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The New World



01.12.18

Digital has disrupted the way people consume news

News experience 
of the past

Present day 
News experience
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“For twenty years we did breaking news, 
but now we see that by the time people 
get to listen to or watch us, they already 
know what the news is”

Fran Unsworth 
Director BBC News & Current Affairs
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BBC has an ambition to reach 500 million people by 2022
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Digital audiences had been growing but rate of growth falling

The challenge:

How can we grow our 
digital audiences?

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

Average weekly People
BBC Language Services

Source: Web Analytics

+3%
+15%

+17%

+34%
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Understanding the role of digital 
news content
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Mental categorisation of news investigated through qual

3 day WhatsApp News 

chats

Facebook shadowing 11 x 2 hrs F2F consumer 

workshops
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Which story would you be most likely to read?

1. How much plastic waste a person produces?

3. First images from raid that killed Al-Baghdadi

2. Netflix angers film-makers with speed-up function

4. 'Holy Spirit' saves German driver from speeding fine

5. Norway: the country where no salaries are secret

6. Student who lived on 30 cents a day for   five 
years to support sick brother
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Validated through projects that have spanned every continent
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Revealed six news needs that are crucial to understanding 
how to appeal to audiences

EDUCATE ME

KEEP ME ON 

TREND

GIVE ME 

PERSPECTIVE

INSPIRE ME

DIVERT MEUPDATE 

ME
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Revealed six news needs that are crucial to understanding 
how to appeal to audiences

EDUCATE ME

KEEP ME ON 

TREND

GIVE ME 

PERSPECTIVE

INSPIRE ME

DIVERT MEUPDATE 

ME

Plastic waste per person

Netflix speed up function

First images of US raid

Norway: salaries

Holy spirit saves  driver

Living on 30 cents a day
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Digital deep dives
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3 months of output manually categorised
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Results analysed alongside web analytics

Source: Deep dive analysis BBC Arabic - Jan-Mar 2018
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Initial deep dives showed editorial focusing on ‘Update me’
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Whilst for audiences their focus was often elsewhere!

Source: Deep dive analysis BBC Russian - Sept-Nov 2016
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Creating Impact
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1. Stakeholder ownership

“I often refer to the research on six user needs 
as the most influential slide I have seen and 
used while trying to influence the digital 
culture change at BBC World Service.

Dmitry Shishkin, 
Digital Development Director, 

BBC World Service
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2. Editors use the needs to inform story choice and treatment

The ‘Needs’ hang over journalist’s heads in our
Delhi news bureau (in a good way!)

News Needs ‘Wheel’ at editors desk in London
Sabir Mustafa, Editor, Bengali service
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3. News needs can now be tagged to everything published 

Metadata on page
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Driving behaviour-change through measurement.

Surfacing the extent to which services are tagging stories 
leads to behaviour change in the long term – just as we 
have achieved with topics data.
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4. Not just an analysis tool, but an audience-facing framework

12 of the BBC’s newly-launched language 
websites serving parts of Africa and India as well 
as Korea and Serbia use the news needs 
framework in the layout of their homepages.

This example shows BBC Pidgin in Africa:
www.bbc.com/pidgin

http://www.bbc.com/pidgin
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5. We have been able to do more with less

BBC Thai service
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6. People reach on digital platforms has started to grow again

2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

+8%+3%+15%
+18%

+19%

News need 
project started

Source: Web Analytics

Average weekly People
BBC Language Services
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And we can see the effect of this project elsewhere to date

October 2019

Source: https://medium.com/hacks-hackers-london/how-vogue-is-growing-audiences-by-focusing-on-readers-needs-39c48cbc3cf5

https://medium.com/hacks-hackers-london/how-vogue-is-growing-audiences-by-focusing-on-readers-needs-39c48cbc3cf5
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Closing thoughts

Importance of multi-skilled teams 
- researchers, data analysts, data scientists, etc

Embedding insights and driving culture 
change takes time
- still an ongoing process

Using research to live beyond original 
purposes



01.12.18

Thank you


