entirely abstracted from 

‘real-life’ contexts).’ Qualitative research then tries to find out about the nature of 

‘things’ rather than the frequency in which they occur. As this is a study which tries to 

tease out how radio journalists interpret, experience and produce their social world 

and their role as writers then (four decades ago) and now, a qualitative approach fits 

in well with that aim. 

In qualitative research, concepts are not clearly defined at the beginning of the study, 

instead they are gradually developed and acquire meaning during the research. 

Hermans (2000: 46) uses Wester (1995) to describe the four stages of research: 

Exploration phase: discovery of concepts – initial topic lists constructed;

Specification phase: development of the concepts – researcher continues until no new 

information is gathered; 

Reduction phase: ordering and describing material to determine key concepts; 

Integration phase: formulating relationships between key concepts and referring back 

to available literature. 

Qualitative research is usually a cyclical process in which developing of insights 

and ideas and the testing thereof alternate (Verschuren 2008). The various stages 

of research therefore do not take place consecutively as they would in a quantitative 

experiment based study, but rather concurrently or in a cyclical manner in which 

several stages will be repeated as researchers ‘take account of changing contexts 

and situations in which their research takes place ... seek to understand their role in 

the process ... [and] ask [themselves] difficult questions [as] part of the activity of 

reflexivity’ (Mason 2002: 7). 

All research should be valid, reliable and comprehensive. The researcher plays a 

major role in qualitative research and it is important to realise the possible dangers to 

validity and reliability that this ‘interference’ might pose. Although this ‘Observer’s 

Paradox’, as William Labov coined it, is a threat, this possible subjectivity of the 
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researcher is also an important means of gathering and interpreting information 

(ten Have 1999; Hermans 2000). Besides, so-called objective empirical research 

using purely quantitative methods can also be influenced unduly by a researcher; 

in experiments the framing of the hypothesis, or in questionnaires the (biased) 

formulation of the questions, will influence the results. Furthermore, unlike in 

qualitative research where the researcher tries to be ‘open’ in his approach to his 

research topic and see what comes out, in many experiments the aim is merely to 

reproduce the results from previous tests – shutting out the possibility of finding 

new openings. In all research, it is important to keep a log of decisions and for the 

academic to reflect on and explain her choices to her audience, so that the reader may 

determine for herself what is useful and what not.

 

Triangulation, in which various research methods are used, is used to help ensure 

validity. A combination of methods, using both quantitative and qualitative means, 

examining a variety of sources can help reduce bias.  

4.2 Research questions

As the focus of the research cannot be too broad, early on in the setting up of the 

research process I decided to limit the object of study to BBC Radio. The choice 

fell on BBC Radio News and in particular the Radio Newsroom as there is a dearth 

of research into this part of the radio and this part of the BBC. A significant 

amount of research has been carried out in newspapers and television, but radio 

is overlooked. Furthermore, there was a personal interest in this area of the BBC 

and not unimportantly, it seemed a sensible and practicable way of being able to 

access interviewees. Limiting myself to a case study of the BBC and then even further 

to just those who (used to) write and edit the news bulletins on just three of the 

corporation’s networks, means that it is not possible to extrapolate findings to the 

media as a whole, other radio networks or even the rest of the BBC. However, the 

more detailed insight this case study gives us forms a start for further case studies 

and more informed comparative research projects. Including other forms of BBC 

radio journalism, such as work by correspondents and current affairs programmes, 

would have led to more superficial knowledge about a greater field of study, but at 

this stage it would be like comparing apples and oranges. 
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This thesis then aims to find out more about the work of BBC radio journalists who 

produce news on radio 24 hours a day, 7 days a week and whether anything can be 

concluded about the way this work has developed. The main research question which 

forms the basis for this thesis is: 

How do Radio Journalists (RJs) define the characteristics of Radio News and their 

goals in communicating this news?

This general question is then further elaborated in four subsidiary questions:

1) Do BBC Radio Journalists (RJs) have a clear picture of their audience (the typical Radio 1, 2, 3, 

4, 5-live or 6 Music audience)? For instance, in terms of educational/linguistic level, social class, 

age, ethnicity, gender and the stories that interest them.

2) What goals do they have in communicating with their audience and to what extent are they 

trying to achieve those goals? In other words, what methods and strategies do they use to achieve 

their goals and are these devices working in their opinion or do they aspire for more?

3) Have perceptions of the characteristics of BBC Radio News, its goals and the picture of the 

audience changed over time, i.e. the last forty years?

4) What changes can be noticed in radio news output in the last forty years: are journalists’ 

perceptions of the language, content and role of the news evident in the copy?  

The formulation of these questions was part of the cyclical research process. At the 

start of this project in 2006, broad questions about how radio news is produced 

and the considerations of journalists with respect to the language of radio news 

were first put to a number of journalists from several broadcasting organisations in 

both the Netherlands and the UK. Together with their answers and an orientational 

literature review, a narrower focus and relevant research questions were constructed. 

The emphasis then was still very much on the linguistic aspects of radio news in 

the present, rather than on the situational context or descriptions of tasks. A first 

series of interviews in the BBC Radio Newsroom and with BBC Editors, as well as a 

number of interviews at Radio Netherlands Worldwide, further helped to define the 

scope of the project. In addition, the locus moved from linguistics to sociology and 

in particular the decision to include a comparative time element. By interpreting and 

encoding this first set of interviews, supplementary questions were devised for a 

second much larger round of interviews with more BBC journalists. 

 

Underlying this study are four assumptions:
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1:  Radio Journalists want to send a clear message to the right audience. They want to 

grab the audience’s attention and keep them listening. This goal has not changed in 

the past forty years. 

2:  More importance is being given to audience research, but few RJs have a really 

clear picture of who it is who is listening to a particular network. 

3:  The way RJs perceive their job role has changed in the last forty years. Many regret 

the increased workload (fewer colleagues) and the decreased status of radio, but there 

will not be a clear divide as to whether it was better “then” than “now”.

4:  Although many can recite platitudes, such as “write for the ear”, and “radio 

should paint pictures in the mind”, very few acknowledge that they are consciously 

aware of trying to define this or put this into practice prior to or whilst writing a news 

story. Nevertheless, they will assert that they are always mindful that they are writing 

for the medium that is radio.   

4.3 Data and sampling methods

Particularly in the preliminary BBC interviews in 2006, it was necessary to adopt 

a semi-open interview technique as I was trying to gauge which kind of questions 

would elicit usuable responses. Essentially, a qualitative research interview of the 

semi-open kind differs little from the form of interview that a practising (radio) 

journalist would use when interviewing somebody. In journalism it is necessary to 

research the topic before the interview; decide upon the areas and angles you want 

to cover during the interview to explain the story as clearly as possible or to find 

out what the story actually is, but not to stick to a list of pre-defined questions. In 

interviewing it is important to listen to the responses, pick up on what the interviewee 

says and formulate new questions. It is like a conversation with a time limit and a 

set purpose. The interview might take a different direction and you may discover the 

story is different from the one you had initially thought it was. The interviewee may 

say something unexpected, which in turn can lead to another train of thought and 

another angle on the story.

As I wanted to obtain the views of the practitioners involved in writing for (BBC) 

radio, it was important not to be suggestive and present them with pre-defined 

categories during the interviews, so closed questions or a survey-method were not 

deemed appropriate. Indeed, as well as possibly throwing up new insights into 
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the way radio journalists think about their role, qualitative interviews also led to 

numerous interesting formulations of journalists’ memories, and indeed some 

anecdotes, which better serve to illustrate the feelings than a statistical summary 

of their views ever could: just as actuality can ‘enliven’ a news bulletin and make a 

story clearer and more relevant to the listener, so personal quotes can enliven the 

presentation of research findings. Journalism is about telling stories (real ones, not 

fictional), so what better way to describe journalism than by using the stories of 

journalists? However, a totally unstructured interview may not have yielded practical 

and relevant results, therefore it was necessary to partially structure the interviews 

using a broad topic list to which I could refer if the respondent went off on a tangent 

altogether or if both the interviewee and I lost our train of thought. 

In qualitative research it is important that the research takes place in the natural (or 

cultural) setting of those who are being examined. For observations to take place, 

being in the newsrooms was evidently imperative, but interviewing in the newsroom 

had its drawbacks as the journalists were often interrupted. They only had short 

breaks and at the end of the very long shift were keen to go home as soon as possible. 

Interviews therefore typically ranged from 10-30 minutes. The benefit of interviewing 

them whilst they were doing their work was that we could discuss specific examples 

of stories or I could ask them to explain certain things that were happening in 

the workplace at that moment. In the case of interviews with editors and retired 

journalists it was much easier to conduct longer interviews – up to 90 minutes. 

However, in the majority of interviews involving former journalists it was unfeasible 

to interview them face-to-face as they had moved all over the UK. Some of the former 

journalists preferred to complete a series of written questions, others only wanted 

to talk (face to face or by phone) and others did both. Indeed, conducting a research 

project in one country whilst based for work in another posed challenges in itself: the 

interviews and visits to the Written Archives Centre had to be carefully planned in the 

holidays and were subject to cost considerations. 

Although journalists are pressed for time, no more so in radio news where deadlines 

are continuous, they tend to be very eloquent and willing conversation partners. 

Many actually say they enjoy being asked their opinion. Although some feel they are 

not consciously aware of what they are doing with the language when they write the 

introductions for the news broadcasts, when asked to think about the subject, they do 

actually have very clear views. The interviewees were obtained through a variety of 
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means. A large number of current writers were interviewed in situ in the newsroom; 

it simply depended who was on shift on the days that I visited the newsroom. 

I did, however, start with former colleagues at the beginning of each visit as it was 

easier this way to break the ice and not have to introduce myself. On the first visit my 

appearance led to rather amusing comments such as ‘oh I haven’t seen you

for a while, have you been to Parliament?’ ‘A while’ was in fact seven years and 

although it is common for staff to go on attachment to units such as ‘parliament’ 

– the BBC Westminster office – or other programmes, they do not usually stay away 

for such a long period. During this first visit my presence also appeared welcome 

as it was an extra pair of hands to write news stories and I thus found myself having 

to write a few copy stories to very tight deadlines, something quite alien after years 

in academia. The visits had been arranged beforehand with the editors and they too 

made themselves available for interviews. On subsequent visits I tried to obtain a 

mix of ranks (Broadcast Journalists, Senior Broadcast Journalists, Assistant Editors), 

people working on different shifts and bulletins and a mix of genders. The latter 

proved very difficult, at least in the Radio Newsroom as there were many more 

men employed in the newsroom on the days I was there (and it would appear on 

other days and other time periods). At Radio One, by contrast, the female journalists 

were in the majority. The former writers were approached for their views either 

directly by me as they were former colleagues, responded to a request kindly 

circulated by the newsroom or by the snowball method, i.e. suggested to me by those 

I had already interviewed. 

There is a danger that familiarity with the respondents influenced the interviewee 

process and their answers, something which an unknown researcher would have been 

immune from. On the other hand, the fact that the journalists knew I had worked in 

the industry made our conversations very easy and possibly elicited more responses 

as they felt comfortable; indeed, several remarked that they were often suspicious of 

academics who studied their practices from afar without really understanding the job.  

In the case of tracking down retired journalists, the personal recommendation that 

my former colleagues could give to their older former colleagues was invaluable.  

The tables below lists all those interviewed at the BBC for this project: a total of 43.  

(A further 10 people, 4 BBC newsreaders and 6 Radio Netherlands employees were 

also interviewed in the preliminary stages, but for the purposes of the final research 

questions their participation is not required and they are not included in the tables. 
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Their views, however, do form a starting point for several other possible studies into 

radio news).  

  

Current Male/

Female

Currently 

Newsroom

Currently

Radio 1

Age

< 40

Age

> 40

Ed / Ass

Ed

SBJ BJ

1-06 

1-08

M X X X

2-06 M X X X

3-06 M X X X

4-06 M X X X

5-06 M X X X

6-06 M X X X

7-06 M X X X

8-06 M X X X

9-06 F X X X

10-06 F X X

11-06 M X X X

12-06 M X X X 

13-06 F X X X

14-06 M X X X

15-06 M X X X

16-06 F X X X

17-06 M X X

02-08 M X X X

03-08 F X X X

04-08 F X X X

05-08 M X X X

06-08 M X X X

07-08 M X X X

08-08 F X X X

09-08 F X X X

10-08 F X X X

11-08 F X X X
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12-08 F X X X

13-08 F X X X

14-08 M X X X

15-08 M X X X

Table 4.1 Interviewees in newsroom/Radio 1 in 2006 and 2008 

The first number is that assigned by me to the interviewee; 06 refers to interview in 2006 and 08 

refers to interview in 2008. 

Table 4.2 Interviews with former BBC radio news journalists

In all but two cases the interviews were taped and I took brief notes to help me with 

the later transcriptions, the remaining two were short interviews without the tape 

running. The newsrooms where the interviews took place were oftentimes noisy, 

which made transcription later more difficult.

BBC copy stories and cues in bulletins and summaries
It might have been more appropriate to start the analysis from 1967, the year in which 

the radio networks R1, R2 and R4 (and R3 – but that does not feature prominently in 

Former writers

Male/Female Joined Newsroom Level of job (at time

in newsroom/R1)

Still active in 

journalism

Former 1 M 1970s Editor X

Former 2 M 1970s Ass Ed

Former 3 M 1980s Ass Ed

Former 4 M 1980s Ass Ed X

Former 5 M 1980s SBJ

Former 6 M 1960s Editor

Former 7 M 1970s SBJ

Former 8 M 1960s Editor X

Former 9 F 1960s SBJ

Former 10 F 1990s BJ X

Former 11 F 1970s BJ

Former 12 M 1960s Editor
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this analysis) were created. However, as this project started in 2006 it seemed more 

apt to work back from that date in intervals. In fact, 1966 appeared a relevant point of 

departure as it proved to be interesting to look at whether output on the new networks 

was in fact different from that on the old Home Service and Light Programme. 

Initially I had intended to use twenty year intervals, i.e. 1966, 1986 and 2006, but on 

reflection the gaps of twenty years seemed too large: so many changes had taken 

place in society and within the BBC that I decided to amend the interval to ten years. 

It then transpired that output from 1996 was not available, which meant a further 

change. Thus, the following years were selected instead: 1966, 1976, 1986, 1992, and 

2006 – using newscasts of each 4th day of the week for 4 weeks starting at a random 

point in September (24th September).

The ‘nth-day’ method as I shall call it is a pattern often used by researchers. As Bell 

(1991: 23) explains: ‘A frequent sampling pattern is to take every nth day of a given 

period. Such samples of non-consecutive days have been demonstrated as reliable 

provided that n is not equal to 7, which would repeat the same weekday (Davis and 

Turner 1951). [ ... C]onsecutive weekdays were found to over-represent certain kinds 

of content.’ By choosing the 4th day of the week for four weeks, I obtained copy from 

each day of the week, but spread out over a longer period. For each date the R4 (or 

Home Service) 1800 bulletin was reviewed. Several summaries (usually the 1900) from 

R1 and 2 (or Light Programme) were also included. In addition to output obtained 

with this nth-method, several other more randomly selected samples were amassed. 

Among them the 0800 R4 bulletin on 14th February of each of the years – for no 

other reason than that the first bulletin I transcribed for this project was that of 14th 

February 2006 and therefore it seemed prudent to include bulletins from this date 

for the other years too. Additional news output from other years  (1967, 1968, 1974, 

1975, 1983, 1985, 1993, 1995, 2005, 2008 and 2009) was consulted during the search 

for specific examples of language. In total therefore, 141 bulletins and summaries 

were examined. 
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Table 4.3 Total number of summaries and bulletins studied listed per year

Although it was initially tempting to only choose the 0800 bulletin for analysis as 

8 a.m. is the radio peak of listeners – (see RAJAR figures; also White 2002 and Leitner 

1983), I chose the 1800 bulletin instead. After radio listening drops off during the 

day, 6 p.m. sees a significant upturn. The RJs in the newsroom also indicate that they 

enjoy working on this bulletin as it gives them in their words ‘a chance to be creative 

with the language’. In addition, the 1800 is a stand alone 30 minute bulletin, not 

part of a News and Current Affairs programme such as the Today programme (0700 

and 0800 bulletins) or the World at One (1300 bulletin), and it is often referred to 

as the ‘flagship’ news bulletin.   Many BBC RJs point out the difference of working 

on the 1800 with working on summaries (on either Radio 4 or the other networks).  

Where possible, a summary from 1900 has been selected, but in many instances other 

timeslots had to be selected because of availability.

BBC Policy Documents

In several visits to the BBC Written Archives in Reading, numerous documents were 

consulted (a full list is available in Appendix I), including Audience Research reports, 

Producer Guidelines & Style Guides, News policy documents and minutes of NCA 

and Board of Governors meetings and memos. Unfortunately, for reasons 

of confidentiality, many policy documents and minutes of meetings are only available 

up until 1978.  The findings from these documents have been integrated into 

Chapters 2 and 3 along with other literature and where appropriate into Chapters 

5, 6 and 7.

Year Amount

1966 25

1976 20

1986 20

1992 37

2006 24

0ther years 35

TOTAL 141
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4. 4 Phases of data gathering

As I wished to incorporate the views of the journalists/practicising RJs themselves, 

it seemed fitting to start the work there, rather than be guided by the literature 

(which is rare) alone or my own possibly biased experience. Interviews in many 

instances took place face-to-face, in others by phone or in two cases through email 

correspondence only.

Phase 1 (2006): Interviews with 17 current RJs and Editors at BBC Radio. 

In addition, I conducted interviews with 5 Journalists at Radio Netherlands and 

I spoke to 5 newsreaders (4 BBC, 1 Radio Netherlands) as I thought at this stage 

that they might offer other interesting or richer perspectives and possibly be 

more objective (as they were not commenting on own work). These additional 

interviews were useful in the preliminary phase for helping to focus the research 

and are certainly food for further thought and other more diverse work, for example 

comparative studies.  

Phase 2 (summer 2008): Observation notes taken in Radio Newsroom and at Radio 

One. I also redid some interviews and carried out an additional 14 with current 

journalists. This was to take account of a shift in focus, which was partly due to the 

reflective process of research and partly to the appointment of a new supervisor 

whose expertise lay in sociology.

Phase 3 (summer/autumn 2008): Qualitative Interviews with 12 retired (or at least 

former) BBC Radio Journalists. In particular I wished to speak to writers who had 

worked on R1, 2, and 4 in the late 1960s – the starting point for this study. Some of 

the respondents are still employed by the BBC in another journalistic capacity, some 

work for other organisations or now teach journalism.  As beforehand it was not

clear how many, if any, retired professionals I might be able to speak to in person, 

I drew up a list of questions (some asking for factual information such as age, others 

involving open answers) which could be distributed by the newsrooms to former 

employees. In practice this appeared unworkable and unnecessary as the contact with 

individual former writers progressed smoothly. The majority preferred a conversation 

over filling in a questionnaire. Although variation in gender, age and experience was 

sought, (near) equal numbers of men and women proved unattainable. Very few 

women had been employed as journalists in the newsroom in the 1960s and 1970s. 

Of the 3 women who were working there in 1966, I managed to speak to one; the 

other two are deceased.  
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Phase 4 (2008): Archive work

Audience Research reports, style guides and policy documents. Transcripts of 

bulletins and summaries of 2006 and 2008 printed whilst at the BBC.

Phase 5 (2009):  Archive work

Output examined from BBC Radios 1, 2, and 4 to illustrate comparisons of style. 

Material is available on microfilm cassettes. Some bulletins and summaries, 

and copies of what I considered to be unusual or vivid examples of stories or 

language use, were printed from the microfilm, but because of the subtstantial cost 

implications of printing everything, most was viewed on screen and a table I had 

constructed (see Appendix IV), to record the running order and a number of specific 

queries, was completed.

4.5 Analysis and verification of results

Reflection on and analysis of the data took place between each phase of data gathering. 

Notes from the observations were worked out as soon as possible. All interviews, 

except 5, were wholly transcribed by myself;  the 5 which I did not transcribe in 

the first instance (and were done by a student assistant) were incomplete on many 

counts, so I listened to these again to check the transcription and where necessary 

amend or add text. ‘Transcription always means reduction and interpretation of data’ 

(Perrin 2008: 81). Analysing is a labour-intensive task and there are several computer 

programmes devised to help in the process. However, these are of particular benefit 

if interviews or observations have been conducted by several researchers, because 

coding and selecting of material can then more easily be done by a researcher who 

was not present or responsible for all the data gathering.  In my case, however, 

I had done all the field work, note taking and transcription myself and I preferred to 

do the constant comparison of the material, with the aid of simple wordprocessing 

packages, files, notebooks, lists and diagrams.     

The first set of 17 interviews with BBC Journalists took place in three separate 

visits. Seven of this first set of interviews were coded initially in an open and 

unstructured manner, i.e. there was no predetermined framework guiding the 

codings. (In addition, I also coded interviews with the 6 Radio Netherlands 

interviewees (5 journalists, 1 newsreader) at this stage). During and after transcribing 

I would assign rough notes and highlight what seemed like relevant passages of text, 

ideas and/or quotes. Then keywords were assigned to texts using descriptive phrases 
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and words uttered by the journalists. These various keywords were then categorised 

by me into more specific keywords (specification stage). After this, coding of the 

remaining 10 relevant BBC interviews took place in which I sought for these keywords 

and in addition sought for other keywords based on the available literature. The 

material threw up various questions and helped with the focus in the subsequent set 

of interviews; it also became clear which additional topic areas I still needed input 

from the interviewees on. The observation periods as well as information gleaned 

from official documents also helped inform the final interviews, particularly in 

terms of verifying details and checking understandings of concepts and practices. 

Through constant comparison of the texts, segments with the same key words were 

selected and compared. Using the research questions and the contents outline of the 

dissertation which I by now had drafted, I determined which of these segments and 

thereby which concepts were most relevant (reduction phase).  In the final phase of 

integration, the findings were coupled back to the literature and research questions.  

To adhere to the principle of triangulation, I chose to supplement the primary method 

of data gathering, using interviews, with observations and an examination of policy 

documents (including BBC memos, minutes from management meetings and style 

guides) and radio news output.  By using the principle of replication (Hermans 

2000: 63), i.e. looking at the findings from various angles and at various times, the 

reliability of the findings has been tested. By phasing the interviews (second set of 

interviews only after first phase of interpretation, etc.) and asking interviewees to 

explain or rephrase or confirm statements (and sometimes two interviews), there has 

also been a check on the validity of the data. 

The following three chapters form a description of the results of the analysis of the 

data. Chapter 5 will give an interpretation of the views of the current and former BBC 

radio journalists with respect to the characteristics of radio news, their role in the 

process and possible changes in the content and language of the news output since 

1966. Chapter 6 looks at the writers’ views of their audiences and Chapter 7 examines 

the changing views on style in BBC Style Guides and the content of bulletins of the 

last four decades. 
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Chapter 5. Perceptions and Experiences

That’s radio for you – seducer of the blind,

Shows us our own images, makes theatre in the mind.

…

Sean Street, “Journey’s End”, Radio and Other Poems

This chapter relates the views of former and current radio news writers, those who 

work(ed) in the Radio Newsroom since the late 1960s and in the Radio 1 Newsbeat 

newsroom. First, an historical overview, followed by an explanation of how a bulletin 

or summary is produced in 5.2, a detailed recounting of what the professionals 

consider when writing the output in 5.3 and lastly, an examination of the concerns 

they voice about what changes they have seen in the past four decades.

 

 

5.1  Old men in cardigans

John Simpson is not the only one who recollects ‘grey hair and cardigans’ (Hendy 

2007: 22) in the Radio Newsroom in the late 1960s. Writers who joined at that time 

paint a vivid image of the scene: 

There was a chap in Current Affairs and I said why don’t you ever come in to the 

radio newsroom? He said: ‘it’s full of old men in cardigans carrying bowls of soup’. 

(Former 12)

In the middle of the afternoon someone would come down from the canteen with 

a tray with a silver teapot and cups and milk and the editor would have a cup of tea 

and if the senior duty editor was an established senior duty editor, he would get a 

cup of tea too, but if he was a duty editor acting up as an SDE he might not get one 

… and that was the kind of hierarchy, the structure, which is why people will tell 

you ... that you could go ages, all day, and not write anything except the weather. In 

those days it was a weird place. (Former 8)
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When I got there I think there was a certain hostility to this graduate traineeship. 

I remember someone saying ‘you’re never going to write news unless you spend 

eight hours standing on a railway embankment in the rain waiting for a casualty list 

to be released’. (Former 6)

There was some terribly heavy editing. I was given the weather to do and the only 

words that weren’t changed were ‘a’ and ‘the’. (Former 9)

The Radio Newsroom of the 1960s was a male preserve. Rather peculiarly, the 1967 

Radio News guide (style guide – see chapter 6 also) talks of the ‘man or woman for 

the job’ when referring to who the news writers are, whereas in 1972 it only uses the 

heading ‘the man for the job’. In reality there were very few women working in the 

Radio Newsroom as journalists. The Staff list for June 1966 lists two female ‘writers’ 

(one Duty Editor and one Sub Editor) out of a total of 54 journalists; in addition, there 

are two female production assistants. The Staff list of October 1976 has no women 

listed at all. By 1992 eighteen women had made it into the journalist ranks of the total 

of 68 workers; figures for recent years are not available, but on the days I observed the 

Radio Newsroom in 2006 and 2008 the ratio of men to women was 13 to 5 on the day 

shift. Radio One saw the reverse with 2 men to 5 women journalists.

The 1967 Radio Newsroom Newsguide listed the six qualities needed by a radio 

news writer: ‘enthusiasm to communicate ... within the discipline imposed by radio 

as a medium; possession of a disciplined mind; ability to write clear, simple and 

straightforward prose; a delight in the use of words; possession of a wide general 

knowledge and genuine interest in the world around him’ (A/2773: 16-17). In the late 

1960s the bulletins were mainly ‘straight reads’ by a newsreader, without any inserts. 

The Controller of Radio 4, Gerard Mansell, had already suggested to the Radio 

Newsroom that live inserts should have been fed into the bulletins during the French 

crisis of May 1968. It led to a, with hindsight, rather amusing exchange of views with 

the head of Radio News, Geoffrey Hollingworth (R28 554/1):

Mansell 27th May 1968: ‘should we not be feeding dispatches live into our bulletins? 

... [and] getting “the latest” from our correspondent live into the bulletin in answer 

to questions. This is common practice both on France Inter (ORTF) and Europe No 1.’ 
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Hollingworth 29th May 1968: ‘As you will understand the senior staff in the Radio 

Newsroom are getting a little tired of hearing how much better France Inter and 

Europe No 1 handle bulletins … Mr Mansell is obviously totally unaware that apart 

from the daily EBU circuit at 11.15 BST – the only source of voice-pieces from Paris 

since the crisis got underway is the telephone ... as listeners know, their quality is 

extremely variable ... As for the point about answering questions: – ... we have only 

nine minutes (just over eight excluding headlines) to cover all the news, not just 

the news from France.’ 

Mansell 5th June 1968: ‘More seems to have been read into what I wrote than was 

intended ... I was under the impression that dialled calls between London and Paris 

were fairly reliable, ... I myself have been telephoning my relatives in Paris twice a 

week and have never failed to get my calls through instantly. The quality has always 

been excellent … Are calls to London from Paris less dependable?’

Less than two years later, the Radio Newsroom subeditors had to face up to the 

fact that they were going to have to insert more despatches. The new head of the 

Newsroom, Peter Woon, wrote that the increased use of reporters’ voices was aimed 

at ‘enabling radio, by reporting with greater expertise and authority to explain and 

interpret more in an increasingly complex world’ (R78/1 203/1) (See also Chapter 2). 

Complaints from listeners, including members of the BBC board of governors, about 

the technical quality of the inserts continued for quite some time into the 1970s. 

While the BBC’s Director-General, Sir Hugh Greene, was said to favour the use of the 

reporter as the man to tell the story, he also called for ‘much more stringent tests of 

audibility [to] be imposed’ (R78/1 203/1). The 1972 News Guide insisted that there 

was no ‘quota’ for the number of inserts: ‘our only standards are journalistic and 

broadcasting ones. Ask yourself: is this the best way to tell this story?’ (21) For the 

subs in the newsroom, however, the new presentational style meant a drastic change 

in their jobs as writers:

I remember the shock one day – must have been early 1970s, when the edict came 

out from the new editor, Peter Woon, ‘I want a minimum of four voice pieces, in 

every news bulletin’, which actually reduced your job to writing cues. … that caused 

a great deal of job dissatisfaction. (Former 9) 
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On bulletins I watched the cricket on the telly ... and I wrote one[story] at six 

and one at ten. The pace of the place was quite remarkable compared with what 

happened later … [Peter Woon] suddenly brought in actuality, correspondents’ 

pieces … When this revolution happened they started having just one voice in 

the Radio 2 midnight and then … I’d actually heard this on commercial [radio] 

– several voices in a short bulletin – and I thought yeah that really works, so we 

started doing that at midnight and that became more or less the norm. (Former 6)

The drive towards more voices and more actuality and ‘liveliness’ was started by 

Woon and others well before the introduction of commercial radio – which did not 

begin until 1973 – but perhaps competition with independent news meant there was 

no turning back on the road that BBC Radio News had started on. Yet, the changes of 

increased actuality in BBC Radio News seemed confined to bulletins for a long while 

yet. The 1983 Radio News Guide mentions how the demands made of Radio News 

had risen steadily with bulletins and summaries carrying increasing numbers of voice 

pieces; however, a sample of summaries from Radio 2 in 1986 show no consistent 

use of actuality or voicersI. By 1990 audio clips on all networks had ‘become more 

common and there was scope for a lighter touch on Radio 2’ (Former 4). The sample 

of summaries from Radio 2 in 1992 does show frequent use of actuality or voicers.

A number of the former writers recall how bulletins dominated the newsroom and 

how working on the summaries desk was not considered as important by the powers 

that be. 

There’d been this kind of battle for twenty years ... not so much to diminish the 

importance of the  Radio 4 desk but to insist on the importance of the summaries 

desk and the news across the networks. And to ensure that there was the freedom 

to deliver the news to those networks as suited them as opposed to the Alan 

Beecham doctrine of one voice. That was a long long battle … [T]here were two 

stages … The first was to get the foot of the Radio4 bulletins desk off the neck of the 

summaries desk. The next step was to beef up the summaries desk so that it could 

be as big as it ought to be. (Former 8)

Radio 2 summaries [in the 1970s] ... weren’t valued or rated, not even by the 

network – it was just a public service thing to do...all that mattered was what 

happened on Radio 4 … The introduction of 5-live [in the 1990s] … that’s what 

changed the minds of journalists and correspondents. So instead of walking 
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through and leaving someone at the summaries desk to pick up the scraps, 

because it’s only a few minutes. Because of the fuss about 5-live, they suddenly had 

to start to take hourly summaries seriously … and the Radio 4 bulletins desk which 

was in the middle of the newsroom and the summaries desk, which was down in 

the corner … – eventually they turned it round and put the summaries desk in the 

middle. (Former 1) 

Figure 5.1 shows a drawing of the Radio Newsroom by Philip Schlesinger in his 1978 

book (reprinted 1987) with the bulletins desk in the middle. Figure 5.2 shows the 

Radio Newsroom in 1995 as drawn by Editor of the Radio Newsroom, John Allen. 

 

Figure 5.1 Radio Newsroom 1978 

Reproduced with kind permission of Taylor and Francis Books (UK). Source: Figure 3.1 on page 54 

of Philip Schlesinger Putting reality together, published in 1987 by Methuen & Co. Ltd.
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The second drawing shows how the summaries and bulletins desk had swapped, 

with summaries in 1995 taking prominent place. Note also the lack of typists by 

1995 and the reduction in size of the General News Service (GNS) desk. 1995 still 

includes a position for a ‘Radio 1 Producer’ responsible for liaising with the Newsbeat 

programme and writing the summaries on the half hour. 

Until 1997, the Radio Newsroom wrote summaries for Radio 1, which sometimes led 

to disagreements about the direction to take: 

The Newsbeat team thought the newsroom were a bit old fuddy-duddy and weren’t 

thinking enough really about what the newsbeat audiences wanted. Some of the 

newsroom people thought the Newsbeat people were a bunch of silly prats who 

didn’t really know what news was. (Former 8)

After 1997, the Newsbeat team in Yalding House took over the responsibility of 

writing the hourly summaries, – the Radio 1 producer position therefore ‘moved’ out 

of the Radio Newsroom and became part of Radio One Newsbeat. That left the Radio 

Newsroom with summaries and bulletins for Radios 2, 3, 4, and 5-Live and GNS 

(bespoke summaries for local radio). In 1998, the Radio Newsroom left Broadcasting 

House in Central London and moved to White City in the west of the capital where 

it became one part of a newsroom shared with television. By 2008 the radio news 

journalists were still rotating amongst the radio bulletins and summaries desks, but 

there was a third desk called ‘Newswire’, essentially a ‘news audio clipping service’. 

The summaries then also had to write for ‘mobile minute’ and 6-Music, but the local 

radio stations no longer received a separately written GNS summary, instead they 

were sent the Radio 2 summary. The Radio Newsroom as such had ceased to be; 

there was now one Multimedia Newsroom comprised of TV, Radio and Online news. 

Figures 5.3 and 5.4 and photograph 1 show the layout of the Radio Newsroom parts 

of the News Centre. 
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Figure 5.3 Multimedia Newsroom with Radio Summaries and Bulletins desk July 2008
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Figure 5.4 Summaries desk positions July 2008 
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Photo 1: Radio Summaries desk at News Centre – July 2008  

The drawings only give an approximation of the number of job functions in the Radio 

Newsroom in 1978, 1995 and 2008 (note that people work in several ‘shifts’, and 

may ‘hotdesk’ ). It would appear from these figures 5.1 – 5.4 that the number of staff 

shows a decline in overall numbers on Bulletins, an initial increase in Summaries 

from 1978 to 1995 as more services were added, but then drops off again by 2008:

1978 Bulletins : 10 Journalists (=‘Subs’ plus ‘Editors’) + 2 Typists + 1 Newsreader

1995 Bulletins : 8 Journalists  + 1 Newsreader

2008 Bulletins : 7 Journalists + 1 Newsreader

1978 Summaries : 4  on Summaries + 6 GNS desk  + 2 Typists

1995 Summaries : 17 (of which 3 GNS and 1 Radio One) + 1 Radio 5-Live    

    newsreader

2008 Summaries : 10 (including 2 for ‘mobile summary’ ) + 1 Radio 5-Live   

    newsreader. In addition,  2-3 staff  on the ‘Newswire’ desk who   

    clip audio for radio output. 
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Photo 2 : Radio 1 operating studio – July 2008

5.2 The Production of BBC Radio News  

The radio journalists producing the radio summaries and bulletins round the clock 

each day, work in 12-hour shifts. These shifts are divided into day shifts, for example 

0800-2000 or 1000-2200 and night shifts, for example 2100-0900. Commonly they 

tend to work three days or nights on and then have three days off. They will rotate 

among the various jobs, so that they are not always writing for either bulletins or 

for summaries. BJ or Broadcast Journalist is the entry level, but there are several BJs 

who have been in the (Radio) Newsroom for many years and are very experienced. 

An SBJ or Senior Broadcast Journalist tends to have more experience. A very limited 

number of people with significant tenure in the (Radio)Newsroom or journalism 

elsewhere make it to Assistant Editor (AssEd). There are two editors for Radio: Editor 

Radio Newsroom and Editor Radio Four Bulletins. The latter determines the running 

order of the Radio 4 bulletin, assigns which stories will be done, in which form and 

which sub will be responsible. He will liaise with other Editors and with the Current 

Affairs Programmes (the morning, the 1300 and 2200 Radio 4 bulletins are part of 

the Today, the World At One and the World Tonight programmes, respectively.) The 
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Assistant Editor is responsible for ensuring all the stories are in the running order 

on time and have been checked/edited and will write the headlines and some stories. 

The SBJs will write the lead sequence/top stories. The BJs will write the stories lower 

down in the bulletin. Staff estimate that they usually have to produce 3-4 stories, that 

is, they will write cues and ensure the voice piece or actuality ‘comes in’ (filed by the 

correspondent and recorded) and is edited, and they will also write 2-3 bits of copy 

for the 1800. 

Stories come in to the Radio (now multimedia) Newsroom and the Radio One 

Newsroom through a variety of means. Copy from the News Agencies (known as 

the ‘wires’) and from BBC correspondents can be viewed on every sub’s PC that 

uses ENPS (Electronic News Production System: see photo 3 below for example of 

copy from BBC’s media correspondent in top right-hand corner of the computer 

screen). Correspondents will also contact the Intake desk: the News Organiser 

for domestic news and the Foreign Duty Editor (FDE) for international news. If 

necessary, he (for it is usually a ‘he’) will alert editors or the whole newsroom by 

making an announcement over the public address system. ‘Traffic’, the department 

where the correspondents’ reports are recorded will frequently announce that a 

reporter is filing on a particular ‘line’ so those interested in hearing it can tune in at 

their desktop. As well as the wires and the BBC reporters, BBC local radio will offer 

(or be asked to offer) material, there will be press releases and organisations and 

members of the public could phone in or email ‘tip-offs’ (according to the BBC’s 

News Booklet in 2007 it received 10,000 emails and 500 photographs each week from 

people around the world). Much of the news of the day has been planned and is not 

unexpected (cf Galtung & Ruge 1965; Bell 1991, etc. discussed in Chapter 3). A diary 

of prospects (‘newsgathering diary’) that all news and current affairs outlets of the 

BBC can access is maintained by planning journalists and discussed by editors. In 

the morning there is an editorial meeting at which the main editors and heads of 

department are present. The Radio 4 Six O’ Clock News is seen as the Newsroom’s 

flagship bulletin and to plan this 30-minute stand alone newscast there is a separate 

15-minute planning meeting at approximately 2.15 p.m. involving all the subs 

who are involved in it. At this meeting, the Editor will go through what material is 

available and expected still to come in and divide the responsibilities for particular 

items and indicate how long they should be. Appendix II shows part of the BBC 

Newsgathering Diary for 21st July 2008. The whole diary runs to ten printed pages. 

As they are writing their stories or summaries, the subs will continue to monitor the 
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wires (until the late 1990s there used to be a dedicated ‘copy taster’ who would watch 

out for (developments on) stories) and monitor news/current affairs output from 

other parts of BBC radio and television and from TV competitors ITV and BSkyB. 

For each bulletin stories are put into a running order in ENPS (photo 3); a story file 

is either created by the person responsible for that particular summary/bulletin or 

alternatively by a journalist himself which on completion is put in the desired order by 

the (assistant) editor of that summary/bulletin. Empty files show a small red box next 

to them, ones that have some material in them show up yellow and ones that have 

been approved for broadcast by the responsible subeditor turn green. Appendix III 

shows the running order for the Radio 4 1800 Bulletin of 21st July 2008.

 

Photo 3: Screenshot of ENPS system showing running orders from various 

programmes and news summaries, ‘wires’ copy, and audio on digital editing screen.
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For summaries there are no long planning meetings. The Assistant Editor or SBJ 

in charge of the ‘desk’ for the day or night will brief journalists as they arrive for 

their shift and outline what he would like them to do for the next hour or next few 

hours. Although there is often an Assistant Editor, SBJs and at times BJs too will be 

responsible for a particular summary on Radios 2, 3, 4 and 5-Live (and GNS, 6-Music, 

mobile minute and headlines for the Radio 4 PM programme). Sometimes the subs 

will stay with a particular story and follow that through for the various networks. 

The journalists aim to check each others’ writing, but those interviewed indicate 

that more often than not there is no time to do so (see section 5.4 below). Because 

of the continuous cycle of output, this type of news operation arguably fits in with 

Nick Davies’ (2009) idea of ‘churnalism’. Some respondents do indeed feel they are 

constantly producing output without much regard to quality or ability to reflect or 

crafting language: ‘summaries are all stripped out, you don’t have chance to refresh 

... and update’ (06-08); ‘I’m not into writing piffle and I find a lot on 5-Live is’ (03-

08). However, some others say they like the fast pace and the sense of ‘satisfaction of 

doing it yourself ’ (04-08). 

At Radio 1 the Assistant Editor and the Newsreader/SBJ together with the other SJBs/

BJs will put together the hourly updates and the Newsbeat programmes at lunchtime 

and drivetime. There is a meeting in the morning and after the evening Newsbeat, the 

team together with the Editor, take a few minutes to reflect on the programme that 

has just been broadcast.

Below are the summaries of Radio 2 at 10 a.m. and 11 a.m. on 16th June 2006. The 

10 a.m. summary comprises eight stories of which two are illustrated with audio. 

The clip of Gil Morgan was taken from an interview with her on the Radio 4 Today 

programme earlier that morning. This story about the NHS computer system had 

been the top story all morning, but at 10 am was moved into second place by breaking 

news from Baghdad. At 11 a.m. despite more details on the bombing in Iraq and the 

availability of a reporter’s piece from the scene (and the fact that the explosion was 

more deadly than at first thought), the NHS story is put back at the top. One possible 

explanation is the idea that domestic stories should feature more prominently on 

Radio 2 (cf Chapter 6 Audiences) than international ones. The 11 a.m. news has 

six stories, of which three are illustrated. Apart from the NHS and Iraq bombing, 

two other items from 10 a.m. are kept in: Ecuador and Soldiers’ payments. Ecuador 

remains in third place and the military pay now has a reporter’s voice piece and 
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moves from 8th (last) place to 5th (penultimate) place. Notice how all the items that are 

included in the 11 a.m. summary are worded slightly differently from the versions at 

10 a.m. This does not mean that the person who put together the 11 a.m. rewrote all 

those stories himself. Often one journalist will stay with a story for a number of hours 

and update and refresh as she sees fit or as requested by a more senior member of the 

team and that story will be shared across summary outlets (Radio 2, 3, 4, 5 and GNS); 

at other times journalists will write something specifically for different networks 

and then take each other’s versions for another hour. (This is jokingly referred to as 

‘stealing’ when it involves radio colleagues, but said disdainfully when TV ‘steals’ a 

radio version.) Whaling, welfare claimants and Bill Gates in the 10 a.m. are dropped 

in the 11 a.m. and they do not make a reappearance in later summaries. The NHS 

story continues to rumble on throughout the day, being in the lead again at 1300, 

which is seen as a round-up of the major news thus far. Later in the afternoon, the 

Government’s reaction to the news became the angle of this story. 
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R2 1000 Duration: 3’09”
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R2 1100 Duration: 3’02”
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Apart from the main meetings in Radio 4 and Radio 1 there are no discernible 

other major times in the day when news decisions and news values (cf Chapter 3) 

are discussed. On summaries, those responsible for output will discuss stories 

throughout the day as they are preparing the next output, for example, as stories 

appear on the ‘wires’ or if a press conference starts. From observation notes:

5.14 p.m.: Editor Radio News asks Assistant Editor if he’s seen PA copy titled 

Courts Paedriatric. Also tells Sub x and points to story on the wires “There you are. 

Remember that?” [Another] Sub says: “We should do this because we did at the 

time.” [i.e. the initial court story was covered, so we now need to do this as a 

follow-up]

They will also infrequently talk about or quickly mention – it certainly could not be 

called a discussion – how to word something, as illustrated by these observation 

notes:

Radio Newsroom 5.13 p.m. – Subs a and b discuss the word “mothballed” and 

whether it would work if the word used in the agency copy was ‘shelved’ – decision 

that the two words are not the same.

…

Radio One News 12 noon – Discussion about using stones or kilogrammes. BJ 

asks whether there’s a policy. Agreement that people use stones because no one 

understands kilogrammes. 

There are some guidelines available in the newsroom on length of stories and the 

number of items and number of audio inserts to have, e.g. the 6-Music Guide in 2006 



94

suggests ‘six or seven stories – two to be illustrated. Clips … maximum of 15 seconds. 

We do not use voice pieces, but we do use correspondent clips.’ On R4 and 5-Live the 

decisions will be partly guided by what has been/what is coming up in the current 

affairs programmes. In the main, however, the person in charge of a particular 

summary can choose whatever order they want and whether to include audio/voicers 

on something or not. Sometimes they will be challenged by colleagues, but usually 

they are not as there appears to be a reliance on professional expertise. Anyhow, the 

lead stories are influenced by the newsgathering diary. The idea of what constitutes 

the news and in particular how the BBC should cover items is discussed at a higher 

level. The General Advisory Council report of 28 June 1968 entitled News and Current 

Affairs – the Making of Editorial Decisions said the following about news values:

In News bulletins there is rarely need for the senior editors on the newsdesk to refer 

upwards for a decision on whether or not to include an item of news or on how to 

treat it. They know that their guiding principles are to be accurate and fair, and 

that in making their selection they must apply the test of news value. It is true that 

news value cannot be exactly measured, and the judgment on its application in any 

particular case is subjective, but it is not often that a senior editor’s judgment is 

challenged and in any newsroom a corporate professional experience is usually a 

factor in any difficult decision. (GAC 299)

The Director-General, Charles Curran, in 1974, in response to a discussion about 

what constituted a news story in domestic news said that News values could and did 

change, sometimes by a deliberate act, as when the BBC ‘decided to abandon the fixed 

rule to put stories about the Royal Family first in a bulletin, and sometimes as the 

result of external factors’ (B510-1 News Policy File 3). As brought out in the literature 

review in Chapter 3, journalists appear to take on the prevailing mores, values and 

practices of the newsroom in which they work. That appears to apply in the BBC 

Radio Newsroom today as much as it did forty years ago. 

As well as guidelines on length of stories and number of audio inserts, there are also 

BBC guides with advice on writing for radio; these will be examined in more detail in 

Chapter 7. The following section looks at what the journalists themselves say about 

the writing process. 
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5.3 Radio News writing 

The journalists say their priority when starting to write a piece is to determine what 

the news event actually is, what the ‘top line’ or most pertinent point about the story 

is – in other words, to determine the news value first. ‘You pick out salient points and 

make people aware of those points and make them understand’ (07-08). Only then 

would they go on to think about how to phrase it. They say they would not at that 

moment think how to write that specifically for radio, as opposed to writing for TV, 

newspapers or online. Nevertheless, at the same time all those questioned say they are 

very much aware that they are working for radio and aware of the requirements of the 

medium. The prime purpose of radio news, they indicate, is informing people about 

what has happened. Many appear to value the opportunity afforded to them during 

the interviews for this study to reflect on their role and handling. They can then 

describe very well what they see as the characteristics of radio news. Their comments 

can be categorised into three main headings. In order of priority, radio news should 

be: 1. simple   2. spoken language  and 3.  an interesting story. These characteristics 

of radio news are not mutually exclusive, in fact there is tremendous overlap even 

though sometimes it may seem as if views on the one heading contradict those of 

another. 

5.3.1 Keeping it Simple

Radio goes in one ear and comes out the other, then it is gone. Crisell (1994: 59) 

speaks of the ‘evanescence’ of radio language. People who listen for several hours 

in a day will often hear the same news, but in the course of one bulletin they cannot 

rewind to the beginning of a sentence if they do not catch it first time round. 

Although in theory it is possible to record a news bulletin or listen for a second time 

via the Internet, in practice this is unlikely to happen. Radio is often a secondary 

activity, which people listen to whilst engaged in other primary activities, for example 

driving, and listeners cannot – unlike in newspapers or online news – reread a text. 

All journalists working in radio are acutely aware of the challenge which radio’s 

ephemeral nature presents and say they write their copy with this in mind. They are 

all therefore certain that the priority for any news bulletin or summary is that the 

audience should understand it.
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The prime mover in making something clear to the audience is for the writer 

to understand it himself. [M]ore than once I have said to a producer I did not 

understand that story to which he or she has replied – and [this is] unforgivable – 

‘neither do I’. (01-06)

It’s a truism (but I nevertheless always used to tell newcomers) that in radio news, 

the listener gets only one shot at understanding … if something is badly written, 

he’ll miss that sentence – and probably the next – while trying to puzzle out the 

meaning. (Former 3)

It’s simplicity really … What we’re trying to do is communicate, and to do anything 

that gets in the way of the communication is to be avoided and anything that 

enhances communication is to be encouraged and applauded. (17-06)

Another reason brevity is called for, is that a two-minute summary equates roughly 

to just 360 words, which need to be spread over several stories and usually a piece of 

audio. Phrases about keeping it simple tripped off the tongue of the journalists being 

interviewed, almost sounding like platitudes. They needed to be pressed, however, to 

explain how ‘keeping it simple’ is achieved in practice. Many respondents divert off 

into talking about impartiality and over-dramatising, but eventually a list of features 

can be drawn up by putting together their comments: 

•	 	 No	sub	clauses/keep	sentences	short

•	 	 Vary	the	length	of	sentences:	too	many	short	ones	sound	staccato;	too	many		 	 	

  long ones become laboured

•	 	 Subject-Verb-Object	structure

•	 	 Active	rather	than	passive	tense

•	 	 No	technical	jargon

•	 	 Everyday	words/colloquial	language

•	 	 Facts	only,	but	not	too	many	especially	not	at	the	top	of	a	story

•	 	 Contractions

All these have been identified in many textbooks and academic studies of radio 

output. It is interesting to remember, however, that although some of the subs have 

done a media or journalism degree, many others have picked up training on how 

to write from being on the job. Even given such a list of features, the professionals 
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insist that these ‘characteristics’ are not rules that can be applied rigidly. Those 

interviewed believe upholding the rules of grammar is invariably the correct way 

to proceed as in most cases correct grammar actually aids understanding. But

there are instances when it is easier to comprehend radio news if the grammar

rules are disobeyed:

Primacy of understanding is what it is all about. … And if you in fact disobey  

zgrammatical rules, you usually result in things not being as clear as they should be 

... [b]ut there are cases when it sounds easier to comprehend; it easier on the ear, if 

you disobey the grammar rules. [A] very small and unimportant example [would be 

referring] to football teams, in the plural. [We say]‘Manchester United have beaten 

West Bromwich Albion’. Now Manchester United is a collective term. It should be 

singular. But if we would say, ‘Manchester United has beaten …’, it sounds very 

odd [to say] in the second sentence: ‘It scored two goals’ ... So we say ‘Manchester 

United have beaten … They scored two.’ It just sounds easier. But grammatically, 

your fine grammarians would say ‘wrong’. And they’re correct. (01-06)

There are two other strategies writers could adopt to avoid making a difficult 

decision on whether to follow the grammarians or the sense of the sequence: they 

could rewrite the sequence altogether (e.g. Manchester United has beaten ... United 

scored.) or they could decide to follow what the public, the audience, would normally 

do in such a case. The problem with that latter strategy, however, is that an audience 

is not homogenous in its language use and there is a very strong argument, which has 

played throughout broadcasting history, that broadcasters like the BBC have a prime 

role in upholding the correct form of language. 

5.3.2 Language as it is Spoken

The radio journalists all agree that radio news is not like newspaper language, more 

like speech. Many do not use a specific term to describe this type of language, unless 

asked to do so. Some will then use the phrase ‘spoken language’, many others classify 

it as ‘conversation’ or use a longer description such as ‘as if you’re telling the news to 

someone down the pub’.
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We try using a lot of words like you, we and ours ... personalising the news works 

well ... what I’m really trying to get here is a sense of conversation with our 

audience. (03-06)

[Radio News] fuses the written and spoken word. It’s this strange middle way 

of writing. What you see on the page and what you hear in a conversation ... It can

be very emotional. I love the way I can use the words to, in a measured way, 

create feelings, to convey your feelings about stories in a way through the words 

you use. (06-08)

Conversational style and delivery is actually not as fluent as you think it, it’s actually 

quite stilted, so what you want is fluency and pace and consistency and eloquence. 

That’s what people want to hear. (09-06)

The interviewees appear to concur with the sentiment that media language is based 

on both writing and speech (cf ‘secondary orality’, Ong 2002). Whilst the journalists 

and the news readers may wish to sound spontaneous they have of course first written 

out, edited and often rehearsed the text first. The Radio Newsroom Guide of 1967 

sings the praises of dictating the news story and warns the journalist against writing 

it out in full himself:

Make sure you dictate and resist the temptation to write or type ... because we are 

working in the medium of the spoken rather than the written word. Dictating a 

story to a typist gives you your first contact with a listener ... never try to write out 

the whole story in longhand or even type it yourself. Besides being time-wasting, it 

tends to bind you even more closely to “literary” language. (A/2773: 20)

By the time of the 1972 guide, however, the passage has been deleted and says instead 

that the journalist should dictate or type the story himself. By that time, having too 

many typists was seen as time-consuming and possibly (though this cannot be found 

in the official documents) expensive. The removal of the typist as the first ‘listener’ 

removed a layer of quality control (see 4.4 also), but it also, according to one former 

writer stifled the writer’s creativity:

If [the typists] were cheeky enough they would actually question what [we] were 

saying. Of course that all changed when we started writing our own stories, first 
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with a word processor then on PCs and so on. I think we lost that ear for what 

we were writing to some extent … Some people when they dictated didn’t really 

prepare much of what they were going to say. They did think as they went along. In 

some ways it seemed to be a more creative process. (Former 7)

 

Using typists often also prevented wordings that were odd, comical or unreadable 

from going out on air: ‘In a story about defence procurement, you could write 

“efficient ships”, but only when you said it aloud would you realise it sounded like 

“fish and chips”.’ (Former 3) 

When the text is difficult for the newsreader to follow, it may be because the writers 

have not read their written copy aloud to see if it is ‘spoken’ enough. Very few of the 

journalists interviewed say they would try to read their copy aloud before giving it 

to the reader. I had, before starting the interviews, supposed more of them would 

spontaneously mention this when talking about making the language conversational 

or spoken, not least because I vividly recall a correspondent saying to me in the 

mid-1990s that the people in the radio newsroom seemed odd as they were always 

‘muttering to themselves’. The 2003 News Style Guide also assures writers that ‘there 

is absolutely no shame in journalists talking to themselves in a radio or television 

newsroom’ (63). The lack of mentioning such a ‘reading aloud technique’ may be 

because they take this technique as a given and do not feel it worth mentioning, or 

on the other hand they may no longer be aware that they should do so, or simply 

because there is now not enough time and opportunity on desks, particularly on 

summaries, to read the cues and scripts, before handing it to the reader. This is 

lamented by one newsreader:

I think they don’t [read it aloud]. And it’s [also] words that have come up through 

the wires and they’ve thought it’s a good word, and it may be a good word for 

written stuff but not in this context … If they use very long convoluted words, it is 

my job to try to make it work. But I don’t particularly think it sounds good and I 

don’t think it’s good writing. (Radio 4 Newsreader 2006)

Trying to produce conversational language can often result in journalese, that 

is, a hackneyed style of writing. All too often phrases like ‘health chiefs’(for 

health ministers or NHS managers), ‘bosses’ (managers, management), ‘blasted’ 

(criticised), or slang are used by journalists in an attempt to make the formal news 
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language sound less stuffy. Most of the radio news subs questioned say they know 

never to use such phrases, but in practice in the heat of the moment and under time 

constraints to explain difficult concepts clearly or because they feel the previous texts 

need updating or rewriting (“refreshing”), they often do resort to inserting them. 

It’s usually used because people think that’s the way how to get to those difficult 

to reach audiences. It is not. It is just as off-putting to them as if you.. would use 

words like ombudsman or select committee or whatever else. (02-06)

5.3.3 Interesting stories (“Painting Pictures”)

Just as journalese is decried, but a trap often fallen into, so is language that is too 

flowery or overly dramatic. The need to keep stories simple and the imperative 

to use spoken language rather than written prose, means many of the journalists 

shy away from relating anything but the bare facts. They agree that they should 

grab the listener’s attention – and hold it – by telling stories, by making the items 

interesting, but they appear to differ in their strategies on how to do so. Bell (1991: 

147) describes journalists as the ‘professional story-tellers of our age.’ So what makes 

for ‘interesting’?  The story itself can interest; some writers argue it is usually not only 

the words used which make the audience sit up, but the story chosen and ‘the story 

within the story’ (09-06). Alternatively, the journalist can use story telling techniques, 

the skill of making the story unfold:  ‘[It’s about] how to make a story not samey…

you [have to] weave a narrative through it’ (05-06). A number of interviewees feel that 

the story should, as they put it  ‘speak for itself ’; in other words, the facts of what has 

happened – the who, why, where, what, when and how – should be enough. They are 

wary of over-dramatising (e.g. using ‘massive’ or ‘major’ to describe an event so that 

when something really momentous happens, the adjectives become meaningless), 

of inadvertently sounding biased, of confusing the listener, of resorting to clichés 

or simply stepping out of their role. Stories have a structure and the structure that 

works in radio is not the same as that which works in newspapers, i.e. the inverted 

pyramid of giving additional information in each successive paragraph, does not 

work on radio as it would in a newspaper story. In radio the writer wants the listener 

to stay with the broadcast until the end and on into the next news item, whereas in 

newspapers (or online) when the reader becomes bored or confused or runs out of 

time he can scan over the first few paragraphs only and skip the remainder. In radio 
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there is instead a need for a more structured layout in which there is a top line, then 

explanatory material and then something new again to keep the listener hooked. 

However, very few of the respondents talk about the structure of a story, much to the 

disappointment of one former editor:

I thought that [a structured story] was absolutely essential and you still hear stuff 

now which ignores that model and it’s just a bad listen, the thing begins to die as 

soon as it goes into the background … if you’ve got a summary of just 4 or 5 items, 

or a two-minute summary with 6 items and if each story dies half way through, it’s...

really ask[ing] ... the listener to stay with you. (Former 6)

As for the notion that radio (news) should ‘paint pictures’ in the minds of the 

listener in order to be interesting, many of the subs argue it is the job of the reporter/

correspondent to paint pictures, not the desk journalist who is writing cues and 

short copy stories as it is too difficult to paint pictures in what might only be a 

twenty-second script. 

The main job that the reporter has and that the sub has and that [they] share, is 

just to tell us what it is. ..What the audience of BBC News values the most is not 

painting pictures or even taking pictures. It is accuracy and impartiality and it is 

being on the spot which is sometimes painting pictures, [b]ut it is more likely to be 

validating information … the prime purpose ... is just that straightforward flow of 

information. (02-06)

I don’t think there is a conscious process of thinking ‘have I painted a picture’, 

... but more of a ‘have I covered the main points, have I let people know what 

happened.’ (15-06)

Others feel there should be greater emphasis on the use of language and journalists 

should not be afraid to create images, even adopt some of the techniques used in 

radio drama.

Look beyond the mundane, personalize the story. You’re conscious [of what you’re 

doing] at one level, it’s purely random and luck on another level … If you get it 

right, it’s like a Radio Play … listeners are drawn in. (06-06)
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You’re not satisfied with it being workman like; you want it to sound as if some 

thought and artistry has gone into it … elegance so it trips off the tongue and 

is more than just a succession of facts … I remember the Madrid Bombing lead 

sequenceII. Of course to a certain extent you have to be dispassionate because 

you’re telling the story, but unless you really feel the horror, you can’t really write it 

properly … Raw emotion is central to the story, you must try to get that over. (11-06)

[M]ost authors and other good writers and playwrights and anyone else will always 

write in a dramatic way to draw the audience in. And we have got to have some 

of those same skills. But the trick is that we mustn’t make it up or exaggerate it. 

But lots of things that happen in life are dramatic and interesting and that’s why 

they are news. Why underplay them? And traditionally, if anything, some parts of 

the BBC have had a tendency to underplay as if to be ashamed of a news story. 

You know ... The government’s done something. Something quite dramatic, but 

you know, we are not going to make it very dramatic, we are just going to be very 

dispassionate about it. … Well, actually, that works for certain audiences, who 

understand intellectually what you are on about, analysing and processing this 

in a different way. But for a wider audience, well … tell me why it is interesting, 

why is this bomb interesting? So … , using the right adjectives and using the right 

descriptions are absolutely crucial. (03-06)

It doesn’t necessarily have to be a huge Jackson Pollock of a painting. You need to 

tell the story ... Some of the better writers and reporters out and about can tell it in 

a few words. It depends who you’re writing for ... (Former 10, still in BBC News)

There is no clear divide between those who say one should use emotion and those 

who see no place for it – usually the exact application of emotion and description 

depends on the news event and the circumstances under which the story is 

constructed. Given more time to spend on a summary or bulletin and/or faced with a 

story that is very exciting or visual in itself, the journalist can do more with the story, 

i.e. can think more carefully about crafting the words and perhaps painting a mental 

picture. Nevertheless, there are undoubtedly differences between journalists, and 

thus also between radio journalists, each with their own preferences, abilities and 

interpretations of their own capabilities and roles.
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5.4 Concerns about changes 

5.4.1 Accuracy

The BBC has known successive rounds of cuts in the past few years, laying off 

thousands of staff across the corporation. Journalism posts have also gone under 

the “Fewer Bigger Better” plans (BBC 2007) and further redundancies are expected 

as the BBC tries to plug a funding gap caused by the economic crisis and the licence 

fee not keeping pace with inflation (Rushton 2008). Whilst the number of journalists 

has decreased, the amount of output has risen steadily over the past few decades. 

Looking solely at BBC Radio News, there has been more than a five-fold increase 

in the number of bulletins and summaries. Adding up bulletins and summaries 

for this study, it appears that in 1966 the BBC broadcast approximately 35 radio 

summaries and bulletins on a typical weekday, rising to 69 by 1986, and the total 

now stands at more than 160. The journalists have also had to master skills besides 

those of newsgathering and writing. First, the humble word processor took over 

from the pool of typists to whom the journalists used to dictate; this removed the first 

‘filter’, a ‘listener’ who would often notice inconsistencies or unclear formulation. 

Then the Studio Managers, who recorded and cut the tapes with correspondents’ 

contributions which were needed for the bulletins, were eased out and journalists 

became responsible for editing their own material digitally. Specialism in either 

radio or television journalism became a thing of the past as the drive towards first 

bi-medialism and then multi-medialism took over. The retired ‘subs’ in particular 

are anxious about what the move away from dedicated writing tasks has done to the 

quality of the output, both in terms of style and factual accuracy: 

The filters have all gone. Stuff is written and broadcast almost instantaneously ... 

it’s responsible for a lot of bad broadcasting: facts being wrong, grammar being 

bad. The whole business of a crafted, honed, polished piece of writing has largely 

been jettisoned, because you have fewer and fewer people doing more and more 

work. (Former 1)

Going back some years ... there was more close attention paid to what was going 

out among your bosses ... [now] they don’t really care and that sort of attitude does 

permeate down so that people get away with an awful lot that they never would 

have in the past ... If you’re the assistant editor on the early summaries desk ... [e]
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very hour what you have to check is all the Five-Live summary stories, the Radio 

4 summary, the Radio 2 summary, the online minute summary and the 6-Music 

summary. That’s five things ... pretty much coming in altogether and to be honest 

you don’t really care. (Former 2)

There are fewer and fewer people; … when you’re talking about summaries, which 

is most of the output, there are people looking after more than one radio station on 

any given day, so it isn’t as if you can just say ‘right, I’m in Radio 2 mode today’...

you know [for] the 3 o’clock and the 4 o’clock news summaries you’re doing Radio 

5 and you’re doing Radio 3 in between. And those long shifts ... it’s knackering and 

you do tend to sort of blandise everything rather. (Former 4)

Although the retired writers tend to be more vocal about the impact that the changed 

mediascape has had on the writing, it is certainly not the case that current journalists 

are unconcerned. Indeed, they do voice their worries about other aspects of the 

changing job. The fact that the former journalists were interviewed outside of work 

and could not be overheard by their peers did not appear to have any  bearing on their 

freedom to speak, rather it could be that either the former writers have a tendency to 

look at the past and think it was better then or that they have more time to analyse 

and reflect on the situation whilst they are not engaged in the grinding routine of 

producing the next broadcast, whereas the current writers do not have that luxury or 

that inclination. 

Institutions have to move with the time: asking radio journalists to write just the 

weather or the cricket scores for a bulletin which is still three hours away can be 

seen as a terribly inefficient use of resources. Giving them so much time does 

not necessarily mean the product is any better either. Indeed, the necessity to be 

faster with the news can eliminate some of the lethargy noticeable in bygone days. 

Increasing technology has brought (radio) journalists many benefits. They can now 

see agency copy themselves (no more relying on a single ‘copytaster’(monitor) or the 

Foreign or Home Duty editor announcing a story development on the public address 

system). They can talk to correspondents in the field more quickly and they have more 

and better quality audio to choose from to illustrate the summaries and bulletins. The 

growth of the web as a research tool has also enabled faster, more efficient working: 

it is quicker to check facts of stories than to wait for old newspaper clippings from 

the News Information Service or to trawl reference books or phone directories for 
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contacts. However, the ability to get the news out quickly and the pressure to beat the 

competition and keep the rolling news networks supplied with ‘fresh’ material also 

means many – both current and retired – feel the media are often too quick to run 

with a story.  

Just before I joined, there was a plane crash at a quarter to eight and the duty-

editor wouldn’t put it in the 8 because he said ‘people didn’t want to hear about 

that sort of thing at breakfast time, we’ll save it till later’. This was a bad attitude 

then, but now it seems ‘get it out at all cost, beat the opposition, as long as you get 

it out first, who cares if it’s a bit wrong. We can correct it later.’ It’s a combination of 

circumstances. It’s a change in attitude but also because of the new technology of 

get out first, be first.  (Former 12)

People don’t want news as much as we think they do. TV News and radio 

programmes are breaking every little thing, they’re not waiting till it’s right. I’d 

personally prefer to listen to something that’s well-constructed. (03-08)

Nick Davies believes the need for speed under which news workers have to do their 

job is one of the factors leading to so-called ‘Flat Earth’ News. He recounts the

example of BBC News Interactive where journalists say ‘the pressure for speed is 

sometimes so great that they are required to write half of their story before it happens 

... [while] in the same five minutes, they are expected to harmonise the story they 

write with the rest of the BBC’s coverage’ (2009: 72). Anxieties are rarely voiced 

publicly by the journalists. Internal memos written in 2003 and 2004 by an assistant 

editor of News Online, Hugh Berlyn, and obtained by The Telegraph newspaper, 

express concern about the level of accuracy in spelling, names, grammar and factual 

content and go on to warn that simply re-using stories from local BBC radio and TV 

stations is not acceptable:

Yesterday we carried out a study of how many of your stories were being properly 

checked by a second pair of eyes before publication. To my surprise and concern, 

more than 60 stories around the country were apparently published without being 

second-checked ... I really think the level of complaints is such that our credibility 

is on the line and that cannot be allowed to continue ... We have to accept that 

the standard of journalism in local radio and regional TV is not the same as that 

required by News Online.’ (Hastings 2004)
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One of those interviewed for this study gave an example of an error he spotted on BBC 

Radio 4. The worst, he argues, is that nobody in the BBC seems to care:

I was listening to the Today programme the other day and [presenter] Evan Davis 

said, ‘as Dick van Dyke a banker in Mary Poppins said’ – I thought ‘what?’ Dick van 

Dyke with his terrible cockney accent played a chimney sweep. The banker was the 

father and he was played by David Tomlinson ... You point [things like that] out and 

you get the answer back ‘ah well, heat of the moment, people don’t know.’ Well, if 

they don’t know they should bloody well check and find out, not just come out with 

the first thing that comes out in their head. (Former 12)

Most of those interviewed believe BBC Radio News has so far resisted the pressure felt 

from internet news sources, television and commercial radio stations, to be first 

at any cost. This might partly be because there is little to no competition for news 

from other radio stations; most commercial stations only have a rudimentary news 

provision and BBC Radio One news does not appear to compete with the news casts 

on the other BBC networks. They assert that BBC Radio still manages to check its 

news items thoroughly, but wonder how long it will be before it too throws caution

to the wind: 

I think some of the bright young things will end up churning out slightly ill-

informed stuff courtesy of wikipedia and Google and I think that is a danger 

(Former 10, still in BBC News).

Filters have disappeared ... not because of technology, but because we now have 

25 channels we don’t have the luxury to check or in some ways we have to fight 

harder to check. I remember a story about Mladic being “captured”. It was the lead 

on the TV 10 and they had a banner headline. They could have said ‘let’s wait till 

it’s confirmed’, but they didn’t. Radio did do it, but the story was low down and we 

used the phrase ‘reports say that Mladic ... ’ The 24 hour channels are prepared to 

get it wrong. They take the risk. (02-08)

With ever decreasing resources there will be fewer experienced staff who have 

background or historical knowledge of stories and fewer ‘layers’ of (sub)editors who 

will check for factual and linguistic accuracy and clarity of writing. Less care and 

time taken to verify information will pose significant dangers to the credibility and 
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authority of BBC Radio News. If journalists fail to apply caution and renege on the 

adage of ‘check first, publish later’, it will undermine journalism’s claim to seek out 

the truth, making the so-called professional media no more authoritative than ‘lay 

reporters’ who publish their views on internet blogs, fora, phone-ins, etc. In turn, 

audiences will become more disillusioned with the lack of credibility and move away 

from the professional media, further adding to the threat to journalism’s viability. 

5.4.2  Entertainment versus Information

Another concern voiced by some interviewees is that the entertainment role of the

BBC has gained in importance in news output at the expense of the other two missions 

‘to educate’ and in particular ‘to inform’, the latter which they see should be the main 

purpose of their profession. Disagreements about the inclusion of stories which in 

some people’s eyes were seen as trivial already surfaced in the early 1970s. In 1974 

the fact that a story about the Miss World Contest was the lead on Radio 4 morning 

bulletins caused a great deal of consternation and rattled the cages of those in the 

higher echelons of the BBC. The minutes from the radio weekly programme review 

board of 27 November 1974 give a fascinating glimpse into the discussions held:

 

H.R. [Head of Radio] had been surprised that the affair of Miss World’s resignation 

had been the lead story in the national news ... Dep. Ed. R.N.[Deputy Editor 

Radio News] … too had been doubtful about it it, and had just come from a 

discussion in which serious and responsible colleagues had defended the decision 

on the grounds that it was a fresh news item (the resignation having occurred 

around 1.00 a.m.), very many listeners would be most interested in it, and there 

was much to be said for taking a rare opportunity to lead with a story which was 

not depressing (except, presumably, to Miss World herself, added C.R. 1 & 2 

[Controllers Radio 1 and 2]) 

C.R. 4 [Controller Radio 4] had been surprised, but after consideration had come 

to the conclusion that the decision might have been right. There had been no other 

obvious lead, and it was noticeable that the papers had been very divided in this 

respect … C.R. 3 [Controller Radio 3] said that the decision was yet another sign of 

the growing insularity and triviality of British journalism. By far the most important 

news of the day had been the American mining strike news … He recalled what 

he had said about the affair of the Price Sisters ... This had been another wrong 
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decision in the same vein. Mistake after mistake was being made. (B510-1 News 

Policy File 3).

Earlier that year John Crawley, the Chief Assistant to the Director-General had 

written an internal paper on domestic news in which he said that ‘BBC news is far 

from trivial, but it does include more “popular” journalism than it did ... we should 

not ignore the interest many people have in Elizabeth Taylor, Georgie Best and the 

Jackson Five’ (B 510-1, 4.1.1974). So perhaps the concern about too much prominence 

of entertainment type news featured prominently in the journalists’ minds then 

too. It is unfortunate that the internal memos and reports (except for audience 

research ones) are not available for the time period since 1978, as it could have been 

illuminating to follow possible further views on the subject of BBC news values. 

Many of those interviewed feel that apart from informing and educating, BBC News 

should also provide some news that is light-hearted and not just things that are 

deemed worthy:

I do think people like fun, personality, horrible crimes, and all that stuff ... and the 

politics..they’re prepared to be dutiful for perhaps a minute, but that’s it really. 

Certainly your attention wanders, even if you don’t hit the off button. (Former 4)

If it’s a good story you want it to be told in a really entertaining way, even if it is a 

real hard-core politics story, I think you still want a bit of entertainment there, a bit 

of light-hearted angle. (15-08)

  

Indeed, it appears that entertainment was already part of BBC News’ objective in the 

sixties. The ‘And finally’ story has been a feature of news bulletins and summaries 

for many decades; witness this example of a light-hearted ‘And Finally’ story from a 

October 1966 news summary for the Light Service (forerunner of BBC Radio 2):

 

  2.10.66. News Summary for 7.30 pm

Finally, the world champion potato grower does it again: Mr. Thomas Cooke, a farm 

labourer living near Chichester, today harvested one-thousand-and-seven-pounds 

of potatoes from six seed potatoes planted in his garden in April. His record-

breaking yield was dug up by independent gardeners and witnessed by 150 villagers 

leaning over his garden wall.
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Notes from September 1967 about Late Night Extra, a joint programme on the newly 

formed Radio 1 and Radio 2, show the newsroom had been asked to include, if 

possible, ‘anything about pop singers and the “charts” or perhaps a night club fracas 

involving a showbiz personality’ (Home News Policy R28/520/1). News about world-

famous celebrities have also frequently been included over the years, e.g. in 1976, 

the announcement that Elizabeth Taylor was getting married for the seventh time. 

The concern now is not so much that there has been an increase in such ‘lighter’ 

stories, but rather that the writing of the news and current affairs summaries and 

programmes has changed for the worse to try to entice the audience:

Writing news has become more for its entertainment impact, entertainment in the 

sense of keeping the audience listening. (Former 5)

But what if that’s what the audience expects? (AL)

Yes, but it doesn’t mean we’re communicating better with them. (Former 5)

Much of BBC programming on TV, radio and online, has adopted a more interactive 

style encouraging the audience to participate through phoning, texting and emailing. 

Whilst the BBC Radio One journalists in this study applaud the increased feedback 

from the audience, particularly through texting (see Chapter 6), there is a concern 

among some of the others interviewed that the real reason for creating interactivity 

on radio by the BBC is more one of cost-cutting rather than a real desire to be more 

entertaining and audience friendly:

 

Just because something is fun, it doesn’t mean it’s not worth covering. I’d be more 

concerned with user-generated content, where there’ll be certain programmes 

where they’ll dedicate huge swathes of time to what Mr and Mrs ill-informed have 

got to say. Rather than having some random soul telling us how much better it was 

under Maggie, why not have some reporter tell us who’s informed about the story. 

I think it’s lazy. I’d be more concerned about that. We’re still covering the politics 

and the economics and health and crime. (Former 10 – still in BBC Journalism)

This chapter has helped answer (part of ) the subsidiary research questions 2 and 3, 

i.e. the methods and strategies the writers use to communicate and the characteristics 

and goals of BBC Radio News. The chapter has also confirmed the assumptions 1 and 

4 put forward in chapter 4. In summary, it can be said that communicating news in a 

manner that takes account of the limitations and advantages of the medium of radio 
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is of paramount importance to those who work in it. For the message to be clear, 

they say the writing has to be simple and more like speech than written language. 

However, the journalists’ first concern is not the language itself, but rather the “top 

line”, i.e. the main point of the news story they want to get across to their listener. 

That does not appear to have changed in the last four decades, although technological 

changes, budget cuts and pressure on journalists to produce the news more often and 

faster, has altered the amount of time and attention they can give to thinking about 

the top line and about the language that follows. Furthermore, there is disquiet about 

the credibility of the BBC News provision. The next chapter discusses the journalists’ 

views of who their listeners are and what these listeners might want to hear. 

I Also mentioned independently by respondent 05-08
II Top stories BBC Radio4 1800 News Bulletin, 11th March 2004
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Chapter 6. BBC Radio Journalists, 
   their Audiences and the future

We interrupt our programmes ... alters things –

a line that splits two verbs: to live, to die.

We interrupt our programmes ... alters things

without warning, from a clear blue sky.

…

Sean Street, “News Flash”, Radio and Other Poems

6.1  Know thy audience!

The father of Rhetoric, Aristotle, stressed the importance of knowing the audience 

if an orator wanted to persuade. In his Art of Rhetoric he emphasizes that being aware 

of the audience’s needs and views will help a speaker decide on which of the three 

appeals ethos, logos and pathos, will work best. The BBC’s journalists are not aiming 

to persuade the audience of anything, unless it is that the public should take note of 

the particular news events which the journalists have selected. They hope as public 

broadcasters to be as neutral in their reporting as possible without driving a particular 

agenda. However, Aristotle’s three appeals can still apply. Logos will demand that 

the structure of the news bulletins and the order in which the news is presented is 

clear and logical, as is the choice of items; burying the news would not make sense 

or be effective in communicating that news. Pathos can play a role (as discussed in 

Chapter 4): emotion and painting pictures can help a radio audience “see”. Ethos is 

vital too, listeners who do not trust the broadcaster, will not trust the news operation, 

effectively rendering its function of informing the public defunct. 

Every inaccuracy, however small in itself, will be apparent and irritating – or worse – 

to some section of the audience, and the effect is always to damage the BBC’s 

reputation for “a high general standard.” (BBC Archive R78/2 505/1 Principles and 

Practice 20 Jan. 1971)
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Observing the audience is not an easy task in mass communication where there 

is comparatively little feedback from the listener or viewer. The BBC has had an 

audience research (AR) unit since 1936, which has used fieldwork, as well as daily 

survey results and Listener and Viewer Panels, to obtain information about the likes 

and dislikes, social and demographic characteristics of particular groups. So, for 

example, in 1971 the AR unit could report how radio was increasingly used less as a 

main source for news (1957: major source, 1962: just 17% as BBC TV took first place 

and 1970s: down to 14% as BBC TV, ITN and Press accounted for 28% each). It also 

suggested that the formation of the new networks whereby the bulk of the news 

was then on Radio 4 could account for the decline in the number of working class 

listeners to the news in the early 1970s and an increase in listening among the upper 

middle class. A report from the late 1980s in which 13-25 year olds were asked about 

Radio 1 commented on an excess of “dead” news on the network, ‘that is, a focus on 

national news reports in the absence of more “human” news, local news and light-

hearted trivia’ (Archive R9/447/1 Special Report SP88/034: 21) and a telephone survey 

in June 1991 concluded 29% of radio listeners had heard News FM, the Special News 

Service during the Gulf War. By then only 9% of UK citizens used radio as a main 

source for news. Audience research conducted in 1992-3 concluded about Radio 4 

that its listeners thought the news on the network was ‘clear, concise, informed, 

intelligent and unbiased ... other radio news was [thought to be] rather lightweight 

and glib.’ (R9/2 083/1 Special Report). By the time of my visit to the Radio Newsroom 

and Newsbeat in 2008, Audience Research of the BBC was providing so-called news 

“pulse scores” each day: a snapshot report giving audience overnight reaction to 

particular news items. For example, on 16th July 2008 the story massive public sector strike 

over pay deals ‘particularly stood out’ for 32% of the Radio Four Today listeners and 

for 29% of those who tuned in to the Radio One Chris Moyles Show (although there 

the catchline was council staff strike over pay rather than public sector strike). The BBC 

acknowledges that appealing to large audiences, whilst catering to minority interests 

as part of its public sector remit is not always easy. 

 

Audiences are very large, in radio as well as in television, but their very size creates 

problems for the BBC. How can a single bulletin be made interesting and relevant 

to ten million people, some born when Queen Victoria still ruled, some after the 

Second World War, some graduates, some barely educated, some with a life-time of 

practising Christianity behind them, and some whose parents may never have been 

to church? ..Their attitude to society, politics, morals, sport or international affairs 
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differ widely, yet the BBC has to serve them all. … the BBC is under an obligation to 

inform them...

It is this sense of obligation that is at the root of the broadcaster’s drive to win 

audiences; not, as it is sometimes represented, a cynical manipulation....The BBC 

journalist gets no benefit from a larger audience, other than the knowledge that his 

job of passing on information has been more successfully performed. (BBC Archive 

R78/1 203/1 News Policy File 2; The Broadcasting of News in the United Kingdom. Draft 

Paper for the General Advisory Council, 7th December 1973)

The interviewees do not mention the size of the audience when asked about their 

job, but they do stress that they hope that no one will switch off because they cannot 

follow the news stories or are offended by (imagined) mistakes. All broadcasts 

Scannel and Cardiff (1991) suggest, consider the absent listeners and viewers and are 

shaped with them in mind. The BBC Radio Journalists, as discussed in Chapter 5, 

say they are acutely aware of the requirements the medium of radio imposes on their 

output and adapt their writing accordingly, they build in the “listenable properties” 

that Scannel (1991) refers to. However, only a limited number of those questioned 

have a very specific, clear, picture of the person they are aiming at and even then they 

do not have one for every network:  

  

Radio 2: My mum and my auntie. I think ‘would they want to hear that? Probably’.

Radio 4: My dad

6Music:  friends of mine in Bristol who I know listen and they’re B... [discussion 

about social class...] they visit festivals... (12-06)

Radio 2: I noticed my mother’s builder had Radio 2 on, so I think ‘what might 

interest Nick’? (05-08) 

Radio 4: my parents

Radio 5-live: my friends, they’re 30-40, mainly male.  (04-08)

Most of those interviewed only have a vague idea of their audience and mention them 

in terms of very generic categories. This is similar to what Schlesinger found in his 

study of BBC TV and Radio News in 1978 and to what Hermans (2000) noticed about 

television journalists in the Netherlands (see Chapter 3). Donsbach (1983) questioned 

journalists in Britain and Germany about how they viewed their publics and 
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concluded that the journalists were very dismissive of them. ‘The majority ... in both 

countries felt they [were] predominantly writing for a narrow-minded, uncritical, 

uninformed and intolerant public’ (26). There is – one could say fortunately – no 

indication whatsoever, that the BBC Radio News Journalists hold the same opinion 

of their public as those who took part in Donsbach’s study. 

The respondents in my 2006/08 study often frequently also distinguish between the 

BBC’s defined “target” audience for each particular radio network and the “actual” 

listeners who have tuned in. There is no consensus among the interviewees in the 

Radio Newsroom on the generic labels they attach to supposed listeners of each radio 

station either, although they appear to converge more in their image of the typical 

Radio 4 listener:

Table 6.1 Answers to question ‘how would you describe the typical audience for R2, 4 

and 5-Live?’

Many stress that although they do occasionally think of certain categories for the 

networks (and the more so if asked by a researcher like me to define them), in fact 

they know that such labels are often meaningless and that in reality many different 

people can listen to any network at any given time.

R2 R4 5-Live
03-08 Housewife, retired White collar, middle class White van maleI, younger, 

mixed ethnicity
06-08 Home-owning, well-to-do, 

probably family and children 
involved, not single people

Singles in their mid-30s. 
Radio 5 is aiming for blokes 
in their 20s-30s but I think the 
audience is older than that

07-08 Youngest audience 
depending on time of day. 
Mid to late-30s

Home Counties, older Want more news, in their 30s 
and 40s.

08-08 Woman at home, ironing, 
older than 50.

Me and someone older, crustier Man in white van, about 45, 
although they don’t want him 
to be.

Former 3 Younger, multi-classed, multi-
ethnic, there for the music

Middle-aged, intelligent, mostly 
white, middle class, male and 
female, news savvy

Younger still and more likely 
to be listening for a shorter 
length of time

Former 4 A-level, 55, female bias, 
white

Degree, 55, equal male-female A-level, 50, male bias, mainly 
white
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I know that they’re stereotypes and it’s wrong to think that that’s what they are. 

They are really people like you and me who have a broad interest in news. It’s not 

any one person, but lots of different people. (08-08) 

The assumption is that the Radio 1 audience are kids, Radio 2 Daily Mail readers 

and Radio 4 middle-class and middle-aged. But I keep meeting people who stand 

this on its head so I don’t make assumptions any more. (Former 11)

You’re never quite sure of your audience, are you? I know people who are now 

in their 70s who are regular listeners [to Radio 1]. I think they’re a minority. The 

idea of Newsbeat long ago was that you’d give young people, say under 30, their 

first taste of news and this would wean them on to Radio 4 Today listeners. I don’t 

think that’s happened. They’ve either stuck to Radio 1 or they’ve outgrown Radio 

1 and gone straight to television and never bothered to listen to Radio 4 ... I just 

wrote the news as I saw it. I was always against the idea of writing the news for 

particular audiences, because you’re never quite sure who your audience is. What 

do Audience Research Reports prove in the long run? 

(Former 12)

Those who work at Radio One Newsbeat note that the target age group is 15-29 

and others with similar tastes in music (see Chapter 3.4), but they say in practice 

anyone can enjoy listening to the network; but they would listen for the music 

programming and not particularly because of its news output. The journalists at 

Newsbeat argue that they meet their audience’s needs very well, (but then the majority 

of the Radio Newsroom writers say the same) partly because they only have the Radio 

1 audience to concentrate on and partly because – certainly in the last few years – 

they have encouraged and obtained a great deal of listener feedback. They believe 

technological advances that enable audience interaction have helped them in their 

job as a journalist: 

[T]here have been a number of cases when a story started off low down our running 

order. A strong text interaction has come back and we’ve led on it, because the 

audience is interested. And I think that’s what is happening with broadcasting ... 

our role is transformed. And the idea that I can kind of sit and dictate what people 

should be interested in, is and has always been nonsense. (03-06)
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I don’t think there’s ever really a time when you think...’ I’m not sure how it will go 

down with them.’ Sometimes they surprise you. We did the Max Mosely caseII last 

week and I was surprised that of the texts we got, the majority said they backed 

him ... [and] the newspapers had go[ne] too far in exposing celebrities’ lives, 

which is actually the opposite of what I perhaps was expecting them to say … You 

never know anybody or any kind of audience ... but ... I’ve worked in local radio, 

I’ve worked in network radio and I’ve never been anywhere like here [Radio 1] that 

knows its audience so well and where it’s an important requirement of the job to 

know exactly what the audience [thinks]. (09-08)

Schlesinger (1978) and Hermans (2000) suggest journalists have a sense that it does 

not really matter if they are not quite sure about the audience as their professionalism 

will help them do their job effectively. In other words, those who do not have or need 

specific images of listeners do not experience this as a problem: 

Well, there is audience research and stuff like that we can refer to if we doubt. But 

a lot of it is instinct, that what interests you. And there is a huge difference between 

stories on newspapers, on TV or radio. But the core of it is almost the same. As a 

journalist you just know. (15-06)

Although you don’t have an image of a particular listener, you are trying to tailor 

the material in a certain way through accumulated wisdom, all the kind of stuff that 

you’re handed down over the years and kind of absorb. (Former 2)

Some of the respondents are concerned about the similar make-up of those who 

inhabit newsrooms in general and the BBC newsrooms in particular. A number of 

the former writers point out that in ‘their day’ the writers seemed to have more varied 

backgrounds: there were colleagues who had come from working-class backgrounds, 

who had not gone to university (very few did in the 1950s and 1960s) and most had 

come to the BBC after working in local and then national newspapers. Now, they say, 

very few of the radio writers have working class backgrounds and instead have done a 

degree and come to the national BBC Newsroom from BBC Local Radio. None of the 

current interviewees mentions differences between their habitus and the life of their 

listeners, although one current senior journalist does admit that the BBC does not do 

enough to help its journalists broadcast to people with very different backgrounds; 

the habitus of (radio) news journalists appears to be that of the BBC Radio 4 listener:



117

We do too much that we feel comfortable with. ..Journalists talk to journalists at 

work and then go home to dinner with people who listen to Radio 4 or whatever. I 

mean, it is difficult. You’re never going to get to the ideal situation where the cross-

section of the population is working for journalistic organisations, and so, it is a 

matter of opening yourself up a bit more, being a bit more rigorous with yourself. 

So otherwise you fall into either journalese or being patronising (02-06)

The 1967 Newsroom News Guide had already cautioned the subs not to only think 

about what they wanted to hear: 

We should never cease to think of ourselves as primarily servants of the public ...

We must never reduce our contributions to broadcasting to the level of journalists 

talking to and for other journalists … News has a duty to raise standards of interest 

and appreciation. (67)

  

There are disagreements on the extent to which newscasts should be different for 

different audiences: whilst some respondents say bulletins should only differ in 

terms of content (which stories, which order, how much you say about that story), 

others believe the language should be somewhat tailored too. A story about the singer 

Amy Winehouse for example should make it into Radio 1 and Radio 2 summaries, 

but unlikely to be covered in Radio 4 news. The death of a classical composer would 

be more prominent in Radio 3 news than on the other networks. The 1975 Radio 

Newsguide encouraged writers to vary the order and the stories selected, but at the 

same time urged them to remember that ‘we are news service. Every listener must 

get the major stories from Britain and the rest of the world – whether he listens to a 

full-length bulletin on Radio 4 or the briefest summary on Radio 1.’ It is a question of 

definition of what constitutes “difference” in language; often, the respondents say, 

it is merely that you use a different word (e.g. ‘Ecstasy tablets on Radio 4, Ecstasy 

on Radio 2 and E’s on Radio 1’ – 02-08), or that you have to provide more context or 

leave out details if you can assume the audience has more knowledge (e.g. ‘Select 

Committee’ is unlikely to need explanation on Radio 4, whereas on Radio 1 you may 

choose to ignore the story or say something in the vein of ‘A group of MPs from 

various parties’).   

Whether it is using specific language, explaining things more, making sentences 

shorter, selecting different audio clips or choosing different types of stories, there 
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are significant concerns that the changing mediascape means the journalists have 

less flexibility and less room to effectively do their job. Several say the prospect of one 

news fits all is looming large as the BBC has to make cutbacks.

Somebody once said to me when I started that when you are writing for Radio 2, 

imagine a Daily Mail reader, somebody who likes a bit of the domestic politics but 

not too much foreign stuff, somebody who likes a human interest story, funny story, 

a little bit of politics, but don’t go over the top and so you have these things in 

mind. I think it does affect the language as well, because your language for a Radio 

2 listener will be less formal perhaps than for the Radio 4 listener. Although I think 

these things are … these distinctions are less obvious now than they were five years 

ago. I think because you are always, you know, the BBC management are always 

trying to make the news operation more efficient and use fewer staff where they 

can. You have less staff and more work. Eventually, I think they would like us to

do almost the same news summary for every outlet. I personally think that that 

is a shame and in fact you lose a bit of the special attention that you get from the 

different audiences. Because there are different types of people who listen, you 

know. (14-06) 

The concern about not being able to tailor newscasts is just one of the many worries 

that staff at the BBC have. The previous chapter has already outlined the views of 

the subs on this score. However, despite concerns, the radio journalists are still 

optimistic about the future of news on radio and the future of the BBC. The next 

section examines some of the reasons for their optimism.

6.2 Future

Of those who were interviewed for this project, it is only those who took part in 2008 

that I specifically asked about how they saw the future of radio in general and BBC 

Radio News in particular. Most of the respondents view the future of radio – and 

BBC Radio Journalism in particular – with optimism, although they are aware that 

significant changes are on the way. The newer generation of radio journalists tends 

to focus on the opportunities that the brave new world of technology affords them 

and the listener, such as radio being available on various platforms, having access 

to material gathered for other media, interacting with the audience both in terms 
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of getting them to react to stories and helping shape their editorial decisions, and 

in getting them to act as ‘citizen journalists’ by supplying news angles, eye witness 

accounts or personal experiences. The older guard meanwhile is especially concerned 

about declining standards. They have worries about news story selection, and the 

factual and linguistic accuracy of the news output of the past few years. Several 

interviewees wonder whether the BBC is neglecting its various audiences and they 

fear the impact of the pressure of speed from the 24-hour rolling news channels and 

online. Nevertheless, on the whole all those interviewed remain bullish about the 

future of BBC Radio News and the enduring value of its journalism. 

Whilst many of the former writers lament what they see as a drop in standards of 

writing, the current journalists are not as perturbed about any possible changes in 

language. They acknowledge that in the past (but they do not define when that “past” 

is) they would have paid more attention to wording in summaries, to carving the 

language, but argue that some of the changes in the language have been inevitable 

and radio news has both suffered and gained from changes in working practice and 

changes within the media as a whole: 

Those who worked here a long time will say the standard of writing has deteriorated 

and they’d be right, but the sound quality and the range of stories is infinitely 

better than it ever was ... If you have a team of 6 and go down to 5, the output will 

be affected. Otherwise ... if it’s not affected, you have to ask what that person was 

doing. (01-08)

By and large the BBC serves its audiences well. Staff cuts have made it harder to 

tailormake it, but that’s not necessarily a bad thing. You can often flip in a bit of 

background for Radio 4 or lop off a sentence to keep it short and sharp for 5-Live. 

(05-08)

Furthermore, the decline in language standards is not wholly attributed to the 

changed mediascape and increased work pressures. The use of Americanisms for 

instance is a change that the respondents also see in the rest of society. In addition, 

several of the retired journalists blame the British education system. This passage 

from a writer who left the BBC more than a decade ago is a good example of the 

feeling that language standards had already been slipping for a considerable time:
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I think increasingly the maintenance of linguistic standards was an issue, 

because of what was going on in the schools. Children simply weren’t being 

taught grammar, so it was quite evident later in my career that we were receiving 

graduates who were obviously very talented people but who often had no idea how 

to use the language properly. (Former 6)

The journalists are aware of the challenges the future will bring them, their 

profession and the radio industry. To succeed they have no choice but to keep up 

with the changes; it is better to embrace the demands of the new technology and 

the changing way the audience is tuning in. They are no longer radio or broadcast 

journalists, and no longer just news gatherers and writers; they have had to become 

multi-skilled, able to work across all media with all types of technology. At BBC Radio 

1 in particular, the new technology is seen as an opportunity, not a danger: 

The big challenge is from other media and particularly the multimedia online 

world, so rather than us seeing that as a threat and radio audiences might start 

declining ... we should make sure that we are becoming part of that and that 

we integrate radio with the whole multimedia world. So we’re doing a lot of, for 

example, cross promoting of the website ... when we go out on stories we create 

visual elements and take a camera with us. ... It’s about thinking in more than one 

platform way. (14-08)

 

Despite the concerns about work pressure, budget cuts, the news treadmill of 

supplying rolling channels, the growth of infotainment (Schudson 2003), and less 

attention to grammar and syntax, the vast majority (22 of the 27 journalists who were 

specifically asked about this) are optimistic about the future of Radio as a medium 

and in particular the staying power and quality of BBC Radio News:

I’ve been working in radio for 14 years now and I remember when I started people 

saying ‘radio’s dying..it won’t be here that much longer and you need to do other 

things’. I can see how the media world is changing and nobody really knows where 

it’s going to go with the explosion of online, but I don’t see radio dying straight away. 

I think there’s still a need to have it. There is something about it being a companion 

in your life as well ... Who wants to sit in silence all day, just read[ing] stuff on the 

internet or in a paper silently?; I think it’s quite a unique form of media really. (13-08)
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Radio is the kernel of what the BBC does. It could lose everything else. If there’s a 

nuclear attack, people won’t sit under their bed covers or under the stairs trying to 

watch BBC1, they’d have a trannie trying to pick up the news on BBC Radio. That’s 

the bottom line, it’s the last link with the outside world, not Ant and Dec [television 

programme] or telly or even online. (Former 1)

To these BBC Radio Journalists there are inherent advantages of radio that the 

other traditional media of television and newspapers/magazines do not possess: its 

immediacy, relative cheapness, the ability to listen to radio whilst doing other tasks 

and its availability – in the car but also on new platforms. Indeed, whilst the internet 

and other digital technologies appear only to be hurting television and print media, 

radio appears to have capitalised on the developments. Radio news also has managed 

to keep its focus of meeting peoples’ basic need for information. The majority of 

those asked about how they think the BBC and they themselves reach the various 

audiences conclude that they do so ‘very well’. On the one hand they say they write 

with the audience in mind, yet on the other it appears they do not have a clear picture 

of their audience: the categories they put the listeners in are generic and sometimes 

contradictory. They do not seem to take much notice of audience research reports, but 

do value direct feedback from the audience and say they try to tailor what they do in 

order to bind listeners or at least to not offend them. They want to continue to have 

the flexibility to change the style and the content for the different networks and are 

concerned that will no longer be possible in the future. 

The following chapter will look in more detail at the changes and complaints about 

changes in the language of BBC Radio News.

I White van male or ‘white van man’ is a mainly pejorative term used to describe the stereotypical 

owner of a (white) light commercial vehicle. See http://www.sirc.org/publik/white_van_man.html 

for a study into White Van Man by the Social Issues Research Centre in the UK.

II Max Mosely, the Head of World Formula One, won a court case against the News of the World 

Newspaper for invading his privacy. 
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Chapter 7. Radio Output – Digging in the Archives

It’s time’s edge

turned to tone,

a statement,

a hard fact

beyond doubt,

the unarguable wall between rooms.

…

Sean Street, “Greenwich Time Signal”, Radio and Other Poems

As well as informing, educating and entertaining the British (and often overseas) 

population, the BBC is afforded by many the role of maintaining standards of 

English. The Corporation appears very aware of the responsibility thrust upon it 

and throughout its history has debated issues of style and tone of its programmes. 

Moreover, it has on a regular basis since the late 1960s produced Style Guides and 

Programming guidelines which offer advice, some might say edicts on appropriate 

lexis, grammar and forms of address to be used in broadcasts. The Radio News Style 

Guides are particularly aimed at the corporation’s journalists who produce many 

hours of bulletins and summaries each day on an increasing number of networks. 

Much of what is written in the guidelines remains the same – if not in exact the 

same wording, then certainly in tenor, with these guides voicing both implicitly and 

explicitly that the writers have a duty towards their public: 

In writing news for radio ... we follow as far as possible natural conversational speech, but we need 

to	temper	it	with	the	discipline	of	order	and	precision	...	We	do	not	write	for	pedants;	neither	do	we	

write for those who think journalese – especially American journalese – is English.

 (BBC Radio Newsroom News Guide 1967)

Our use, or perceived misuse, of English produces a greater response from our audiences than 

anything else. It is in nobody’s interest to confuse, annoy, dismay, alienate or exasperate them.    

 (BBC News Style Guide 2003)
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The BBC in its Style Guides stresses that the language of its news bulletins in 

particular should be clear and effective, unbiased and grammatically correct. This 

chapter tries to determine to what extent the guidelines on BBC language and the 

actual language used in the news output might have changed in the period 1966-2008. 

It also aims to offer conclusions about the type of story, i.e. the topics covered. It will 

use views from writers interviewed for this project, copies of bulletins and summaries 

available in the BBC Written Archives Centre (WAC) in Reading as well as several 

printed during visits to the BBC and transcribed from radio output, and Style Guides 

and Policy Documents, also available in the WAC. 

Throughout its existence, the BBC has had to deal with complaints from listeners 

about the incorrect use of grammar and syntax as well as the choice of words or the 

accent of presenters. Often complaints centre on the use of expletives or other taboo 

words in drama, but other programmes and news output are not immune to criticism.

When I was editor of the radio newsroom, 50% of my postbag was about grammar 

and writing. (Former 1)

If I saw a script in front of me, I’d think I’d better change that because I don’t want 

to get ten letters that I’ve then got to answer offering an explanation as to why 

we chose language this rather strange way. I always thought it [the number of 

complaints] was probably a minority. But then again you also think maybe for every 

person who takes an effort to write a letter maybe there are a few dozen others who 

didn’t like it but couldn’t be bothered. (Former 6)

The Radio Newsroom of 2008 was a very different place to work than that of the 

1960s. Forty years ago it was very hierarchical (see Chapter 5) and had many layers of 

editors and less news output. Arguably, therefore, there was more time then to devote 

to honing the language and style of its bulletins and summaries than in the 1990s and 

more recently. 

Some of the old boys [in the late 1960s] were really pedantic. For instance if you 

said a ‘double-decker bus was in collision’, they would immediately change it to 

either a ‘double deck bus’ or a ‘double decker’, you couldn’t have ‘double-decker 

bus’. And one chap insisted on calling the railway line ‘the permanent way’. 

Another wouldn’t let you refer to the king of Greece, you had to use ‘the king of the 

Hellenes’ ... Little quirks from rather pedantic people, but they did get things right 
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and there was at that time more of a mood for accuracy. Life moves so quickly now, 

nobody ever seems to check anything and you spot far more mistakes going out on 

radio and television than you did in those days. But there was far less output going 

out. (Former 12)

It is not just the BBC and the Radio Newsroom that has changed in the past forty 

years. Major shifts in society, the educational system and the way people consume 

the media have also taken place. As English is a living, breathing language, it would 

seem natural to assume that language too has evolved during this period. Radio 

language to a large extent reflects spoken language (cf Chapters 3 and 5). Whilst 

BBC policy stresses that the BBC should follow changes in language elsewhere, not 

pioneer them – a view echoed by those writers interviewed for this study – it would 

seem proper to infer that the language used on the BBC, including in its news output, 

will also have undergone several revisions, some major and others less dramatic. It 

would be unfeasible to track all such amendments, but examining a select number 

of phrases and forms of address could offer an interesting glimpse into changing 

tastes and the ability and desire of the BBC to set the standard for language or follow 

changes elsewhere. 

The primary role of news is that it gets information to the public. On radio, there 

is limited amount of time to do so and therefore clear and accurate writing is of the 

utmost importance, more so than in entertainment, drama or longer current affairs 

programmes. In addition, news needs to sound authoritative; the credibility of the 

reader (and the news organisation) is at stake if inaccuracies of any kind are made in 

the stories. Many of the former radio news journalists lament what they see as a drop 

in standards, both in terms of ensuring factual accuracy and in linguistic correctness. 

They argue the decline is partly due to the increased workload faced by current 

journalists and the fact that fewer people now check the output before it goes on air 

than they did several decades ago. They feel it is also because less attention is paid to 

grammar and ‘correct’ writing in schools and the rest of society. At the same time, 

critics of the media argue that there has been a trend toward more ‘infotainment’ and 

a dumbing down of the information supplied to audiences (Schudson 2003, Kovach 

and Rosentiel 2007). 

Paragraphs 7.1 and 7.2 will discuss the news summaries from BBC Radios 1, 2 and 4 

on a random day in July 2008. Paragraph 7.3 provides a broad comparison of a sample 
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of summaries and bulletins from the time periods 1966, 1976, 1986, 1992 and 2006 

of BBC Radios 1, 2 and 4 (in 1966 just Home/Light), assessing possible differences 

on a number of key indicators such as length of bulletins, items within bulletins, the 

use of audio inserts, the topics covered and some language differences. A total of 141 

summaries and bulletins are included in this sample.                                        

Paragraph 7.4 will focus on the changing views on style with respect to four items: 

“concede defeat”; “go(ne) missing”; “try and” vs. “try to”, and Americanisms. These 

four have been chosen as they are examples which were highlighted by many of the 

journalists interviewed for this project when talking about changes in usage and/

or their concerns about language being used incorrectly by their colleagues. I will 

compare what the guidelines say with what was actually written in a sample of news 

bulletins from the last forty years – together with occurrences of those selected words 

and phrases in the British National Corpus.  

7.1 BBC Radios 1, 2, and 4 on 21st July 2008

The BBC Radio Networks have their own news summaries and bulletins. As outlined 

in earlier chapters, bulletins is a generic word to refer to news (broad)casts, but in 

the BBC Radio Newsroom a distinction is made between bulletins and summaries. 

Summaries are the hourly two to three minute round-ups of news, while bulletins are 

used to denote those newscasts which are broadcast at what are deemed key moments 

of the day and which are longer than summaries. These key times are 0700, 0800, 

1300, 1800, 2200 (on Radio 4) and 2400. 

Before presenting a comparison of bulletins/summaries over the period 1966-2006, 

let us first examine for illustrative purposes, a comparison of news output on three 

different networks from approximately the same timeframe on the same day: 21st July 

2008. The following three summaries were broadcast on R4 (11.00 a.m.), R2 (11.00 

a.m.) and R1 (11.30 a.m.) respectively. 

NB: The texts below have been retyped from copies printed (with permission) during a visit to the 

BBC, leaving spellings and syntax as on the original. However, the BBC printed copies are in a 

larger font and use 1.5 lines spacing. 
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R4 1100                                                  

Duration: 1’51”

BBC News at eleven o’clock:

 Gordon Brown has become the first British prime minister to address the 

Israeli parliament. He condemned those who threatened Israel’s security – and 

said Britain was determined to play a leading role in efforts to prevent Iran from 

developing nuclear weapons:

[<mos.VCS audio insert

NAME: IRAN BROWN ACT

NUMBER: 14137

IN WORDS: We stand

OUT WORDS: round the world

DURATION: 0’23”</mos.]

 The American presidential contender, Barack Obama, is holding talks in Iraq on 

the latest stage of his foreign tour. He’s said the US should switch its military focus 

from Iraq to Afghanistan.

 Two more of the eight men on trial accused of plotting to blow up transatlantic 

airliners – using liquid bombs – have entered guilty pleas to one of the charges 

against them. Arafat Khan and Waheed Zaman have admitted conspiracy to cause 

public nuisance. Last week, five of their co-defendants pleaded guilty to the same 

charge. All eight defendants deny conspiracy to murder.

 The Government is giving details today of plans designed to get hundreds 

of thousands of people off benefits and into work. Ministers want the long-term 

unemployed to do full-time work in the community, such as picking up litter. 

Incapacity benefit will be gradually replaced with a new temporary allowance for all 

but the most disabled people.

 The Halifax and Bank of Scotland group – HBOS – says its shareholders have 

bought only eight per cent of new stock it issued, to try to raise four billion pounds. 

The rest will have to be bought by investment banks underwriting the deal.

BBC News.

. – . – . – . – . – . – .
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R2 1100   

Duration: 3’ 01”

BBC News at eleven o’clock. This is xxxx

In the past half hour, Gordon Brown has become the first British prime minister 

to address the Israeli parliament. Mr Brown spoke of Britain’s “unbreakable 

friendship” with Israel – and urged the Israelis to reach a peace deal with the 

Palestinians. He condemned those who threatened Israel’s security, and had a 

particular message for Iran:

[<mos>VCS audio insert

NAME: israel brown act

NUMBER: 14142

IN WORDS: it is ...

OUT words: ...to join us

DURATION: 0’13”</mos.]

The Government is publishing its latest plans for welfare reform, which are 

designed to get hundreds of thousands of people off benefits and into work. 

Incapacity benefit will be replaced with a more temporary allowance – except for 

the most disabled people. The long-term unemployed will be expected to work full-

time in the community. Kate Green – the chief executive of the Child Poverty Action 

Group – says the responsibilities of employers shouldn’t be overlooked:

[<mos>VCS audio insert

NAME: NEWSWIRE BENEFITS GREEN

NUMBER: 13931

IN WORDS: We need

OUT WORDS: of proposals

DURATION: 0’17” </mos>]

 Two more of the eight men on trial accused of plotting to blow up transatlantic 

airliners – using liquid bombs – have entered guilty pleas to one of the charges 

against them. Arafat Khan and Waheed Zaman have admitted conspiracy to cause 

public nuisance, by making videos threatening bombings. Last week, five of 

their co-defendants pleaded guilty to the same charge. All eight defendants deny 
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conspiracy to murder < and conspiracy to endanger aircraft. correction – second 

charge no longer applies> 

 Portugal’s attorney general is due to make a statement about the Madeleine 

McCann case. It is thought the police investigation into her disappearance – in May 

last year – will be shelved.

 The number of road accidents involving police in England and Wales has 

more than halved over the last two years. But the Independent Police Complaints 

Commission – which compiled the figures – says the number is still too high. More 

from our home affairs correspondent, Danny Shaw:

[<mos>VCS audio insert

NAME: road deaths shaw VP

NUMBER: 13654

IN WORDS: in the 12 months

OUT WORDS: had been committed

DURATION: 0’29”</mos>]

 

 South Africa’s president, Thabo Mbeki, is travelling to Zimbabwe, to witness the 

signing of an agreement this afternoon between Robert Mugabe’s ruling party and 

the opposition. The deal paves the way for full-scale talks on resolving the country’s 

political crisis. 

 BBC NEWS at three minutes past eleven. Our next at midday.

. – . – . – . – . – . – .
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R1 1130  Duration: 2’12’’

[Notes : ** TAG & INTRO FROM YALDING CONS **]

People claiming Benefit are going to be made to work for their money

[Notes: BANK 1:  SUMMS TOP  (OR BANK 3 WITH MIDWAY)]

If you’re on benefits and you want to keep them you’re going to have to start 

earning them. The government’s setting out it’s latest plans to get people back 

into work. Here’s our politics reporter Rajini Vaidyanathan

[GOTO AUDIO

NAME; r1 mon benefits vp rajni (relying on benefits)

DURATION: 0’19”

The Madeleine McCann investigation’s expected to be shelved by Portuguese 

police later – 14 months after she disappeared. It’d mean her mum and dad – Kate 

and Gerry McCann would no longer be considered official suspects.

More drivers are becoming victims of fuel thieves. The RAC’s told Newsbeat that the 

numbers left stranded has doubled since January. Thieves drill into the tank or cut 

fuel lines to siphon it off. Dan Sparks’ car was parked on his drive in Leamington 

Spa when it happened to him…

[GOTO AUDIO

NAME: r1 mon fuel Dan 2 (morning nothing left)

OUT WORDS: morning nothing left

DURATION: 0’19”

One and a half million pounds is being spent on a new fit camp for obese children 

in Rotherham. They’ll spend 6 weeks over the summer losing weight and learning 

healthier lifestyles.

Peter Jones from Dragon’s Den’s been telling Newsbeat we can expect more rows 

in the new series. The 5 dragons are back on TV tonight…
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[GO TO AUDIO

NAME: r1 mon 1130 dragons den jones 2 (or two of us)

OUT WORDS: or two of us

DURATION: 0’11”]

Natalie will have more on that and the weekend’s festivals in the Entertainment 

news at midday.

England are back into bat on day four of the 2nd test against South Africa at 

Headingley. They’re chasing 522. And after a first innings total of 203 a few minutes 

ago they were 54 for 2.

[Notes: BANK 1: SUMMS TRAIL]

Coming up on the lunchtime Newsbeat ... We’re in court as Amy Winehouse’s 

husband is sentenced for beating up a pub landlord. Plus the rise in retro gaming…

[GOTO AUDIO

NAME: r1 mon retro TRAIL (fx)

OUT WORDS : fx

DURATION : 0’02”

[Notes: BANK 1: SUMMS END]

That’s Newsbeat at 1245.

. – . – . – . – . – . – .
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R4 and R2 have three of the same stories: Brown, Welfare Reform and the 

transatlantic airliner bomb plot. R1 has one story in common with R4 (welfare 

reform) and shares two stories with R2 (welfare reform and Madeleine McCann). The 

story that forms the lead on both R2 and R4 is not included at all in the R1 summary. 

Tables 7.1 – 7.3 show the category of news story per network. In practice, it is not 

always directly apparent how to categorise stories. For example the lead on R2 and 

4, about Gordon Brown talking in Israel, could be classified as Politics, as Foreign 

News, or as Diplomatic News. If Gordon Brown had been talking in the UK it might 

have been Home Politics; if the US Secretary of State would have addressed the 

Israeli Parliament, one could count it as Foreign News. However, in this instance the 

decision is not so clear-cut. As it involves the British Prime Minister and the angle of 

the story concerns the role Britain aims to play in Iran, I have decided not to classify it 

as Foreign News. A similar dilemma concerns the story on welfare reform: should it 

be classed as Politics (as the government is publishing plans) or as a social issue (as 

it will affect benefit claimants)?  The story about Barack Obama holding talks in Iraq 

about the military operation could for example be termed Foreign, Diplomatic, or 

Military. What if the story had also included the announcement of a British soldier’s 

death? Because a story often has many components and is not easily categorised, it 

is hard to draw fast conclusions about the exact numbers of types of stories that the 

BBC Radio Networks cover. Instead two or three denotations may be used to classify a 

story with the aim of drawing out broad trends.

Table 7.1

R4

Brown on Israel Politics/Diplomacy

Obama Foreign/Military

Transatlantic bomb plot Legal/Terrorism

Welfare reform Politics/Social

Halifax Financial
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Table 7.2

Table 7.3

Comparing these running orders it would appear that R4 and R2 are more inclined 

to run stories about politics and foreign news, while R1 would seem to prefer crime 

and entertainment. However, it would be unwise to draw such a conclusion on the 

basis of summaries from just one hour. Indeed, while for example the Madeleine 

McCann story was not included in the R4 summary at 1100, this was mainly due to the 

fact that at that time other stories were deemed more immediate and relevant (e.g. 

Gordon Brown had just been speaking in Israel). Once Portugal’s attorney general 

had announced the shelving of the Madeleine McCann case, the story was covered 

in R4 summaries. In the 1800 R4 bulletin that evening, the case was the second 

R2

Brown on Israel Politics/Diplomacy

Welfare Reform Politics/Social

Transatlantic bomb plot Legal/Terrorism

Madeleine McCann Crime

Police Road Accidents Home Affairs

Zimbabwe Foreign/Diplomacy

R1

Welfare Reform Politics/Social

Madeleine McCann Crime

Fuel thieves Crime

Obese children Health

Dragon’s Den Media/Entertainment

Cricket Sport
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story following the news about Zimbabwe. Moreover, the news about popstar Amy 

Winehouse’s husband assaulting a pub landlord – perhaps rather surprisingly – also 

made it into the R4 1800, albeit low down as a short copy story at around 24 minutes 

past the hour. Paragraph 7.3 will review types of stories from a larger sample of news 

output.  

The summaries on R4, R2, and R1 have different lengths and show diverse sentence 

structures. 

Table 7.4 Comparison summaries R4, R2 and R1

Looking at table 7.4, R2 has 59” of audio in its three minute bulletin, leaving 2’02” 

for newsreader text. R1 also manages to run six stories and three inserts, but does 

so in much less time than R2. On R1 the total of the audio is 39” plus a 2” stab. 

Deducting audio time leaves 1’31” for the cues and copy stories. R4 covers 5 stories, 

one of which has audio, the newsreader text covers 1’28”. The timings on the 

Total 

Dur. 

No. Stories No. Inserts 

and dur.

Lead Position 

of other 

network’s 

lead story

No. 

Sentences 

(of which 

simple 

sentences)

No. 

seconds per 

sentence

R4 1’51” 5 1 (23”) Brown 

on Israel: 

Politics/

Diplomacy

R2: 1

R1: 4

13 (8) 88/13=

6.77

R2 3’01” 6 3 (2 clips 13” 

+ 17” & 1 VP 

29”= 59”)

Brown 

on Israel: 

Politics/

Diplomacy

R4: 1

R1: 2

19 (6) 122/18=

6.42

R1 2’12” 6 (plus 

‘headline’ 

plus trail for 

Newsbeat)

3 (2 clips 9” + 

11” & 1 VP 19” 

& jingles=41”)

Welfare 

Reform: 

Politicus/

Social

R4 + R2: not 

included

21 (16) 91/20=

4.33
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summaries are calculated by the computer and whereas this has not been measured, 

it is feasible to think that Radio 4 actually took 2 minutes to read, rather than 1’51”, 

as the newsreaders on Radio 4 tend to read slower than on R2. R1 tends to adopt a 

so-called “pacier” style – each sentence taking on average 2 seconds less time than on 

the other two networks. 

The most discernible differences are that R4 has less audio than R2 and R1 and other 

networks. For example, 5-Live (not included above) for 11 am on 21st July 2008 had 4 

audio inserts (totalling 1’37”) in a summary of 3’20”. The sentences used on R1 are 

short compared to R2 and R4, which is also evident from the large number of Simple 

Sentences (as opposed to complex or compound sentences) used in the writing on R1. 

Another noticeable difference is the number of contractions used in the R1 copy and 

the direct, personal style adopted in the summary. For example the line: If you’re on 

benefits and you want to keep them you’re going to have to start earning them. This personally 

addresses the listener and is far more conservational than the factual rendition on 

R2 and R4 which starts with The Government is … R1 also uses the ‘we’ form. In the 

sentence We’re in court as Amy Winehouse … , the ‘we’ most likely refers to R1 Newsbeat 

(or rather the journalist reporting from the court who embodies the Newsbeat 

programme on this occasion), although this we could also include listeners; in the 

story about Dragon’s Den the we appears to be more inclusive: it’s not just Newsbeat 

journalists who can expect more rows, but all those who are interested in the 

television series. The word “row” is a very colloquial one for what is a disagreement 

or an argument (or in some cases used instead of dispute or conflict). 

There is a spelling mistake in the third sentence of the R1 summary in the phrase 

it’s latest plans; whether ignorance, sloppiness or deliberate, as this is radio no one 

will have noticed that the correct spelling of the possessive should be its. Whereas 

R1 tends to contract the word is to ‘s, R2 and R4 appear to spell it out in full, e.g. 

Gordon Brown has become instead of Gordon Brown’s become ... R1 go so far in using 

contractions that it sometimes seems difficult to see how the newsreader is not 

going to trip over the successive contractions in phrases such as Peter Jones from 

Dragon’s Den’s been telling, but the newsreader of the R1 summary herself tends to be 

responsible for writing the summary so will know what trips off her tongue well 

enough. In the case of R2 and R4 a newsreader who is not part of the writing team, 

and frequently not a journalist either, will read the summary that is written for 
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him and the writers cannot take the risk that the reader will deal well with akward 

language constructions.

One final comment to make is that the sentence about the transatlantic bombings in 

the R2 1100 summary had a line through it. Whilst not having heard this summary 

when it was broadcast, I am unable to say whether the story went out in full and 

the correction was made after it had gone out on air, whether the original script 

was amended by hand before broadcast and the computer version updated later, or 

whether the comment was inserted and printed that way before it was cleared for 

broadcast. Whatever the actual sequence of events, it is interesting to speculate why 

the crossed out phrase and correction comment was left in. I would suggest this 

is so that journalists intending to use the copy, or information from that copy, for 

subsequent summaries and bulletins are aware of the legal reason for the amendment 

and not that the second charge was left out for reasons of space. The R4 summary 

(and for that matter the R5 summary) broadcast at 1100 only include the fact that the 

eight defendants deny conspiracy to murder.

 7.2 The same story, but different

As discussed above, different networks will include different stories in their hourly 

updates, often depending on their audience, on what has been used in previous 

output, what is most current and based on the decision of the journalist(s) in charge 

of putting that summary together. Often stories that have run in one form on one 

network will be “lifted” and inserted into the summary of another network, partly 

because of time constraints and partly because it can be difficult to rewrite stories to 

keep them “fresh”. If a story is run several times it can be included as a copy story and 

at other times it will be illustrated with the use of audio. 

The only news item which is covered by all three networks at 11 am on 21st July 2008 is 

that about suggested plans for welfare reform. The story is first item on R1, second on 

R2 and fourth on R4. 
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Table 7.5 Comparison of story on welfare reform in summaries

The text on R1 and R2 serves as a cue, or introduction, to the audio from a political 

reporter and a charity spokesperson respectively, whereas the R4 text is mere copy. As 

is shown in Table 7.5, the average number of words per sentence on R1 is significantly 

less than on R2 and R4. In terms of Fang’s Easy Listening Formula (cf Chapter 3, 

Boyd 2001 p 62), the scores for R1 are far lower than for R2 and R4, although all 

networks achieve numbers of less than twenty, implying that the sentences, based on 

this index at least, are easy to listen to and comprehend.

The syntax and vocabulary used on R2 and R4 are very similar. There is an assumption 

on both networks that listeners will know what incapacity benefit is.  The style on R1 

is more direct and uses the pronoun “you” to address the listener personally. 

7.3  News 1966-2006

As outlined in Chapter 4, news output was examined over a forty year period, starting 

in 1966, the year before the creation of the radio networks R1, R2 and R4 (and R3 

Position No. sentences Total No. 

words

Average 

words

Per sentence

Fang’s formula

R4 4th 3 56 18.67 1st sentence: (33-21=) 12

2nd sentence: (28-17=) 11 

3rd sentence: (34-18=) 16

R2 2th 4 (+ act) 72 18 1st  : (38-25=)    13 

2nd  : (31-16=)    15 

3rd  : (21-12=)     9  

4th  : (35-19=)    16

R1 1st 3 (+ headline 

+ VP)

Head: 13 Head: (19-13=) 16

Others: 37 12.33 1st : (23-18=)  5   

2nd: (19-13=)  6   

3rd: (15-6=)     9    
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– but that does not feature prominently in this analysis) and then at intervals until 

2006. The original plan had been to use 10-year intervals, but as output from 1996 was 

not available, the following years were selected instead: 1966, 1976, 1986, 1992, and 

2006 – using newscasts of each 4th day of the week for 4 weeks starting at a random 

point in September (24th September). For each date the R4 (or Home Service) 1800 

bulletin was reviewed. Several summaries (usually the 1900) from R1 and 2 (or Light 

Programme) were also included. Moreover, the 0800 R4 bulletin on 14th February 

of each of the years and additional news output from other years (1967, 1968, 1974, 

1975, 1983, 1985, 1993, 1995, 2005, 2008 and 2009) was consulted during the search 

for specific examples of language. 

 

7.3.1  Length and Type

In 1966 Britain appeared in the grip of industrial unrest, by 2006 the economy was 

doing well (only to be hit hard again in 2008). Politics took up a substantial slice 

of the coverage in the 1960s and continues to do so today, although more so on R4 

than on R2 and R1. Wars, civil unrest, natural disasters, accidents and unusual crime 

stories have been included throughout the years; it is merely the location and the 

players involved who have changed. In some instances the subjects have occupied 

bulletins for several decades, as in the case of the Northern Ireland conflict or the 

tensions in the Middle East. One of the most substantial differences is in the topics 

and style of R1 summaries since the late 1990s. In 1966 there was just a Home, Light 

and Third Programme. A year later when the new networks were created, what was 

the Home Service became R4, the Light Programme transformed into R2 and the 

Third Programme was called R3. R1 was a new service. Yet R1 and R2 shared their 

news output; it was not until 1973 that Radio 1 created Newsbeat and had its own 

producers gathering news and compiling their own main bulletins. In 1976, R1 and 

2 still shared many of their summaries. By 1986 the Radio Newsroom writers were 

producing bespoke summaries for the R1 network, usually in consultation with 

the R1 producer. Then in 1997 that writing of all the R1 summaries became the full 

responsibility of the Newsbeat team at R1 Yalding House. 

Table 7.6 shows the total numbers of newscasts reviewed and an overview of the main

topics found in late September/early October of those years. Table 7.7 lists the categories 

of stories and the number of stories and audio inserts (see also Appendix IV).



Year Amount Main stories September/October
1966 25 Rhodesia

Redundancies and strikes

Trial of Great Train Robber “Buster” Edwards

1976 20 Rhodesia

IRA

Lebanon

Financial crisis in the UK: Britain needs loan from IMF as sterling falls to an 

all-time low against the dollar.

1986 20 South Africa: ANC and economic sanctions

Solidarity movement in Poland

Moves to end the cold war

AIDS: spread of the virus

Lebanon: fighting and kidnapping of foreigners

Crime: Jeremy Bamber trial and concerns that UK is experiencing a crime wave

NB: Radio 1 had separate summaries by this time, but very few of these appear to have been 

archived.

1992 37 Lockerbie bombing trial 

Riots in Los Angeles

Coal pit closures

‘Back to Basics’: David Mellor resignation

Financial crisis: departure of sterling from the ERM

IRA

War in Yugoslavia

El-Al 747 crashes in Amsterdam 

(When consulting the subject index of this year compared to those of other years there appear 

to be a very large number of crime stories for 1992)

2006 24 Labour leadership issue

War in Iraq 

Troops in Aghanistan

Threat of terrorism – Muslim extremists

North Korea tests nuclear weapon

Darfur conflict

Accident Richard Hammond (TV) presenter

Investigation into illegal payments (bungs) to football clubs
Other years 35

TOTAL 141

Table 7.6 Overview main topics found in bulletins/summaries during periods investigated
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Table 7.7 Main types of stories covered in each time period, overall number of stories 

in each newscast and the number of audio inserts (voicers and clips of actuality) per 

bulletin/summary. 

NB: HS is Home Service, LP is Light Programme

Year Major 
categories

Number 
of stories 
(weekdays)

Number of 
inserts 

Comments

Mid-60s Foreign (on HS 

approx 1/3 of all 

stories), political 

and economic/

industrial

HS 6pm:  12-13

LP 7pm: 4-6

R1/2 7.30pm: 12

HS: 0  

LP:  0  

Mainly compound and 

complex sentences. Use 

of direct quote rather than 

reported speech

No inserts – straight read

Mid-70s Foreign, political 

and industrial, 

Terrorism (IRA/

Northern Ireland)

R4 6pm: 13-16

R1/2 7 pm: 6-7

R4: 5-7

R1/2: 0

Mid-80s Foreign, political, 

crime, health and 

social issues

R4 6pm: 17-22 

R2 7 pm: 5-6

R1:    3-5

R4: 10-13 

R2: 0-1

R1: 1-2

Increasing number of 

inserts

Early 90s Foreign, Political 

(including 

European 

Community) , IRA

R4 6pm: 18-23

R2: 3-5

R1: 4-6

R4: 13-16

R2: 1-2

R1: 1-3

Mid 00s Politics, Crime, 

Terrorism and 

Muslim extremism, 

Social issues, 

Foreign

R4 6pm: 22-24

R2: 5-7

R1: 5-7

R4: 14-16  

R2: 2-3

R1: 2-3

R4 summaries usually 

have 1 insert now
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As the autumn is the traditional time for the UK political parties to hold their party 

conferences it is not surprising to find so much political coverage, but in the case 

of R4 (/Home) political news is also abundant at other times of the year. In the 

mid-1960s both the R4/Home Service and the R1&2/Light Programme included a 

great deal of foreign coverage; not surprising as this was the time when Rhodesia 

was trying to become independent from Britain. As mentioned previously, a story 

such as this could also be classified as home news as it impacted upon the British 

government. The sample of news output from 1986 shows a much greater range of 

stories. While social, health, crime and science stories were occasionally evident in 

the mid-60s and mid-70s sample, in the mid-80s they had achieved a more prominent 

status. From the sample from 2006 there is some evidence that foreign news, while 

still included in the output, is afforded less prominence than in previous decades. 

An exception is formed by news relating to the presence of British soldiers in Iraq 

and Afghanistan, which does feature several times. This could be included as foreign 

news or simply be chosen because of its relevancy to a British audience (see news 

values and framing in Chapter 3). BBC bulletins and summaries have not become 

substantially longer since the 1980s and if a greater range of topics have to be covered 

in the same amount of time available, with increasing numbers of inserts also taking 

up airtime, then it is understandable from a logistical point of view that other stories, 

such as international news, have had to be left out. 

The style of writing adopted in 1966 (and 1967) appears more matter-of-fact than 

in the other years and less conversational. Although the average word per sentence 

(approximately 22) in most of the studied output is not that much longer in the late 

1960s than in later time periods, the fact that there are no audio inserts gives the news 

bulletins a more laboured feel. As one former editor put it: ‘the BBC was intoning to 

the nation’. Sometimes, however, very long sentences are used in the bulletins, as in 

the following example:

The Minister makes it clear in a letter to the employers and the union that the 

reason why the Government considers the agreement to fall outside its freeze policy 

is that many of the men concerned had received more money before July the 20th – 

when the prices and incomes standstill was announced. (20.9.1966 SHIPBUILDERS 

for 6.00 and 8.30 PM Home Service)
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A sentence of 52 words, taking up four and a half lines on the original typed copy. 

The score for this sentence using Fang’s formula is 81 (syllables) –52 (words) = 29; 

not rating well on this particular measure for easy listening. The stories for the Light 

Programme in 1966 are shorter (because this is a summary for which there is less time 

than for a bulletin; the 19.00 summary was part of the Radio Newsreel programme) 

and long sentences are avoided. 

The choice of lexis by writers is not much different today than in the 1960s and 70s. 

News items in R4 bulletins from 1976 could – with factual amendments – pass the 

muster in a bulletin three decades later. Take the following announcement of 

a collision: 

Within the past half-hour, we’ve been getting news of a collision between two 

British warships off the Dutch coast. The vessels – the MERMAID and the CURZON 

(formerly called the FITTLETON) were taking part in a NATO exercise. First reports 

say there are no casualties. With the details so far, here’s Julia Somerville:

Somerville Live

In: The two ships

Out: .. 3827

DUR: 55”

Or this bit of political news on R2:

The Prime Minister has promised the TUC that the Government will look again 

at how foreign goods are dumped on the British market. Mr Callaghan said the 

Secretary of State for Trade, Mr Dell, would look urgently at TUC representations 

that anti-dumping laws were not being operated effectively enough. 

One story spotted on R1 and 2 in 1967, however, is unlikely to make it into today’s 

bulletins as now it would be deemed politically incorrect:

SUPER

TODAY’S CONFERENCE QUOTE: A company director told a trade conference at 

Paignton that housewives who shopped at supermarkets came out with 25 per cent 

more than they intended to buy. (R1/2 10.10.1967)
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This is the only example of sexist language found in the sample analysed, but one 

of the journalists interviewed for this study commented that stories applicable to 

‘housewives’ were common when he joined in the late 1980s: ‘The language used to 

be so sexist, for example “housewives paying more for milk”. In fact we were fixated 

with milk and bread prices.’ (02-08)

 

The lighter ‘And Finally’ has been a common feature of summaries and bulletins since 

the 1960s. From the zoo-keeper who was mauled by a hippopotamus with toothache 

in 1966, to the news that American women think Barbie not only looks like a bimbo, 

but sounds like one too when she says ‘Maths Class is Tough’ in 1992 and the 

missing parrot that sings Baa Baa Black Sheep in 2006. There is no indication from 

this sample of news output that such stories have become more frequent. Arguably, 

however, there are more stories about celebrities. Celebrities have always been 

interesting: Elizabeth Taylor’s many marriages were covered over the years as were 

court cases involving singers, but as UK society (and other Western societies) seem 

to increasingly be moving towards a society in which celebrity status is promoted 

and sought after, encouraged by reality TV programmes and talent contests, news 

too has inevitably started to include this type of story more frequently (cf Chapter 3). 

While R4 to a large extent has shied away from the many stories that have made it into 

the news on other networks, particularly R1, here too news on celebrities has been 

creeping in. The decision allowing Madonna to adopt a baby girl from Malawi (2009) 

while not high up in the running order, still made it into the R4 bulletins; the trial 

of Amy Winehouse’s husband (2008) and the accident involving BBC TV-presenter 

Richard Hammond (with his hospital progress reported in bulletins over several 

weeks in 2006) and the fact that supermodel, Kate Moss, was going to design clothes 

for high street fashion chain, Topshop (2006), are all examples of what could be 

termed the UK’s obsession with (minor) celebrities. 

 

A major change in the news output since the 1960s has been the introduction of audio 

inserts into bulletins and later into summaries too. The inclusion of audio upped the 

pace of the news, but as discussed in Chapter 5 this also led many writers to feel that 

their job had become less one of writing and more one of introducing correspondents 

or organising the tapes for inserts. The length of the audio inserts appears to have 

become shorter too. Whereas voice pieces in R4 bulletins were typically a minute long 

in 1976 and actuality was only used sporadically (with each bit being approximately 50 

seconds long), by 1986 the R4 bulletins contained a variety of audio, including wraps 
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and packages and shorter clips. The summaries have short voice pieces, typically 

around 30 seconds and clips of 20-25 seconds. The variety and the pace adopted 

in the late 1980s holds true for today’s output on R2 and R4. R1 has seen the most 

significant changes in the type of audio used. Following the creation of Newsbeat, 

the network’s own correspondents could gather news clips and its shorter snappier 

style stood in contrast with the ‘lengthy dispatches voiced by BBC Correspondents’ 

(McKenzie 2007) which could be heard on R4. Now audio clips as short as 7 seconds 

can be heard on the network.  

 

7.3.2 Changing Style

The first BBC (Radio) News Guide or Style Guide was printed in 1967. The 

Corporation has published an updated Style Guide every few years since. There 

appears to be a longer gap in the 1990s, but this may simply be because guides from 

this time have not been kept by the Written Archive Centre, or by journalists who 

received one at the time (including myself ). I have examined the following: 

	 •	 News	Guides	in	1967,	1972,	1975,	1979,	1983;	

	 •	 BBC	Guide	called	The Spoken Word, written in 1981 by the Chief Editor   

  of the Oxford English Dictionaries, Robert Burchfield; 

	 •	 Bush	House	Newsroom	Guide	and	Style	Book	1988;

	 •	 Style	Guide	for	Regional	TV	and	Local	Radio	1988;	

	 •	 the	1989	Survivor’s	Guide	to	the	Radio	Newsroom;	

	 •	 Radio	News	Style	Book	from	1990;

	 •	 News	and	Current	Affairs	Style	Book	and	Editorial	Guide	in	1991;	

	 •	 BBC	NCA	Style	Book	by	Roy	Walters	in	1992;	

	 •	 Style	Guide	for	Regional	TV	and	Local	Radio	1993;

	 •	 Style	Guide	by	Geoff	Morley	(editor	Radio	Newsroom)	2000;

	 •	 Guide	from	Training	and	Development	2002;

	 •	 Online	Style	Guide	2003;

	 •	 News	Style	Guide	in	2003;

	 •	 The	Style	Guide	–	the	Newsbeat	and	TX	Bible	from	2006;

	 •	 6	Music	Newsdesk	Style	Guide	2006;

	 •	 News	Style	Guide	–	pre-publication	draft	2008;

as well as several editions of programming guidelines. 
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For the purposes of this section, however, I have concentrated on the following 

guides primarily aimed at helping National Radio News journalists think about their 

style of writing: 1967, 1975, 1979, 1983, 1990, 1992, 2000 and 2003. A point to 

note here is that the 2006 R1 Newsbeat Style Guide is much shorter than the other 

main style guides and covers as much presentational style, music and production 

considerations as it does language issues. The list of words and phrases to take 

particular care of does not include any of those focused on in this chapter.

The first BBC Radio Newsroom News Guide of 1967 (A/2773) starts with the 

observation that 20 million people listen to at least one radio news bulletin a day and 

that the 8 a.m. bulletin on the Home Service attracts some 6 million listeners (the 

population for the UK at that time was just under 55 million (Nationmaster 2011). In 

2009, approximately 10 million people listened to the 8 a.m. bulletin on Radio 4 out 

of a population of 61.8 million (Office National Statistics). The introduction of the 

style guide, therefore, was seen by the BBC as one method of reminding journalists of 

the effect their decisions about news selection and delivery could have on a very large 

listening public and the duty they had to ‘get it right’.  

The guides from the beginning have included sections on news values and style. 

While the earlier radio newsroom guides spoke at great length about the qualities 

needed to be a radio news writer, the more recent guides have tended to include 

sections on particular words and phrases that need extra care because they are often 

confused with other similar words or used inappropriately. Many talk about the need 

to eradicate clichés or ‘journalese’. The guides are a useful resource to determine 

how language use and the guidance thereon have changed over the years. Often the 

issues concentrated on in these documents are ones that are important in society at 

the time. For example, the BBC News Guide 1975 (S494/1/1) has a separate section on 

Immigrants in Britain.

IMMIGRANTS IN BRITAIN

 We try to avoid giving needless offence, not least over matters of race. In certain 

circumstances it is wrong to identify a man as, say, West Indian or a Pakistani when to do so may 

needlessly foster prejudice. Obviously, race or colour is the essence of some news stories … we 

should always bear in mind that good and evil are a common heritage and should ask ourselves 
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whether it is fair to add a race tag … the following notes may help:

 (a) Never use “coloured” when a country of origin can be given – West Indian, Pakistani etc.

 (b) Never use “coloured” or give a country of origin when to do so might needlessly stir up   

 racial hatred.

 ...

Note the use of the word ‘coloured’. Four years on, in 1979, the guide still refers to 

‘coloured’. By 1983 the separate section on “Immigrants” is no longer included and 

‘coloured’ by then has become a contentious word:

Coloured should never be used to describe people in Britain, it’s regarded as 

deeply offensive. ‘Black’ or ‘Asian’ should be used instead ... However, ‘Coloured’ is 

used to describe people of mixed race in South Africa. (12)

Similar comments are used in the 1990 and 1992 guides; in 1992 it comes under 

a	longer	heading	on	RACISM,	which	together	with	SEXISM,	DISABILITIES	

and LIBRARY PICTURES forms a chapter entitled SENSITIVITY. This chapter 

acknowledges that ‘some words which were generally acceptable a decade ago are 

not acceptable now.’ The 1990 A-Z of Style tells writers to ‘refer to black people rather 

than black. Black should not also mean Asian.’ The 2003 guide devotes just two short 

sentences to race and colour, saying ‘the advice on race and colour has not changed. 

Colour or ethnic origin should be mentioned only if relevant to the story.’ It might 

be concluded therefore, that by the end of the 1990s the issue on how to denote 

race or colour was not contentious anymore and that just as ‘the disabled’ or ‘the 

handicapped’ had been replaced by ‘disabled people’, so society and BBC journalists 

agreed on terminology with respect to race. We have come a long way since 

September 1966 when the news reporting on racial disturbances in San Francisco 

talked about ‘two negro districts’ and ‘negro leaders’. 

Another illustrative example of how style guides reflect issues pertinent to news 

coverage at the time is the inclusion of many phrases relating to the war in the 

Balkans in the 2000 guide, such as BIHAC POCKET or ENCLAVE; BOSNIA; 

BOSNIAN GOVERNMENT; SERBS, CROATS AND MUSLIMS; ETHNIC CLEANSING. 

On the latter it says: 
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We decided early on in this war that useful though this phrase is as a piece of 

shorthand, it does tend to sanitise the real horrors of what is going on ... Please 

therefore return to the practice of using this phrase only when it can be attributed 

to someone or accompanied by some sort of explanation and/or qualification.

 

As Britain has become less formal over the past forty years, arguably less referential, 

one might wonder whether language in BBC news coverage has followed suit. One 

striking phenomenon is the abandonment of the title “Mr” or “Mrs” coupled with full 

names in news bulletins. In 1966 the following type of style was common:

20.9.66 Rhodesia for 6 & 8.30 pm

Mr Ian Smith went to Government House in Salisbury this afternoon and spent two 

hours with the Commonwealth Secretary, Mr Bowden, and the Attorney-General, 

Sir Elwyn Jones. With Mr Smith were Mr Lardner Burke – who’s responsible for law 

and order in the illegal regime...

Politicians, public figures and ordinary folk (except children) were given their title 

as well as their full name. Sporting personalities and criminal suspects formed an 

exception. In the same bulletin as above, a news story about the world boxing title 

fight omits the prefix ‘Mr’ to denote Cassius Clay (later known as Muhammed Ali) 

and his opponent Karl Mildenberger, just giving their first and second names instead. 

In the story about the trial of the Great Train Robber Ronald “Buster Edwards”, the 

robber is given his full name on first mention and simply called Edwards on second 

mention, omitting ‘Mr’ in both instances. 

The style guide of 1983 advises writers not to use Mr and Mrs on R1, but to include 

it on the other networks for politicians and other public figures. So, the trade union 

leaders who were refused visas to visit South Africa as reported in the 1900 R2 

summary of 10th October 1986 were referred to as ‘Miss Brenda Dean of the printing 

union SOGAT, and Mr Harry Conroy of the National Union of Journalists.’

By 1990 R2 no longer needed to use the titles either. Besides, all radio journalists 

were told to ‘never refer to defendants by the surname alone’ as they were innocent 

until proven guilty, so calling the alleged train robber, Buster Edwards, simply 

Edwards, as had been done two decades earlier, was not acceptable. The general 

rule, the 1992 Style Guide said, was to ‘give the first name and surname in news 
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stories (Jeffrey Archer) and follow it, in any later mention with style and surname

(Mr Archer).’ However, R4 continued the practice of using Mr or Mrs for politicians 

and other public figures except sports personalities and artists. For example, 

the author Salman Rushdie in the 0800 bulletin of 14th February 1992 was referred 

to by his first name and surname on first mention and then just by “Rushdie” 

on second mention; in the same bulletin the Liberal Democrat’s Home Affairs 

spokesman was called Mr Robert Maclennan). The 2000 Style A-Z advises: ‘MR, MRS, 

MS, MISS – we no longer use such titles at first mention’. From the 2006 bulletins 

and summaries it is clear that R4 had indeed abandoned the title for politicians too. 

(‘Tony Blair has said he wants this week’s Labour conference to …’- R4 1900 24.9.06). 

This apparent decrease in formality confirms what Black (2004) observes in his work 

Britain since the Seventies: ‘the decline [ … ] in all its respects was a major one that was 

more important and far-reaching than is generally appreciated. Informality in means 

of address and conversation became far more pronounced’ (49).

 

7.4 Hobby-horses and pet hates 

Many different phrases could have been selected to focus on. Ones I particularly 

remember from the Radio Newsroom in the 1990s were ‘evacuated’ and ‘admit 

responsibility’. We were told by the editors that ‘buildings are evacuated, not people’ 

and ‘you cannot admit or claim responsibility for terrorist attacks as there is nothing 

responsible about such attacks’. Indeed, this is what the Style Guide for 1993 says 

on responsibility: ‘ “the IRA have claimed responsibility” sounds like a boast, and 

offends many people. “the IRA say they planted the bomb..” is better.’ The 2003 

Style Guide still concurs with this view regarding responsibility for attacks, but on 

‘evacuate’ it has changed its opinion:

Evacuate. The rule used to be that only places or buildings were evacuated, not 

people (unless they had been given an enema). This is at odds with common usage 

so let the people be evacuated. 

  

Critics, listeners and BBC Journalists alike will be able to find many instances where 

the Corporation’s journalists have failed to take heed of the advice provided by the 

style guides. Sometimes errors can inadvertently be rather amusing. Here are a few of 

such mistakes listed in the 1983 guide under the simple heading of Ugh!!!:
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The ball is squarely in the other court.

Holiday cruise ships will not be hit by the floating pound.

House price rises are falling.

The health workers strikes have caused a lot of ill-feeling.

Ovett beat a virus infection to win the mile.

Not amusing, and purely a piece of toe-curling journalese could be heard on 18th 

March 2009, in a cue of the Radio 4 Today programme: ‘The United Nations Climate 

Chief has accused the EU of moving the goal posts.’ This is arguably more something 

one would find on a radio station where journalists think the unclear wording ‘chief ’ 

sounds snappier than a correct title, and not on the more serious, considered network 

of R4. If time is short, style will suffer and the guides acknowledge this: ‘When the 

heat is on, accuracy and fairness take precedence over style’ (BBC 2002). However, a 

dreadful cliché such as ‘moving the goal posts’ should I argue have been rewritten to 

make sense, if not by the first writer, then by the editor or presenter. 

As outlined in Chapter 5, many writers are concerned that as output has increased 

and the number of ‘filters’ ranging from typists to editors has decreased, mistakes 

are not picked up. 

I think things just got sloppy. I remember going into the newsroom when the last 

presidential election (2004) was going on in the United States and I remember 

saying to the Radio 4 desk, we shouldn’t really be saying ‘concede defeat’, see 

style guide, ‘you can concede victory, you can admit defeat, but you can’t concede 

because it’s giving something away. And I was met with a blank look from the editor 

… who understood, mulled it over for a while and said ‘does it really matter’? I 

found that increasingly, does it really matter, do we really care? ... (laugh) … You 

hear it every day: post mortem instead of post-mortem examination, you hear ‘try 

and’ instead of ‘try to’. ‘gone missing’ should be ‘disappeared’ – but you hardly 

ever hear the word disappear in a radio or television bulletin. ‘The dead man was 

walking along the road when he was struck by..’ You hear all these things and you 

think yes, that’s irritating, but what’s even more irritating is that the correspondent 

has made a mistake but it’s not been noticed by anyone else. It’s got through 

quality control, or perhaps there was no quality control. (Former 7)

In football, ‘stretchered off ’ – there’s no verb ‘to stretcher’ - and you can say ‘oh 

well, they come in’. They [Americanisms] are coming in too quickly. Another one 
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is – it’s almost impossible – everyone now says ‘try and do something’ and it should 

be ‘try to do something’ and there is a difference between the two, the ‘and’ should 

be referring to the ‘do’ and not the ‘trying’. You could say these are pedantic … but 

… the argument about letting grammar and words become too slack is that you 

then lose the ability to communicate nuances and subtleties – important ones. I 

mean it’s like how kids talk today. They use ‘like’ in almost every other sentence 

… Adults on TV … they use like rather than describe how they really feel about 

something. It’s laziness and it’s not just about laziness, but it’s that you communicate 

less. You communicate less by having a reduced vocabulary. (Former 5)

In what follows there is an overview of the interviewees’ top four “pet hates”:

“try and” 

“concede defeat” 

“gone missing” 

“Americanisms”

For each of these four “hobby horses”, I will consider what the style guides, news 

output sample and the BYU-BNC British National Corpus (BNC) say on the matter 

and where appropriate, consult dictionaries from different time periods too. The BNC 

contains 100 million words from several registers including academic writing, fiction, 

newspaper text and informal conversation. The corpus covers the time period 

1985-1994. A corpus can be used to find concordances, i.e. listings of the occurrences 

of words or patterns within a text, so as to gain an understanding of the way language 

is structured and used (Wynne 2007: 6).  

 

7.4.1 “Try and” vs. “try to”

Style Guides:

1967-79 : no mention

1983  : ‘Try to, not try and’

1993  : ‘Try and: Many people regard this as sloppy. ‘Try to’ is correct.’

2000  : ‘Try to, not try and.’

2003  : no mention of Try (to) as a phrase to be aware of. However, 

    the phrase itself appears 12 times in the document, whereas 

    ‘try and’ does not appear at all.
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Bulletins:

This phrase is not something one can specifically search for, but it is striking that 

every time the collocation appears, it appears as ‘try to’, whereas ‘try and’ never 

occurs in the sample. 

1976 (14 Feb, R4 0800): to try to

1986 (2 Oct, R4 1800): to try to

1992 (28 Sep and 2 Oct, R4 1800): to try to

1992 (6 Oct, R2 2300): to try to

2006 (24 Sep and 14 Oct, R4 1800): to try to

Thus in all examples the “correct” form of ‘try to’ was used.  It is not clear whether 

this is because the writer instinctively knew to use ‘try to’, whether the style guide 

helped him, or whether another journalist or editor changed a ‘mistake’ before it 

went on air. As the bulletins consulted form only a tiny fraction of what the BBC 

produces, no conclusion can be drawn on whether the “incorrect” collocations also 

take place. However, one would presume there must have been enough occasions 

in which that (nearly) occurred or else the retired journalists and all the style guides 

since 1983 would not have mentioned it as an example of “bad language”. Arguably, 

before 1983 the mistake was far less common and did not warrant inclusion in 

a guide.

BNC: 

A simple search of ‘try to’ and ‘try and’ leads to 8707 occurences for the former 

compared with 3901 for the latter. Sentences such as ‘[it] is worth a try and proves...’ 

in which the ‘and’ is used as a connective, as well as reports of a rugby ‘try’ in sports 

copy, are not relevant. A random sample of 100 instances of ‘try and’ as a keyword in 

context (KWIC) suggests this form is mainly used in spoken language: informally, in 

meetings and in academic lectures. See figure 7.1.
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Often when included in newspaper texts, the form ‘try and’ is part of a direct quote 

from someone speaking. However, there are also examples in which the ‘try and’ 

form is used in written language, including in “official” publications such as 

customer information leaflets from the Royal Mail or The Tourist Information in 

York, in fiction and non-fiction books. A search for the collocation ‘try and’ in just 

broadcast news gives 48 returns (compared to 28 examples for ‘try to’ in broadcast 

news). Programmes using ‘try and’ include The Six O’Clock BBC TV News, Central 

TV News, Fox (Radio) News (it is not clear whether other news programmes are 

included in the corpus). In the majority of cases ‘try and’ is part of the unscripted 

talk or interviewee responses to questions, rather than in the newsreader’s text.

In the case of ‘try to’ the spread across the various registers is much more even.    

One would need a similar corpus for the periods before 1985 and after 1994 to try to 

ascertain whether there were significant differences in the usage of ‘try to’ versus 

‘try and’.

Dictionary:

The Oxford English Dictionary 2006 advises that ‘try’ can be followed by either ‘to’ or 

‘and’ but ‘some traditionalists regard try and as incorrect, while try to is seen as more 

appropriate in formal writing.’ Furthermore, it argues: ‘The construction try and is 

grammatically odd [because] it cannot be inflected for tense (e.g. the sentence she 

tried and fix it is incorrect). For this reason try and is best regarded as a fixed idiom 

used only in its infinitive and imperative form.’ 

The guidance in the BBC News Style Guides and the actual usage on BBC Radios 1, 

2 and 4, could suggest that the BBC writers are ranked among the above mentioned 

‘traditionalists’. 

 

7.4.2 “concede defeat” vs. “concede victory”  

Style Guides:

1967-79: no mention

1983: ‘Concede: We now accept that concede can refer either to victory or defeat.’

1990: ‘Concede: Losers at elections concede victory, not defeat’

2000: ‘Concede: Losers at elections concede victory, not defeat’

2003: ‘Concede. Losers of elections concede victory, not defeat’

(2008 pre-publication guide: same as 2003 on this issue)
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Bulletins:

This phrase did not appear in the sample of output selected with the “nth-method”, 

but as the issue of usage relates to election results I searched through the archives of 

bulletins and summaries for elections that took place in years similar or close to those 

of the main sample. It is surprising how few times sentences using concede or defeat are 

used in the stories that give election results. More usual than not, the emphasis is on 

the winning party and the act of concession or admission of defeat is not included. 

At other times, phrases such as ‘admitted that it’s lost’ are used. The following 

instances, of concede and/or defeat were found:

1968 (6 November, News Flash on R1 and R3; election of Richard Nixon):  

 ‘Mr Humphrey has just conceded the election’ (originally the script had said 

conceded victory, but victory was scratched out and the words ‘the election’ written in 

with pencil.)

1976 (3 November, R1 9.30 am):

 ‘Gerald Ford – still President until Mr Carter is sworn in next January – has not yet 

conceded defeat.’

(R4 10 am): ‘concede defeat’

1983 (10 June 1983, R4 at 7 and 8 am): ‘The Labour leader, Mr Michael Frost, admitted 

defeat shortly after two o’clock...’

(R2 at 7 am): ‘on behalf of his party, he conceded the election shortly after two o’clock 

this morning.’

1992 (10 April 1992, R1 at 07.30): ‘Neil Kinnock couldn’t hide his bitter 

disappointment and emotion as he conceded defeat at Labour Party HQ.’

2009 (16 May, R4 1300): ‘The country’s other main party the Hindu nationalist BJP has 

accepted defeat.’

Compare this latter BBC R4 version with what was said on BBC Online and Teletext: 

‘The main opposition BJP and the Third Front conceded they had lost.’ The online 

version of the Daily Telegraph (Telegraph.co.uk) of the same day uses the same 

‘conceded they had not only lost, ...’. BBC R2 and R1 coverage on that day had no 

mention of concede or defeat. 

BNC:

‘Concede defeat’ throws up just 14 cases of KWIC: eight from newspapers and three 

each from the register heading of fiction and the heading miscellaneous. Of the 14 
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instances, half refer to elections; the others to a variety of other matters, including 

sport contests. The Daily Telegraph, the Independent and the Scotsman use the form when 

reporting on elections in 1983 and 1992.

‘Concede victory’ occurs just once, in the Rugby World and Post published in 1992. 

‘Concede defeat’ therefore on the face of it appears more likely to be used than 

‘concede victory’, but that would be misleading given the very small number of 

instances in which the phrase appears at all in the BNC. A search on Google in 

June 2009 for the phrase ‘concede defeat’ gave 235,000 returns and 1.5 million for 

‘concede victory’. These statistics are not particularly illuminating; even adding the 

search terms ‘British elections’ still gives 31.300 results, and ‘concede victory British 

elections’ returns 39.500. Most of the search results are not from British websites or 

about elections. It merely serves to underline that both versions are frequently used by 

web users across the globe. 

Dictionaries:

1975 – The Concise Oxford Dictionary:

Concede v.t. admit, allow, (statement, that); grant (right, privilege, points or start in 

game etc, to person); (Sports.sl.) lose (game etc.)

1978 Oxford Advanced Learners Dictionary of Current English:

concede vt ~ sth (to sb), admit; grant; allow: ~ a point in an argument. ~ a point in an 

argument. He ~d ten points to his opponent/~d him ten points, i e in a game, /They have ~d us 

the right to cross their land. You must ~ that I have tried hard. We cannot ~ any of our territory, 

allow another country to have it. 

2003 Collins Cobuild Advanced Learner’s English Dictionary:

concede 1. If you concede something, you admit, often unwillingly, that it is 

true or correct. ...6. if you concede defeat, you accept that you have lost a struggle.

...He happily conceded the election.

2009 Concise Oxford English Dictionary (Oxford Reference Online):

concede v. Finally admit that something is true. Admit (defeat) in a match or contest 

The guidance and usage is therefore not consistent: while ‘concede defeat’ is 

acceptable in the 1983 Style Guide and used in output in 1976 and 1992, the more recent 

style guides appear less tolerant as they tell BBC journalists to use ‘concede victory’ 
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in elections, not ‘defeat’. The examples in the dictionaries are not exactly helpful; in 

1975 it was clear that concede when meaning to lose was thought of as slang used in 

sports. The problem with the verb appears to be that it implies both an admission and 

a granting of something, so it is easy to see why this verb might be used with defeat in 

one case and with victory in another; not very clear for a listener, anyway. 

7.4.3 Go(ne) Missing

When a person is not where he is supposed to be, whether it is because he has run 

away from home, been abducted or merely failed to turn up on time because he 

had something else to do, journalists will often use the phrase ‘gone missing’. The 

guidance has changed over the years: 

Style Guides:

Prior to 1992: no mention

1992: ‘“Gone missing” was originally Army slang. It now has wider use, and has 

become journalese.’

2000: ‘People do not “go missing”. They are missing or have been missing since.’

2003: ‘Go missing is inelegant and unpopular with many people, but its use is 

widespread. There are no easy synonyms. Disappear and vanish do not convince and 

they suggest dematerialisation, which is rare.’

Bulletins: 

R4 1800 on 6 October 1976: “went missing” in story about three year old Julie 

Syndenham from Wellington, Somerset.

R4 1800 on 10 October 1986: “two young girls missing from “ ...and later on “the girls 

disappeared”

R2 0700 on 1 May 1992: “disappeared” and R4 1800 on 20 September 1992: 

“disappeared”

Online News, 1 June 2009: ‘An Air France plane carrying at least 228 people from 

Brazil to France has gone missing over the Atlantic.’
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BNC:

The search [go* missing] returns 152 relevant KWIC: go missing, goes missing, gone 

missing and going missing. Although the frequency is highest in fiction, newspapers 

have the highest number of matching strings per million words. Figure 7.2 shows the 

first 16 of the total of 44 matching strings in newspapers. 
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The KWIC returned for newspapers this time also include news scripts from Central 

TV news (which in the case of concede was put under Spoken: broadcast news)

In absolute terms there are few matching strings in the BNC, neither were they 

evident in great numbers in the sample of BBC output. However, this is undoubtedly 

due to the fact that (news)stories about people or objects who ‘are missing’ form but 

a very small proportion of the overall coverage (compare for example the number of 

KWIC for politic*, which in newspapers alone is more than four and a half thousand.) 

It appears from the BNC that the various forms of go* missing have been in use since 

the 1980s and from the BBC advice it seems the corporation has now also admitted 

defeat at the hands of changing modes of language. 

7.4.4 Americanisms

Style Guide:

There are numerous differences between the American and British forms of 

English. While differences in spelling would not be noticeable on radio, diversions 

in the form of pronunciation, grammar and vocabulary are. The style guides do 

not make reference to the first of these and the second and third are mentioned in 

varying degrees.  

The first news style guide already railed against Americanisms: ‘Since it is the English 

language we use, we should preserve it against contamination by trans-Atlantic 

usages. The American obsession with the prepositional adverb is notorious. No 

longer, it seems, do Americans meet; they “meet up with”...there is the American love 

for new and strange verbs such as “to hospitalise”...’ (1967).

In 2003, the style guides writer John Allen, adopted a pragmatic approach, 

acknowledging that American forms of grammar and lexis were abundant because of 

television, film, music and the internet, but that the British Broadcasting Corporation 

ought to uphold British usage where possible:
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One example where American usage of a word led to a change in the UK, and where 

the BBC stressed it must follow suit, was in the case of the use of ‘billion’. Up until 

the late 1970s a billion in the UK used to refer to a million millions. An American 

billion, on the other hand, was a thousand million. British English used the word 

‘milliard’ to mean a thousand million. The change to the American usage came not 

because it was American, but rather because other institutions in the UK had already 

adopted it. So the BBC followed that custom, but advised for the first few years that 

its journalists should explain clearly what billion meant. The 1979 edition of the style 

guide notes:

There has been a change in the past few years in the use of “billion”, a term we 

often come across in national and international finance. Traditionally the English 

“billion” meant a “million millions”. But most government bodies in the UK now 

use it in the American sense, that is a “thousand millions.” We should follow this 

change. At the same time we should make it clear that we are doing so by saying “...

two billion, that is two thousand millions.” Better still we can often avoid “billion” 

all together, saying instead “...two thousand millions.”

There are two examples of Americanisms that are touched upon by many who worry 

about the US forms crowding out British traditions: the tendency to turn nouns into 
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verbs, such as hospital – hospitalise, and attaching prepositions to verbs, such as 

‘meet with’ instead of ‘meet’. The 2000 Morley A-Z on style is uncompromising on 

both of these: ‘HOSPITALISE – Ugly Americanism. Avoid it.’; ‘MEET – Rather than 

meet with, which is an Americanism.’ Roy Walters in 1992 dismisses the idea that 

‘meet with’ is clearer: ‘Some BBC correspondents feel that “met with” indicates 

a formal occasion, whereas “met” sounds like a chance encounter. I would have 

thought that “President Bush met Mr. Major...” is clear, concise and would confuse 

no-one’, he says.

None of the bulletins reviewed in this sample’s study had any instances of 

Americanisms, suggesting that the BBC radio news writers are able to eschew such 

language; to man effectively the ‘language immigration control’ John Allen referred 

to. ‘Hospitalisation’ and ‘hospitalised’ is evident in other parts of the media, as in 

the following example: ‘So the news that dozens of people have been hurt – some 

badly enough to be hospitalised – by hundreds of angry bees...’ (Daily Mail, 19 May, 

2009 page 15). Its use is not surprising as recent British dictionaries include it as 

a perfectly acceptable word. The 2003 Collins Cobuild lists it separately as a verb, 

(usually passive be V-ed) and in the 2006 Concise Oxford Dictionary hospitalize or 

hospitalise as a verb is placed as a derivative of the noun hospital.  The BNC returns 

113 matches for [hospitalis*] spread across all sections, although least apparent in 

spoken language. [Meet with] returns 300 matches, including 30 in newspapers and 

1 in broadcast. So it appears that back in the late 1980s and mid 1990s, these two 

types of ‘Americanisations’ at least had gained a foothold in ordinary British speech 

and written texts. The BBC has shown that it is being reserved about including these 

transatlantic forms of speech.

 

7.5 Does it matter?

The answers to whether it matters that there are mistakes or that contested words 

and syntax are included in BBC news is ‘yes’ on both counts. As the 1992 BBC Style 

Guide says 

Viewers and listeners still regard BBC News as an authority on the correct use of 

English, and they are genuinely offended when it is misused and abused. Hundreds 

of letters are received by the BBC each week complaining of shoddy English and 
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falling standards. English is a living, changing language, and we must be ready 

to accept and assimilate new words and phrases. But it is not for us to set new 

trends...The audience should expect accuracy and fairness from the BBC – and 

clarity and good English from its journalists. 

There is no evidence to suggest that audience expectations on accuracy and fairness 

are any different today than several years ago. The danger is that if the language is 

misused, listeners (and viewers) will start to doubt the validity of the facts reported 

to them. Incorrect grammar and a poor choice of vocabulary will be noticed, if not 

by everyone in the audience, certainly by enough who will be troubled by a perceived 

decline in standards. While many will be annoyed, even incensed enough to write to 

complain, others will simply turn off and distrust the corporation’s journalists on 

other matters besides language. If they misuse words, can they be trusted to get the 

facts right? 

I think ... the percentage of the audience that doesn’t care, to some extent doesn’t 

matter. But the percentage of the audience that DOES care, we should get it right 

for them. Because if they don’t care, they won’t recognise whether it’s right or 

wrong anyway. (Former 2)

Listeners show enormous loyalty towards the BBC, particularly a station like Radio 4 

(Hendy 2007). With loyalty, however, also come expectations. The exacting standards 

placed upon the BBC’s newsgathering operation by large swathes of the population 

and policy makers are based on the fact that people feel they own part of the BBC. 

Because they pay the licence fee, they feel they have a right to complain vociferously 

when – in their eyes – the BBC gets it wrong.

 

It’s no point complaining about the Daily Mirror or ITV, because you take what

they offer, it’s up to you. But I pay my licence fee; I feel that I have every right SIR (!) 

to complain about what I hear on radio, any part of the BBC. It goes back to Lord 

Reith – I made the point there that the BBC has always seen itself, has accepted for 

itself the role ... the proper use of English is a core element of BBC Broadcasting. 

(Former 1)

While many of the retired journalists are anxious that standards of language are 

slipping, others are more stoic and acknowledge that language evolves. 
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[There have been] surprisingly few changes. I think the style book still seems to be 

holding sway! It will be interesting to see how, as the older hacks like myself melt 

away, the next generation move the language on. (Former 3)

I think it’s less formal, that’s not necessarily a bad thing. Just because language 

evolves, if it didn’t we’d still be presenting wearing evening dress and soft shoes 

and all be very Mr Cholmondely-Warner. Some of the grammar is slightly shocking, 

but ..ha ha (laughter). (Former 11)

They seem to miss out a lot of words. But it’s a change in society happening in 

a lot more things than on radio. It’s happening in print as well. The misplaced 

apostrophe or the apostrophe left out altogether. It’s a lost cause to try and fight 

against that, just as it’s a lost cause to prevent Americanisms coming in ... I’m a 

bit perturbed by all the text messages that go on over the phone, because I find 

people are writing and talking like that now. You as the letter ‘u ‘ . If you read the 

papers you find that shorthand style creeping into essays and unfortunately I can’t 

see that trend being reversed and will only get worse ... I think if I were still working 

I’d try and fight the trend, but I would be fighting a losing battle ... but at least it 

makes people think. I think the older you get the more intolerant you get and we’re 

inclined to think oh, it’s not as good as in our day, but it probably is, it’s good in 

different ways. (Former 12)

Trying to hold on to the way language was used in the past would, according to 

Burchfield (1985), be fruitless anyhow. He argues that nothing in language remains 

the same and clinging on to such ideas would be false hope: 

Words and meaning, like elements, have half-lives, however durable they may 

seem in their dictionary form. Paradoxically, in the chambers of the mind, we tend 

to cling to the words and meanings that we acquire when young like the treasures 

in the tombs of kinds, tablets bearing sacred inscriptions. But change comes to 

everything. (116)

 

Of course there are errors, grammar that jars on the ear, unclear formulations and 

instances of hopeless alliteration or rhyming (‘there were scenes of delight in Port 

Talbot tonight as news of the settlement spread’ – Style Guide 2003). None of the 

bulletins reviewed in this sample’s study had factual mistakes or major grammatical 



164

errors. Nor were there any instances of Americanisms, suggesting that the BBC radio 

news writers have not felt the urge (or have been able to resist the temptation) to use 

such language. Considering the enormous amount of output the BBC radio news 

journalists produce every day it, it is admirable that so much of what is written is 

clear, precise and grammatically correct. It is possible that the actuality used contains 

bad grammar, etc. – maybe more so now than in the 1960s and 70s, but I have not 

analysed the texts of the newsmakers in this actuality as it was not available to me 

and, in any case, this study focuses on that which the news writers have control over. 

Of course there will always be listeners who complain and for each one of those who 

formalise that complaint in writing, it is estimated by editors there will be numerous 

who mutter or shout in disgust at the radio when the ‘error’ is made. It is their right 

to voice their concerns, but there is no sense in the radio newsroom or at R1 that the 

number of complaints is increasing. It would be worth investigating output from 

other parts of the BBC to determine whether grammatical and lexical errors are more 

common there than in radio news. Many former radio news writers think too many 

errors are now getting through “quality control”, but others acknowledge that their 

worries are probably part of the process of getting old and thinking everything was 

better in their day. Current writers do not feel much has changed as yet, although they 

too worry that in the future both factual and language accuracy will suffer. Therefore, 

part of the third assumption outlined in Chapter 1 that there will not be a clear divide 

as to whether it was better “then” than “now”, with respect to output at least, appears 

to be confirmed. 

This chapter has attempted to answer the subsidiary research question: What changes 

can be noticed in radio news output in the last forty years: are journalists’ perceptions 

of the language, content and role of the news evident in the copy? In terms of content 

there have been very few changes: major political and foreign stories are still being 

covered, albeit perhaps less prominently now on R2 than on the Light Programme. 

R4 news too appears to cover a wider range of topics than it used to, partly due to 

bulletins becoming longer, and summaries more frequent. R1 has developed a style 

all of its own to meet the needs of a younger, hipper audience than forty years ago. 

There is some evidence to suggest that entertainment style news is being afforded 

more airtime; this is clearly the case for R1, but arguably also happening in very small 

measure on R2 and R4. However, the sample of R2 and R4 output is too small to draw 

definite conclusions on this. 
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One of the most significant differences has been the increase in the use of audio 

to illustrate news. More recently audience interaction, on R1 at least, has started to 

inform the order and content of the Newsbeat programme and summaries. In terms 

of language, R2 and R4 have changed slightly, but perhaps no more so than is due 

to changes in language elsewhere in society. R1 here too has changed more than the 

others as it has been able to develop its own unique style. Nevertheless, it appears that  

in all instances the BBC has upheld the idea that its role is to follow, on due reflection, 

changes in the language elsewhere, rather than to be in the vanguard of change. 
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Chapter 8. Close Down 

Radio doesn’t close down anymore.

No one says Goodnight and means it.

But when they did in the days

 when stations also slept

how profound was the instant after,

the silence that wasn’t a silence,

the hiss before the last sound died

 opening a door to a deeper-still audio dark.

...

Sean Street, “Close Down”, Radio and Other Poems

This chapter will provide a summary of the research findings and link these back to 

the research questions. The study has looked at BBC Radio News in the period 1966-

2008: the changes that might have occurred in both the working practices of those 

who compile the news bulletins and summaries and in the actual output. I spent 

time observing the writers, often denoted as ‘subs’, in their working environment of 

the Radio News desks in the BBC News Centre in West London and at BBC Radio 1 

Newsbeat and drew on my observations whilst working as one of those ‘subs’ in the 

Radio Newsroom in Broadcasting House in the 1990s. Most of all this study wanted 

to talk to the practitioners, current and former, and hear them describe in their own 

words what they do and think as they produce news on BBC national radio around the 

clock. To what extent, if any, have the views of BBC radio journalists changed over the 

last forty years with regard to their working environment and profession, how they 

believe they write news bulletins, which elements they believe their writing should 

contain, and who they believe their audiences to be?

To complement the interviews, I examined news output from several years to 

track changes, studied BBC Style Guides and reviewed BBC Policy Documents and 

Audience Research reports. 

Radio is, compared to television and newspapers, an under-researched area in media 

studies. This case study into the views of the (former) writers and newscasts of the 
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BBC Radio Newsroom and BBC Radio One is one attempt at trying to right if not a 

wrong, then certainly a missed opportunity of studying this fascinating part of (mass) 

media to which considerable numbers of people tune into and from which those 

listeners obtain at least some of their news and current affairs information. This study 

did not look at the BBC reporter or correspondent, instead it considered the writers in 

the radio newsroom who have not had much of a voice in studies before. The project 

was, for practical reasons, limited further still to news bulletins and summaries on 

three of the BBC’s national radio networks: Radios 1, 2 and 4. 

The general research question this thesis asked was how Radio Journalists (RJs) 

defined the characteristics of Radio News and their goals in communicating this 

news. It is evident from the interviews and BBC documents that the main goal of 

BBC radio news is informing people about what has happened. This is not surprising, 

as much previous research on journalism comes to a similar conclusion. The remit 

of the BBC is to inform, educate and entertain, and whilst there can be other roles 

that journalists ascribe to themselves (see for example Donsbach 1983 and McQuail 

2006), the informational or monitorial task is of prime importance. Journalists will, 

to a greater or lesser degree, be influenced by several factors, some that apply to 

all forms of communication and journalism, but several that are specific to radio. 

These include: the society in which the media operates, a country’s prevailing 

cultural norms, the organisation the journalists work for (its editorial policies, 

hierarchical structures, funding mechanisms, available technology and the skills 

and views of their colleagues), their own habitus, the available news sources and the 

audience. Radio journalists, in addition, have to take account of the medium itself: its 

ephemeral nature, the absence of pictures and the knowledge that radio listening is 

often a secondary activity. These considerations arguably, therefore, should shape the 

characteristics of Radio News. In order to probe what these characteristics are, the 

general question was elaborated in four subsidiary questions:

1) Do BBC RJs have a clear picture of their audience (the typical Radio 1, 2, 3, 4 or 

5-live or 6 Music audience)? For instance, in terms of educational/linguistic level, 

social class, age, ethnicity, gender and the stories that interest them.

2) To what extent are the BBC RJS trying to achieve their goals in communicating the 

news? What methods and strategies do they use to achieve their goals and are these 

devices working in their opinion or do they aspire for more?

3) Have perceptions of the characteristics of BBC Radio News, its goals and the 

picture of the audience changed over time, i.e. the last forty years?
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4) What changes can be noticed in radio news output in the last forty years: are 

journalists’ perceptions of the language, content and role of the news evident in 

the copy?  

In the following sections, this study’s research findings will address each of these 

subsidiary questions. 

8.1 Picture of the Audience?

When Schlesinger conducted his study of BBC TV and Radio News in 1978 he said 

the following about the relationship between the BBC journalists and the viewers/

listeners:

[T]he gap between producer and consumer does not pose severe problems 

because it is filled with the conventional wisdom of a professionalism which is 

largely self-sustaining ... The power [in the producer-consumer relationship] 

lies with the newsmen who assert their possession of the necessary knowledge 

for effective communication. When pressed, they produce vague ideas about 

their audiences, based on their view of the kinds of people who listen to or watch 

particular channels, or from interactions with neighbours or people on trains. 

Ultimately the newsman is his own audience. When he talks of his professionalism 

he is saying that he knows how to tell his story. (134)

Hermans concluded likewise in her 2000 study of Dutch television journalists. More 

than three decades after Schlesinger, his observation about BBC journalists still 

appears to hold true. The majority of those interviewed for this thesis only have a 

vague idea of who the public is for the various radio networks (Chapter 6) and they 

place the listeners into very broad (and sometimes conflicting) categories in terms 

of social class, education, age and gender. A small number of the respondents 

have particular relatives, friends or acquaintances in mind of whom they know 

that they listen to a station; others assert that having categories or characteristics 

of audience members in mind is not helpful as audiences are diverse and subject 

to change. Schlesinger’s interviewees also suggested they wrote for their editor 

or their peers, a conclusion Gieber (1964) and Gans (1979) also reached. Those 

interviewed in this study, however, never mentioned writing for their superiors or 



170

to please their co-workers, even though some did acknowledge that working in 

the BBC Radio Newsroom was – certainly in the days of it being in Broadcasting 

House – like working in ‘a bubble’. That is not to say that the journalists in practice 

do not write for their editors, but rather that they do not say that they do. Writing for 

an editor, would, after all, be perfectly natural for a journalist: an employee would 

want to please his boss and would want to learn how to improve his writing – there 

is an assumption that editors know better (and are the ones who carry the final 

responsibility) than those who are less senior. In addition, in the absence of much 

audience feedback, it is difficult to really write for a specific public. The number 

of opportunities for audience members to voice their opinion has increased, with 

reactions on the BBC websites, emails, texting, social networking facilities, etc. being 

added in the last decade to the letter and telephone and audience survey as means for 

the public to ask questions, afford praise and voice concern or displeasure. Certainly 

at BBC Radio One Newsbeat there is evidence that direct audience feedback on the 

web or through texting does help inform the decisions made by the team of subs. 

However, even if audience feedback is substantial, it can never be all-encompassing 

– not everyone in an audience can take part, nor would there be time to include each 

and every comment, and audience views will not necessarily concur. There is the 

factor of the BBC’s public service remit to consider: it must reach large audiences 

and minority audiences. It needs to inform, educate and entertain and maintain high 

standards. Audience research reports about demographics and social background 

can help inform the journalists; reports examined from the 1960s until the mid-

1990s seem to suggest that the make-up of the audience for the various networks has 

not changed greatly; for example, Radio 4 tends to have more listeners in southern 

counties and they tend to be older and more middle-class. The reports also suggest 

that audiences on the whole tend to be happy with the news service they receive. But 

as As John Reith argued: the audience does not always know what it wants (Chapter 

2). Therefore, the ‘missing link’ or the ‘gap’ between the producer/writer and the 

consumer/listener, is still today filled with an idea of ‘professionalism’, in which the 

writer believes he knows which story to tell and how to tell it. If he did not believe so, 

no stories would be told. 
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8.2 The extent to which BBC RJs try to achieve their goals in     
 communicating the news and the methods and strategies they use

The prime consideration for the BBC Radio Journalists in communication is to ensure 

the message gets across. If it does not, if people do not understand or cannot digest 

the news stories, then the writer and by definition BBC Radio News has failed to 

communicate. Thus, clarity of message is paramount. 

Good writing is not a luxury; it is an obligation. (BBC News Style Guide 2003: 7)

For the writing to be good and the message to be clear, it is essential first of all that 

the sub understands the story, after which she can choose the words needed to convey 

the message. The language, the respondents say, should be simple: simple words 

and simple constructions – one thought per sentence – so that the listener is guided 

through the story. The writing should be more like spoken language than written 

prose. There is no consensus on the extent to which there should be emotion or 

description. Some believe the writing should be purely factual, but others say there 

has to be room for some creativity, for story-telling. Whilst the first group thinks 

‘painting a picture’ should be left up to the correspondent, the second argues that 

some news cues and copy stories can and should provide colour for the canvas of 

the mind. Some of the interviewees profess a preference for working on the Radio 4 

bulletins as they feel that gives them more time to spend on the right wording and 

to be ‘creative’, whereas others prefer the fast pace and the shorter stories of the 

summaries desk. Many respondents feel that apart from informing and educating, 

BBC News should also provide some news that is light-hearted and not just things 

that are deemed “worthy”. 

Deadlines in radio news are continuous and the subs interviewed for this project 

are very busy. Nevertheless, they were happy to make time to talk about their jobs 

and about the way they write their items. Many are pleased to be asked to voice their 

opinion and to be given an opportunity to think about what they are doing. They 

do not sit down purposefully and think about the practice of keeping the writing 

simple, using spoken language or using narrative techniques to tell their story when 

they are in the midst of the process. Instead, they want to get on with their job and 

think ‘what’s the main story, how would I say that to the person sitting next to me 

(or someone else they have in mind), how many seconds do I have to write (not 
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‘how many words’ as a newspaper/online journalist might ask) and how long have 

I got until it needs to be ready?’ The strategies they use in communicating the news 

are the product of routines, of knowing what to do in particular circumstances. 

There are editorial guidelines and style guides and a number of the subs will have 

done a journalism related degree. However, most of what the subs know about 

doing their job and about the strategies that ‘work’ has come from working in the 

newsroom, from churning out bulletins and summaries day after day and picking 

up the necessary skills needed from their peers. Journalists are products of their 

organisation and their habitus (see Chapter 3). ‘Routinisation’, including space and 

time constraints of the medium and the network’s news format, affects the decision-

making process both in terms of story selection and wording of the text. It appears 

that both the current and the former RJs are satisfied with the way they operate(d). 

8.3 Perceptions of BBC Radio News characteristics, goals and audiences 

The perceptions appear not to have changed to any great extent. The main aim 

of Radio News remains that of informing the public. The newsroom itself has 

changed to a very large extent: both in terms of its physical location and the facilities 

and technology now available, and in terms of the make-up and organisational 

structure. There are many more women (although it appears there still seems to be 

a majority of men on the Radio News Summaries and Bulletins desks) and there is 

less hierarchy. There is also significantly more input and the subs are no longer just 

“writers”, but multi-tasking journalists. The decision to include taped inserts in 

bulletins – introduced in the late 1960s and increasingly used from the mid-1970s – 

led the subeditors who were interviewed by Schlesinger to complain that they were 

‘losing the art of writing’ (1978: 263). Similar complaints were voiced in the 1990s 

with the introduction of digital editing that the subs were required to do themselves. 

The writers interviewed for this thesis also complained that there was less time to 

craft, but the reason now is not so much the new technology, but the feeling that 

they are having to do more and more with fewer and fewer people. The requirement 

on journalists to type their own scripts from the late 1970s/early 1980s, not only 

rendered the typists obsolete, but also removed the first layer of quality control. 

With the reduction in the number of staff over the following decades, other options 

for quality control by peers have also been reduced steadily. Many point out that the 

increased workload has meant they cannot always ensure the news is as accurate and 
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as “radiofied” as they would like it to be. Having a “second pair of eyes” look at a 

radio news script is something that the subs do strive for, but the interviewees worry 

that frequently there is not enough time to do so. Another concern, for some, is that 

stories are recycled on various networks, so that they are not necessarily tailored to 

the audience of a specific network. It has to be said though, that there is little to no 

evidence from audience research that the public switches between networks and 

would listen to the news on several stations. The continuous cycle of news output is 

reminiscent of what Nick Davies describes in Flat Earth News (2009): a ‘news factory’ 

or ‘churnalism’. The subs currently working in the BBC Radio Newsroom and the 

BBC Radio One Newsbeat Office are, on the whole, confident that they are currently 

coping with all the demands on them and that they are providing as much as possible 

an accurate, interesting and well-written radio news service for their audience. They 

are concerned that the pressure is mounting and that BBC television news and BBC 

Radio programmes do make mistakes. An increased use of ‘citizen journalists’ could 

lead, they fear, to less accurate and relevant information being broadcast to other 

listeners. The former radio news writers are perturbed by what they see as a decline in 

standards of language and accuracy and a lack of interest on the part of those still at 

the BBC, particularly management, to tackle this decline. 

8.4 Changes in radio news output 1966-2008

I looked at a total of 141 newscasts: 106 bulletins and summaries from 1966, 1976, 

1986, 1992, 2006 and 35 from intervening years to search for particular topics or 

phrases. This is, of course, a mere snapshot of the thousands of transcripts available 

and can thus only give a general indication of trends. 

8.4.1 Content

Radio 4 News (and before that the Home Service) has included a large number 

of stories about politics throughout the four decades. The mid-1960s saw a large 

amount of foreign news stories (particularly the struggle for independence in 

Rhodesia, which was still an issue ten years later) on both the R4/Home Service and 

the R1&2/Light Programme. Industrial disputes also constituted a large proportion 

of news coverage, reflecting what was a time of industrial and political upheaval in 
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Britain. Social, health, crime and science stories were occasionally evident in the 

mid-60s and mid-70s sample, but by the mid-80s they were included more often. The 

sample of news output from 1986 therefore shows a much greater range of stories 

than earlier ones, on all the networks. From examining the 2006 sample, I suggest 

that foreign news, while still included in the output, is afforded less prominence 

than in previous decades. The news about British soldiers in Iraq and Afghanistan, 

however, is featured several times in that sample. Arguably, there are more stories 

about celebrities now. This would correspond with sentiments expressed by several 

scholars in recent years and with the increase in the “cult of the celebrity” (Chapter 

2). It is important to remember that similar concerns about too much entertainment 

were voiced in the 1970s and likely even before that too. More recently audience 

interaction, on R1 at least, has started to inform the order and content of the 

Newsbeat programme and summaries.

8.4.2 Language and Style

Since its creation, listeners have sought to complain to the BBC about what they see 

as incorrect grammar and syntax, inappropriate or offensive lexis or even presenter 

accents, as well as the choice of words or the accent of presenters. As recently as 

2007, campaigners including Conservative MP, Ann Widdecombe, the former chief 

inspector of schools, Chris Woodhead, and the writer Ian Bruton-Simmonds, sent 

an open letter to the BBC Chairman asking the BBC to appoint someone to monitor 

language heard on air (Roberts 2007).

The style of writing in output from 1966 (and 1967) appears less conversational, 

more matter-of-fact than in later years. The average word per sentence in the 1960s 

is similar to that of later samples, but the lack of audio inserts to illustrate the news 

gives the bulletins a more laboured feel. On Radio 4 in the 1960s, its Controller 

Gerald Mansell had, according to Hendy (2007: 44), augured for a less deferential 

tone and the inclusion of many different opinions on the air. Evidence from news 

bulletins shows that since the late 1960s there has been a trend towards a slightly 

more informal style, the dropping of the titles Mr and Mrs being the most prominent 

example, but also exemplified by reporter pieces and clips of actuality from ‘eye 

witnesses’ and the so-called ‘man in the street’. Indeed the increase in audio inserts 

on all the networks has been one of the most noticeable differences in the past four 
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decades. I would surmise that there have also been changes in the style of news 

reading since the 1960s, e.g. the use of a greater diversity in accents. However, as 

audio recordings of the news bulletins were not available and looking at delivery is 

beyond the scope of this thesis, it is not possible to conclude anything about possible 

changes in that respect. In terms of the written language, Radio 2 and Radio 4 have 

changed only slightly. Radio 1 has changed the most since its creation in 1967: from 

sharing news with Radio 2 in 1967, to getting bespoke summaries from writers in 

the Radio Newsroom that were aimed at complementing the Newsbeat programme, 

to writing/producing its own news altogether, the network has been able to develop 

its own unique style in news. The sentences used on Radio 1 are short compared to 

Radio 2 and Radio 4, as are audio inserts and the style of both writing and presenting 

is snappy. There have been changes in the language used in the newscasts and many 

of these are charted in the BBC News Style Guides and follow societal changes. 

Throughout the past decades, the BBC has maintained the idea that its role is not to 

pioneer but follow, on due reflection, changes in the language elsewhere.

8.5 Reflection

The four assumptions I put forward at the start of this study were: 

1:  Radio Journalists want to send a clear message to the right audience. They 

want to grab the audience’s attention and keep them listening. This goal has not 

changed in the past 40 years. 

2: More importance is being given to audience research, but few RJs have a really 

clear picture of who it is who is listening to a particular network. 

3:  The way RJs perceive their job role has changed in the last forty years. Many 

regret the increased workload (fewer colleagues) and the decreased status of radio, 

but there will not be a clear divide as to whether it was better “then” than “now”.

4:  Although many can recite platitudes, such as “write for the ear”, “radio should 

paint pictures in the mind” very few acknowledge that they are consciously aware of 

trying to define this or put this into practice prior to or whilst writing a news story. 

Nevertheless, they will assert that they are always mindful that they are writing for the 

medium that is radio.  

The first and second have been confirmed (Chapters 5 and 6). The third assumption 

has been confirmed for the most part. Many do regret that there seems to be so much 
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more work with fewer colleagues and that there is much more pressure on doing 

things quickly, but there is no feeling that radio has lost status, either compared 

to TV or online or a drop in interest from the public. Whilst the former writers 

appear to have greater concerns about the decline in language standards, both 

groups acknowledge that there have been positive developments in their job over the 

past four decades too. The fourth assumption has been confirmed, except for the 

assumption about the platitude “paint pictures in the mind”; whilst the interviewees 

do often speak of “writing for the ear” (or “using spoken language”), “painting 

pictures” is rarely mentioned and as such is a break from what academic studies and 

textbooks say about writing for radio. This “painting” therefore, appears to apply as a 

platitude to reporting, rather than news copy writing.  

With changing views on what news should do, what the role of the BBC should be, 

and constant pressure from external forces – notably finances and governments -, 

it is a wonder really that so little has changed in the relatively long time period of 

forty years. It could be argued that news values remain fairly similar over time and 

news is therefore not subject to that much change. The shift in BBC policy in the 

1980s and 90s from a producer-driven culture to an audience-driven one (see Scannel 

Chapter 2) and the free market commercialism of the 1990s do appear to have had 

effects on the actual news output but there have not been radical alterations. From 

the 1980s there appear to be more “human interest” stories in the newscasts and 

BBC Radio 1 news has become far more aligned with its programmes. It would be 

interesting to analyse a much larger sample of bulletins from the 1970s onwards 

to assess whether this ‘outcome’ is replicated. Since the 1990s and 2000s there are 

many more platforms on which news can be obtained. The news on BBC Radio 2 and 

Radio 4 is less formal in style compared to the 1960s and 70s, is complemented by 

audio reports and is simply much more frequent than it was thirty or forty years ago. 

Nevertheless, it is still performing the basic function of keeping people informed 

about the latest happenings. Programmes may well have changed more than news 

bulletins, but programmes were not the focus of this study; it would be interesting 

material for future research. As sociologists and linguists have pointed out (Chapter 

3), there is a social context to media content and language: editorial staff use similar 

standards because of their similar backgrounds and tastes, because managers and 

editors appoint people like themselves, because of routinisation and because of 

time- and budgetary constraints. Furthermore, radio news bulletins tend to adhere 

to a clearly recognised structure as this is what the listener knows and expects: 
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radically changing the format or language could offend or at the very least confuse 

listeners, which then means the journalist will have failed to communicate effectively. 

Expectations about what the BBC, as public service broadcaster and guardian of 

British English language standards, should do, also influence how it behaves and the 

news service it offers. As Schlesinger said three decades ago (and still appears to hold 

true), change in News is limited: ‘Given its centrepiece role as the embodiment of 

orthodox, safe and definitive broadcasting practice, it cannot afford to slip out of the 

anchorage of an essentially conservative form and content’ (1978: 246).

 

Just because radio news may not appear as glamorous as TV or as exciting as online 

or as worthy as newsprint, it does not mean the language and the views of those who 

with work within it are any less important for academics to examine. More studies 

in which the journalists are the central source of information would be illuminating, 

not least to see differences in cultural practices. Radio is an art form and writing for 

radio is a particular skill, a skill that involves language. Weaver (1997), investigating 

the ethical standards of journalists, concluded that radio journalists were less likely 

than any other kind of journalist to approve of unethical practices, such as hidden 

recordings. From interviewing the radio journalists, I would suggest adding modesty 

and common sense to their list of personal characteristics. They do not profess to be 

doing anything out of the ordinary: 

It is not a perfect art, we’re not trying to carve a statue … the nature of speech is 

that you do the best that you can at that time. (17-06)

You have to think about what is the best way to convey what we’re trying to say. It is 

mostly common sense. (01-06)

The BBC Radio Journalists also value what they see as the inherent advantages of 

radio over other forms of media: immediacy, uncomplicated and less costly, and 

the ability to combine radio listening with other activities. Radio too has taken 

full advantage of the internet and other digital technologies, compared to the 

way Television and Newspapers have lagged behind. Whilst the RJs are generally 

optimistic about the future developments in radio and the media industries, there are 

concerns that they will no longer have the flexibility to change the style and content 

for different networks and thus different audiences. This thesis provides only a 

snapshot of how a small group of BBC radio journalists view the changes in their 
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industry. More empirical work, including from cash-strained commercial radio news 

providers, needs to be done. The concerns of the practitioners should be heeded. 

Radio’s strength is that it has endured both despite and because of competition from 

new media and the availability of new technology. If radio – and the BBC in particular 

– is to remain a prime source for fair, accurate and well-written news that informs 

people effectively, the journalists, the managers and the regulators need to recognise 

radio’s unique properties. 
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Epilogue

Divining the future is notoriously difficult as predictions are frequently overtaken by 

events. Predicting the future for Radio, and for BBC Radio News in particular, is just 

as perilous an undertaking. Developments in the years 2008-2011 have put (yet again) 

significant pressure on journalism and with it BBC Radio News. During my last visit 

to the BBC in the summer of 2008, it became clear that BBC Radio 5-Live would be 

moving from London to Salford, near Manchester, by 2011. The radio network is one 

of several BBC divisions to move “north” as the BBC aims to respond to criticism 

that it has been far too London-centric. Twenty-five journalist posts from the Radio 

Newsroom will move with 5-Live to provide summaries for the network. The ‘Fewer, 

Bigger, Better’ plans announced in 2007 also foresaw the axing of 12 further posts 

from the Radio Newsroom (Plunkett 2007) by 2012. Since then cost-cutting plan on 

cost-cutting plan has been foisted on the BBC. The radio news desks that form the 

Radio Newsroom moved to White City to become part of a larger news centre in 1998. 

In the next few years they are expected to move back to central London to an extension 

to Broadcasting House; radio, television and online will become fully integrated. 

Following the decision to no longer separately fund the World Service from the 

Foreign Office budget (as it has been since the start), the World Service ‘subs’ will 

be found a home in Broadcasting House also. From 2014 onwards, money for the 

BBC World Service will have to come from the licence fee, that is, from the British 

taxpayer. The chairman of the BBC Trust, Chris Patten, has said he is determined to 

protect the World Service, if necessary cutting sports events and a digital television 

channel (Douglas 2011). Whether British licence fee payers will accept cuts in 

domestic services to help pay for a service to the rest of the world is unclear. It puts 

the BBC in a difficult position over justifying the licence fee, adding to its age-old 

dilemma of having to go for high ratings to show it is reaching large numbers of the 

fee payers while also having to cater to minority interests to show it is meeting its 

public broadcasting commitments.

The different funding for the World Service is one of the outcomes of the 

Government’s Comprehensive Spending Review of October 2010, instigated by the 

desire to cut billions from public sector spending following the global economic 

crisis. The BBC also had to agree to a six-year freeze of the licence fee. Overall, it is 

estimated that the Corporation will have to contend with a 16-20% reduction in its 

budget. Leaked proposals from Mark Thompson’s Delivering Quality First initiative 
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suggest there are 12 ‘key questions for further investigation’ (Conlan 2011). One of 

those is for Radio News and programmes: ‘Are there opportunities to deliver high 

quality radio news and programmes more efficiently across the portfolio?’, it asks 

ominously (BBC cuts: extracts 2011).

Earlier BBC management proposals to save money by closing the digital radio 

networks 6-Music and the Asian Network were repealed by the BBC Trust. The 

suggested closure of 6- Music in particular had led to much protest: as well as letters 

to MPs and demonstrations outside Broadcasting House, the support campaign had 

– according to the Guardian newspaper – mustered 180 thousand fans on the social 

media site Facebook (Bushfield 2010). Other BBC services were not so fortunate. 

The BBC Online budget is to be reduced by 25%, resulting in the loss of 360 posts. 

According to Journalism.co.uk, the plans involve reducing the number of sites, 

cutting back on the breadth of sport news and impact on the work of specialist 

correspondents (McAthy 2011). Furthermore, there are to be reductions in staff at 

BBC Monitoring in Caversham.

The workings of BBC Radio 1 and Radio 2 have also come in for scrutiny recently. 

A review, carried out by former commercial radio executive John Myers, and 

commissioned by the BBC’s director of audio and music, Tim Davie, examined 

possible	cost	savings	on	Radios	1	and	2,	and	on	1Xtra	and	6	Music.	In	terms	of	

news provision, the report criticised Radio 2 newsreaders for not writing the news 

themselves and doing ‘little else until the next hour’s bulletin’ (cited in Plunkett 2011). 

The report suggested that ‘Radio 1’s Newsbeat, which employs 52 full-time staff in 

addition to its own technical and production personnel, could become the “central 

newsroom for all four popular music networks.”’ (ibid). 

Will radio remain the radio as we know it? The ‘State of the News Media’ report 

in 2009 by the Pew Research Center decided to no longer use the heading ‘radio’, 

preferring instead the word ‘audio’. In its 2011 report it says that most sectors of the 

news industry (in the USA), except newspapers, started to show signs of recovering 

revenues and it points to the increase in news consumption on mobile devices and 

the web. This applies to radio listening too: while traditional AM and FM radio still 

dominate, listeners are increasingly using the internet and other digital sources. 

The May figures from RAJAR in the UK show radio listening hit a new peak (91.6%), 

with here also a large increase in digital listening (RAJAR 2011), although it is not 

clear to what extent people listen to the radio to hear news. As Rosentiel and Mitchell 

argue, the digital realm is posing what they call a ‘fundamental challenge 

to journalism’: 
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The biggest issue ahead may not be lack of audience or even lack of new revenue 

experiments. It may be that in the digital realm the news industry is no longer in 

control of its own future. News organizations—old and new—still produce most 

of the content audiences consume. But each technological advance has added a 

new layer of complexity—and a new set of players—in connecting that content

to consumers and advertisers … [The] data may be the most important commodity 

of all. In a media world where consumers decide what news they want to get and 

how they want to get it, the future will belong to those who understand the public’s 

changing behavior and can target content and advertising to snugly fit the interests 

of each user. That knowledge — and the expertise in gathering it — increasingly 

resides with technology companies outside journalism. (State of the News Media 

2011, Overview)

Public broadcasting, in the UK at least, benefits from the fact that it does not have to 

rely on advertising; but as shown in this thesis and by recent events outlined above, 

this does not mean it is immune to budgetary pressures. Picard is hopeful that there is 

a significant role for public service broadcasters in Europe:

... public service broadcasting overall is continuing to play an important role in most 

nations in the EU and ... concerns that it has lost its role or position are perhaps 

overstated. The markets in which public service channels exist today have clearly 

changed and may require new operational strategies, but it is still far too early to 

write off public service broadcasting as a social good of the past. (Picard 2002: 235)

Starkey and Crisell (2009) believe the BBC is in a strong position to continue its role 

as a prominent, authoritative broadcaster: 

[In] its early years, there was a need to regulate broadcasting because it was a 

scarce commodity. In Britain this need was met by the establishment of a publicly 

funded, publicly accountable broadcaster – the BBC – with an obligation to serve 

all sections of the public, not just those who were attractive to advertisers. But in 

future it seems that there will be a need to regulate broadcasting because it will 

be an abundant commodity. In so widely accessible and anarchic an environment, 

amid all the babble and cacophony of voices, which of the many broadcasters will 

we be able to believe? There must remain at least one whose output can be relied 

on as truthful, authoritative and editorially independent, and the obvious candidate 

is the BBC because it is the nation’s public service broadcaster. (128)
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Furthermore, they say, radio has an enduring nature as a medium: ‘whose essence, 

whatever its visual accompaniments, is sound, because [ … ] the fact that it has no 

need of vision gives it certain irreducible advantages, ... crucial to journalism and 

news.’ (126) I for one, hope that they are right in their optimism and that the BBC and 

the government (and the British taxpayer) will wish to continue to invest sufficient 

resources in its (radio) news broadcasts. As one of my interviewees put it: ‘We have 

millions of listeners. Provided we’ve got the resources and correspondents, radio in 

general has a bright future. There’s nothing better than someone telling a story. We’re 

all kids really, we all like a story’ (06-08).
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Samenvatting

Deze studie richt zich op de radio journalisten van de BBC. Radio is in vergelijking 

met televisie en de gedrukte pers, het ondergeschoven kindje in onderzoeken naar 

de media en de journalistiek. Dat terwijl miljoenen mensen over de hele wereld 

elke dag naar de radio luisteren en voor een groot deel hier hun informatie 

voorziening vandaan krijgen. De globale vraagstelling die aan het onderzoek ten 

grondslag ligt luidt: Wat zijn voor de radio journalisten de belangrijkste kenmerken 

van het radio nieuws en wat zijn hun doelstellingen in het communiceren van 

dit nieuws?

 Het onderzoek is een casestudy naar de journalisten in de nationale BBC radio. 

Het onderzoek is kwalitatief van aard. Er zijn interviews afgenomen met 31 

journalisten die werken in de BBC Radio Newsroom in west London en bij Radio One 

News(beat). Deze journalisten, ook wel RJs of ‘subs’ genoemd, zijn verantwoordelijk 

voor de constante stroom aan dagelijkse bulletins op verschillende BBC radio 

stations. Ze schrijven de items en bepalen de volgorde en inhoud van deze bulletins. 

Deze groep omvat dus niet verslaggevers of journalisten die voor de current affairs 

programma’s werkzaam zijn. Ook heb ik hun geobserveerd aan het werk. Twaalf 

verdere gesprekken vonden plaats met mensen die BBC Radio News ‘sub’ zijn 

geweest. Een groot aantal bulletins van drie netwerken, t.w. Radio 1, 2, en 4, van de 

periode 1966-2008 zijn onderzocht, alsmede officiële documenten die betrekking 

hebben op die periode. 

De globale vraagstelling is verder uitgewerkt in vier deelvragen, die hier beknopt 

worden beantwoord:

1. Hebben de BBC RJs een duidelijk beeld van het diverse publiek op de radio stations, 

bijvoorbeeld m.b.t. onderwijs niveau, sociale komaf, leeftijd, etniciteit, man/vrouw en het type 

nieuws verhaal dat hen interesseert?

Het beeld dat de ondervraagden van hun publiek hebben is erg vaag en vaak 

tegenstrijdig. De (potentiële) luisteraars krijgen globale kenmerken toebedeeld. 

Desondanks voelen de journalisten dat ze effectief communiceren met de diverse 

groepen. Er zijn wel veel onderzoeksrapporten naar de samenstelling van de 

luisteraars, maar die spelen geen grote rol in het dagelijks handelen van de ‘subs’. 

Er is weinig directe feedback, behalve bij BBC Radio 1 waar de geïnterviewden 

zeggen dat ze veel sms- en email berichtjes krijgen. (Hoofdstuk 6)

2. In hoeverre proberen de BBC RJs hun doelstellingen m.b.t. het communiceren van het 
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nieuws	te	bereiken?	Welke	methoden	en	strategieën	gebruiken	ze;	zijn	deze	effectief	of	willen	ze	meer?

Het voornaamste doel van het nieuws is om het publiek te informeren. Om dit 

effectief te doen moeten de journalisten rekening houden met de beperkingen en 

mogelijkheden die het medium radio biedt. Ten eerste moet de radio journalist 

de kern boodschap uit de nieuwsgebeurtenis halen, d.w.z. begrijpen waar het 

nieuws verhaal over gaat. Pas dan, wordt gedacht aan hoe die boodschap verwoord 

zal worden. Ze proberen simpele woorden (geen jargon of erudiet taalgebruik) 

en simpele, korte zinsconstructies te gebruiken. De taal lijkt zo veel mogelijk op 

spreektaal (maar zonder de grammaticale fouten en natuurlijke haperingen, enz.). 

Sommige geïnterviewden zeggen dat de tekst puur feitelijk moet zijn, maar anderen 

zijn van mening dat er ook ruimte moet zijn voor wat zij ‘creativiteit’ of ‘verhalend 

schrijven’ noemen. De strategieën die ze gebruiken bij het nemen van beslissingen 

over de inhoud, lengte en taalgebruik van de bulletins komen voort uit de routines 

van de redactie en het dagelijks werk. De journalisten worden ook beïnvloed door hun 

habitus (Hoofdstuk 5).

3.  Zijn de percepties van de kenmerken van BBC Radio News, de doelstelling en het beeld van 

het publiek veranderd in de laatste veertig jaar?

De waarnemingen van de radio journalisten bij de BBC lijken niet veel veranderd 

te zijn sinds de jaren zestig. Het doel is nog altijd het informeren van het publiek 

over wat er zich afspeelt in de wereld. Wel is er minder hiërarchie in de Radio 

Newsroom en Radio One in vergelijking met 20-40 jaar geleden en technologische 

ontwikkelingen hebben als gevolg gehad dat de RJs niet alleen nog schrijvende 

journalisten zijn; ze moeten nu multimediaal werken. De geïnterviewden klagen 

dat er minder tijd is om aan de ‘taal’ van de nieuws berichten te besteden en velen 

maken zich zorgen dat vanwege de concurrentie van andere media en de nadruk op 

snelheid, de nauwkeurigheid van de feiten in berichten in het gedrang komt. Met 

name de voormalige ‘subs’ maken zich ook zorgen over de nauwkeurigheid van het 

taalgebruik (Hoofdstuk 5 en 6).

4.  Welke veranderingen zijn waarneembaar in de output sinds 1966: zijn ideeën over de taal, 

inhoud en rol van het nieuws zichtbaar in de teksten?

In totaal werden voor dit onderzoek 141 nieuws bulletins onderzocht van BBC 

Radio 1, 2 en 4 (en hun voorgangers ‘the Light Service’ en ‘the Home Service’) uit 

de jaren 1966, 1976, 1986, 1992 en 2006, alsmede een aantal andere tijdstippen. 

Uit die analyse trek ik de voorzichtige conclusie dat er geen radicale veranderingen 

hebben plaatsgevonden. Het nieuws van nu is informeler in toon dan dat van de 

jaren 60 en 70 (bijvoorbeeld titels ‘Mr’ en ‘Mrs’ worden niet langer gebruikt) en ook 
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is er meer verscheidenheid aan berichten, inclusief misschien meer nieuws over 

celebrities. BBC Radio 1, het ‘jongeren netwerk’ dat pas in 1967 gecreëerd werd, maar 

daarna nog jaren het nieuws met BBC Radio 2 deelde, heeft de meeste wijzigingen 

doorgemaakt. Het wordt sinds 1997 ook niet meer geschreven door de journalisten 

in de Radio Newsroom, maar door de Radio One Newsbeat redactie. De belangrijkste 

aanvulling voor alle bulletins is het gebruik van “audio”, bijvoorbeeld de stemmen 

van verslaggevers, experts of ooggetuigen. Er zijn wel aanpassingen geweest in de 

taal zelf, maar die lijken de aanpassingen van de ‘levende taal’ in de maatschappij te 

volgen (Hoofdstuk 5 en 7).

Radio zelf en de manier van luisteren naar de radio zijn wel radicaal veranderd 

in de afgelopen veertig jaar. Er zijn veel meer radio stations en luisteren hoeft 

tegenwoordig niet meer naar het kastje op het dressoir of het kastje in de auto, maar 

kan via een verscheidenheid aan (digitale) platforms. Het is niet duidelijk hoe radio 

en de journalistiek er in de toekomst zal uitzien en in hoeverre er geld zal worden 

vrijgemaakt voor publieke omroepen zoals de BBC. Werken voor de radio vereist 

vaardigheden, met name de vaardigheid van het werken met taal zodat de luisteraar 

(die de tekst niet kan herlezen en geen beelden heeft om hem te helpen), 

de boodschap kan begrijpen. 

Aangezien deze studie een casestudy was naar een kleine groep journalisten bij 

de BBC Radio, hebben de bevindingen alleen betrekking op deze groep. Verdere 

studies naar andere radio journalisten, bij publieke en commerciële instellingen, in 

verschillende landen zouden dan ook welkom zijn.     
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Glossary of terms

Actuality: audio clip of interviewee (e.g. expert or eyewitness). Also sometimes used 

to refer to a voiced report by reporter, or to sound effects.

Ass-Ed (Assistant Editor): Senior-level sub editor; one level under that of Editor.

BJ (Broadcast Journalist): entry level in BBC Journalism.

Bulletin: Generic term to denote newscast. At BBC Radio News used to refer to major 

newscast produced by the ‘Bulletins Desk’ (as opposed to the ‘Summaries Desk’), for 

BBC Radios 3 and 4. 

Copy story: a short story, usually 2-5 lines, without audio. 

Cue: An introduction to actuality or voiced piece. In a summary this cue might be 2-3 

lines, in a Radio 4 Bulletin, these might be much longer.

Correspondent: Senior reporter with responsibility for particular field of expertise or 

part of the country, e.g. Foreign, Defence, Education, Health, Technology, Northern-

Ireland, etc.

Editor: Most senior Journalist in newsroom (or programme).

ENPS: Electronic News Production System (see photo 3, Chapter 5). Computer 

system that allows BBC Journalists to write their stories, access news wires, see 

output from other BBC TV and Radio News programmes.

GNS: General News Service. The news service for BBC local radio stations. Actuality 

and a summary (known as the ‘Rip ‘n Read’) is sent to all stations by the Radio 

Newsroom every hour.

Prospects (diary): Newsgathering diary. List of all possible stories on a particular 

day to help news and current affairs outlets plan their output, availability of 

correspondents, outside broadcasting facilities, etc. Unexpected news is of course 

not listed.  
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Reporter: Journalist who files a report, gives information or interviews someone (who 

can then be ‘clipped’ for audio). Can be desk-based or out in the field. 

Running Order: List of the stories that will be used in the bulletin or summary, in the 

order in which they are to be read out.

SBJ (Senior Broadcast Journalist): second level in BBC Journalism. Given more 

responsibility.

Sub: short for sub editor. Term used to describe those journalists who write and 

produce the news in the BBC Radio Newsroom: BJ, SBJ and AssEd.

Summary: At BBC Radio News refers to those newscasts produced by the Summaries 

Desk. Shorter than BBC Bulletins. 

VP or Voicer: The voice of a correspondent or reporter. The voiced report 

(predominantly pre-recorded) gives more details on the story.  

Voice Piece: see voicer

Vox Pop: a series of short soundbites/opinions from members of the public (vox 

populi) edited together and used as actuality.

Wires: the news agencies such as PA, Reuters, AFP, AP, etc.
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APPENDIX I

BBC Written Archives Files

Official Documents (available until 1978):

	 •	 R/28	554/1	News	Bulletins	Files	1966-75

	 •	 R/28	520/1	News	Home	News	Policy

	 •	 R28/631/1	Current	Affairs	Group	meeting	minutes

	 •	 R28/557/2	News	Divisional	Meeting	Minutes	1966-75

	 •	 R28/575/1	News	Radio	4

	 •	 R34/1430	Policy	News	and	Current	Affairs

	 •	 R78/1	203/1	Radio	News	(File	1	and	File	2)

	 •	 R78/2	536/1	News	Bulletins	General	

	 •	 R78/2	505/1	BBC	NCA	

	 •	 R78/622/1	Radio	1	and	2

	 •	 R78/1	204/1	B510-1	News	Policy	File	3

Newsguides/Style guides: 

	 •	 BBC	Handbook	1967

	 •	 A/2773	–	The	Radio	Newsroom	News	Guide	1967

	 •	 News	Guide	1972

	 •	 News	Guide	1975

	 •	 News	Guide	1979

	 •	 News	Guide	1983	

	 •	 A	BBC	Guide	called The Spoken Word, written in 1981 by the Chief Editor   

  of the Oxford English Dictionaries, Robert Burchfield

	 •	 Bush	House	Newsroom	Guide	and	Style	Book,	1988

	 •	 Style	Guide	for	Regional	TV	and	Local	Radio	1988

	 •	 the	1989	Survivor’s	Guide	to	the	Radio	Newsroom	

	 •	 Radio	News	Style	Book	1990

		 •	 News	and	Current	Affairs	Style	Book	and	Editorial	Guide	1991

	 •	 BBC	NCA	Style	Book	by	Roy	Walters	1992

	 •	 Style	Guide	for	Regional	TV	and	Local	Radio	1993

	 •	 Style	Guide	by	Geoff	Morley	(editor	Radio	Newsroom)	2000

	 •	 Guide	from	Training	and	Development	2002
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	 •	 Online	Style	Guide	2003

	 •	 News	Style	Guide	in	2003

	 •	 The	Style	Guide	–	the	Newsbeat	and	TX	Bible	from	2006

	 •	 6	Music	Newsdesk	Style	Guide	2006

	 •	 News	Style	Guide	–	pre-publication	draft	2008

Audience Research Reports (available until 1994) 

	 •	 Audience	Research	Report	LR71/537	BBC	August	1971

  News Broadcasting and the Public in 1970. A study of News Bulletin Audiences   

  and of the Public’s Attitudes towards News Broadcasts

	 •	 R9/447/1	Special	Report	SP88/034	Radio	1	and	its	young	audience	

  in the late 1980s. August 1988.

	 •	 R9/1,	008/1

  Audience Research – Information Services Report IS/90/07 

  Radio 1 Listeners and their use of Services 1989. – publ. June 1990

	 •	 R9/613/1	Audience	Research	Special	Report	SP90/33

  Radio 1: Early Evening News 1990

	 •	 R9/1,	012/1	Audience	Research	

  Radio Listeners and their use of Services 1989

	 •	 R9/1	014/1

  Audience Research. Radio 4 Listeners and their use of Services 1989   

  (July 1990)

	 •	 R9/677/1	Audience	Research

  Radio 4 News FM Audience – June 1991

	 •	 R9/723/1	Special	Report	SP91/80	Reactions	to	a	Radio	News	Service		 	

  (Nov 1991)

	 •	 R9/2	121/1	Special	Report	SP94/125	News	and	CA	Core	Values	(2)

	 •	 R9/2	083/1	Special	Report	SP94/032A	Review	of	Recent	NCA	(1994)

	 •	 R9/2	084/1	Special	Report	Background	Audience	Info	for	NCA		 	 	

  Programme Strategy Implementation (1994)
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