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In 2016, the UK Department for Culture, Media & Sport 
published a report that looked at the market impact of 
the BBC (British Broadcasting Corporation). The BBC 
is governed by Royal Charter, and the current Charter 
expires at the end of 2016. The report, produced by 
Oliver & Ohlbaum with support from Oxera, formed part 
of the evidence base for the renewal of this Charter.1 The 
government published a White Paper in May 2016,2 and its 
draft Charter was published on 15 September.3

The BBC is the main public service broadcaster in the UK.4 
Unlike its rivals, the BBC does not broadcast advertising 
in its TV programming schedule or charge an opt-in 
subscription. Instead, anyone wishing to watch TV in the 
UK must purchase a TV licence, the price of which is set 
by government at the time when the Charter is renewed. 
The licence is used to fund the BBC’s TV, radio and online 
activities, and represents a unique model worldwide. 
However, concerns have been expressed over the years by 
commercial operators—in particular, rival broadcasters have 
complained about the impact of the BBC on their ability to 
attract a sufficient audience to bring in advertising revenues.5

The BBC has an impact on commercial broadcasters 
through both the types of TV programme that it broadcasts, 
and when it broadcasts them. If a particular type of 
programme is being broadcast on BBC One at the same time 
as a similar type of programme is being broadcast on ITV, 
this head-to-head scheduling might be expected to have an 
impact on ITV’s audience. Oxera undertook an econometric 
study to determine whether this was indeed the case—in 
terms of both the extent to which such clashes actually 
occur, and their impact on ITV. The study was the first of its 
kind in the UK.6

On schedule: do TV programming clashes 
matter?
To what extent do scheduling clashes between the BBC (the UK’s main public service 
broadcaster) and ITV (its main commercial rival) harm ITV’s audience figures? An Oxera study 
has found that, contrary to conventional wisdom, head-to-head clashes of weekend primetime 
entertainment shows do not seem to affect ITV’s audience figures. However, clashes between 
crime dramas do have an impact
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Clash or no clash?

Oxera analysed the impact of BBC One on ITV viewing 
figures during primetime slots over the three-year period 
from 2012 to 2014.7 The impact on ITV audience numbers 
of drama scheduling clashes with BBC One (and other 
channels) was explored through econometric ‘panel data’ 
analysis using Broadcasters Audience Research Board 
(BARB) data on the scheduling of weekly drama series. Also 
considered was the impact on ITV of primetime weekend 
entertainment scheduling clashes.

The main issue examined was the extent to which BBC 
One’s (and other channels’) scheduling of dramas affects 
ITV’s drama audience. To explore this, 20 ITV dramas were 
identified over the period 2012–14 that were classified as 
series or serials, aired on a weekly basis, non-repeats, and 
broadcast during the primetime slot (20.00 to 22.00). The 
panel dataset comprised 222 observations across ITV shows 
and weeks.8

Given that all the ITV shows identified on this basis 
were dramas, it was then possible to ascertain when 
scheduling clashes occurred with dramas on BBC One 
(and other channels). Both a broad and a narrow definition 
of scheduling clashes were considered; a broad clash 
being assumed to occur when ITV and another channel 
simultaneously aired any drama. There were 102 ‘broad’ 
clashes out of the 222 ITV drama episodes examined
(i.e. 45%).

This may seem a lot. However, it was not immediately 
obvious that a drama on one channel (e.g. a crime drama) 
would necessarily be in direct competition with a drama
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of a different kind on another channel (e.g. a period drama). 
A previous US study had analysed these issues at the 
subgenre level,9 so Oxera therefore categorised the ITV 
dramas into the following subgenres using Internet Movie 
Database (IMDb) information: crime, medical, comedy, 
period, history, fantasy, adventure, and life story. This 
allowed the identification of ‘narrow’ clashes.

On this basis, the only narrow clashes in the dataset were 
with crime dramas—in part driven by the prevalence of 
crime drama episodes in the BBC One and ITV dataset. 
As Table 1 shows, over the period analysed, there were 28 
schedule clashes between BBC One and ITV crime dramas. 
This was out of a total of 222 ITV drama episodes (or, more 
specifically, 121 ITV crime drama episodes). In practice, the 
clashes occurred after the 21.00 watershed—i.e. between 
21.00 and 22.00, which is the limited primetime period during 
which adult drama may be shown. Table 1 also shows that 
around half of the clashes occurred on a Monday.

As discussed below, the modelling framework allowed the 
separate impact of the drama subgenre clashes on ITV’s 
audience to be tested (although a model was also estimated 
using a broader level of clash).

From the USA to the UK…

The starting point was a US study by Shamsie et al.,10 
which was adapted for the UK context and the nature of the 
dataset. This study identified that the audience for a given 
show will depend on a number of factors. These include its 
previous week’s airing (a ‘lagged dependent variable’), the 
effect leading in from the show in the timeslot immediately 
preceding it (a ‘flow’ or ‘inheritance effect’), the stability of 
the time slot, the series tenure, and, as discussed above, 
competition from other channels offering a series in a similar 
subgenre at the same time.

Using US micro data (i.e. relating to specific shows), 
the Shamsie et al. study found that, for a given show, its 
audience from the previous week and its tenure, as well 
as the rating of the preceding show, had a positive and 
statistically significant effect on the show’s audience.11 In 
contrast, the number of main networks providing content 
at the same time, and the similarity of these competing 
shows, were both found to have a negative and statistically 
significant impact on a show’s ratings. The similarity of the 
preceding show, and the stability of a show’s time slot per 
se, were not found to be statistically significant drivers of 
audience ratings.

An advantage of using micro data, as in the US study and 
the Oxera approach, is that a number of variables can be 
included in the analysis (that are reasonably independent), in 
a way that the impacts of each variable can be meaningfully 
determined. Aggregated data may not pick up these 
relationships as readily.

A further advantage of a panel of micro data is that variation 
within shows over time, and between shows, can be used 

to fit the model. For example, in the Oxera study, ITV shows 
that did not experience genre clashes with BBC One can 
be compared with those that did, while controlling for other 
factors. For any given ITV show, its audience before and after 
any clash can be taken into account, again controlling for 
other factors.

Furthermore, by using observations across shows and 
over time, panel data analysis can remove the impact of 
unobservable factors that are specific to each ITV show and 
do not vary over time—such as the scale of the show and its 
core loyal audience who rarely switch. The US study used 
a ‘random effects’ framework to do this.12 While the Oxera 
study used a random effects model, our main approach was 
to use a ‘fixed effects’ framework. These generally rely on 
fewer assumptions than random effects models.13

Given the context, the Oxera study focused on the impact on 
selected ITV dramas of scheduling clashes with BBC One 
(and other channels), while controlling for other factors. This 
differs somewhat from the US study, which examined the 
impact of scheduling clashes on various network providers. 
In our analysis, markers or ‘dummy variables’ were included 
for each channel to indicate when clashes with ITV occurred. 
When there was a clash, a dummy variable of 1 was 
assigned, and 0 otherwise. The ‘other factors’ included in our 
specifications were the audience for the show at its previous 
airing, flow, tenure, and slot stability.

Audience ratings on other channels, either at the given 
time slot or for the time slot of the preceding show, were 
not included as explanatory factors, as this might have led 
to statistical problems. The US study also did not include 
these variables, possibly for the same reason. There were 
also some other modelling-related departures from the US 

Table 1   Crime drama schedule clashes 		
	      between BBC One and ITV by day

Note: There were no narrow drama clashes on Tuesdays or Saturdays.

Source: Oxera analysis of BARB data.
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Figure 1   What drives ITV audience?

Source: Oxera.

approach.14 In addition, our analysis used a dataset with total 
(live plus catch-up) audience figures.

What matters in the UK? 

Essentially, broad clashes at the genre level—i.e. 
‘entertainment’, ‘drama’—between BBC One and ITV shows 
do not have an impact on ITV audience numbers. In contrast, 
narrow subgenre clashes do make a difference—but only 
in the case of dramas. The main findings are summarised in 
Figure 1.

In the case of dramas, for example, there is little impact on 
ITV’s audience when BBC One schedules a drama at the 
same time, as long as the subgenres of the two programmes 
are different. In contrast, the econometric results consistently 
indicate that when clashes occur between BBC One and ITV 
drama subgenres, ITV audience figures are 6–8% lower than 
would otherwise be the case.15 This may also understate 
the impact, as the audience data used included live, same-
day and seven-day catch-up viewing.16 In addition, because 
it is also found that any given week’s viewing figures for 
a particular show are highly dependent on those of the 
preceding week, the effect is likely to persist over a number
of weeks.

For instance, assuming that, at the beginning of a month, 
there is a single clash in week 1, this has an initial impact on 
the ITV drama audience of around -7%. With an audience 
week-to-week persistency of 50%,17 the initial clash would 
translate into a reduction in ITV audience in each of the 
subsequent weeks of 3% (week 2), 2% (week 3), 1% (week 
4), and very small impacts after this. Adding up the impacts 
over these subsequent weeks, the total impact of the clash 
is comparable to a 14% reduction in audience concentrated 
in the first week. While, in this scenario, audience numbers 

eventually recover, this is not the case if clashes persist week 
on week. In this alternative scenario there would be around 
a 13% reduction in ITV drama audience each week over 
the longer term. However, as shown in Table 1, the extent 
to which repeat clashes actually occur varies by ITV crime 
drama.

Over the three-year period the narrow clashes occurred 
between crime dramas only, for 28 out of 121 ITV crime 
drama episodes. This is a small but significant number of 
clashes, which in turn will have commercial implications 
for ITV. However, in practice clashes emerge as a result of 
action by both the BBC and ITV. Both parties place a major 
emphasis on crime drama, and it is not clear that the BBC 
deliberately schedules its own crime dramas against those 
of ITV. The 21.00 watershed means that there is a limited 
time slot for the channels to schedule any given adult drama 
on a given day, meaning that some scheduling clashes are 
unavoidable. It may simply be that the abundance of crime 
drama per se, squeezed into a tight schedule, is driving the 
clashes. However, it is also notable that half of the crime 
drama clashes occur on a Monday.

Weaker effects of clashes between BBC One and ITV shows 
are found with regard to weekend entertainment viewing. 
At a broad level, scheduling clashes between a BBC 
One entertainment programme and an ITV entertainment 
programme mean that ITV’s audience is around 1% lower 
than would otherwise be the case. However, this effect is not 
statistically significant (i.e. given the low magnitude, and the 
amount of uncertainty in the estimate, the number cannot 
be relied on). At a narrow level, there are 27 clashes (out of 
244 ITV episodes), mainly in music/dance entertainment, but 
also in the quiz/panel/game show subgenre. The magnitude 
of the effect is again around -1%, and is once again not 
statistically significant.
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Throughout much of the analysis, the scheduling and 
content decisions of the other channels examined (BBC 
Two, Channel 4, Channel 5) are also found not to have a 
statistically significant negative impact on ITV’s audience. 
And throughout, prior episode audience for the ITV show 
(often the previous week’s airing) and the audience of the 
preceding ITV show (‘lead-in’ or ‘flow’) are the main drivers of 
ITV’s audience for any given show.

Closing credits

Oxera’s analysis sought to explore whether scheduling 
clashes between the BBC and ITV reduce the latter’s 
audience numbers. It was found that this can happen, but 
is not always the case. The results for entertainment are 
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interesting in themselves, as conventional wisdom says 
that weekend primetime entertainment clashes matter. The 
Oxera evidence calls this into question.

The analysis does show, however, that crime dramas are a 
key battleground and, when crime drama scheduling clashes 
occur, ITV audience numbers are 6–8% lower in the week 
concerned—compared with what might have been expected 
if BBC One had scheduled a different type of programme. 
Over the longer term, the cumulative impact of clashes could 
be greater.

This type of analysis has the potential to be extended to 
address other scheduling questions. 
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