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What the BBC currently spends and what it would cost to return to 2002-era
proportional investment in children’s services and technology.

This document sets out the financial case for restored investment in BBC children’s and young
people’s services and in technology leadership, using 2002 as the benchmark year. It explains why
2002 is the appropriate reference point, converts historic figures to 2025 prices, and quantifies the
gap between what was spent when the system was working and what the BBC spends today.

1. Why 2002 is the right benchmark

2002 is the appropriate reference point for three specific reasons:

* Itis the year the BBC’s most successful children’s investment was made. CBeebies and
CBBC launched on 11 February 2002 as the first dedicated digital children’s television channels
in the UK to reach genuine market scale. The investment that accompanied that launch -
approximately £90 million in children’s content alone - produced the peak audience outcomes:
CBeebies achieved 48% weekly reach among its target audience, more than twice its nearest
commercial competitor. That performance has never since been replicated.

+ It is the last year before systematic erosion began. The 2002—-2007 period represents the
high-water mark of BBC children’s investment proportional to total BBC income. From 2007
onwards, children’s budgets began to decline relative to total BBC spend, accelerating sharply
under the Delivering Quality First savings programme (2011-2016). 2002 is therefore the last
point at which the intergenerational transmission mechanism was functioning as the BBC’s own
research predicted it should.

* Itis the year that corresponds to the technology leadership peak. 2002 was also the year
BBC Online reached significant scale and the BBC'’s digital investment was proportionally at its
highest. The subsequent removal of the technology purpose from the 2017 Charter, and the
systematic reduction in technology investment as a share of BBC revenue, can be most clearly
traced against a 2002 baseline.

The 2002 benchmark

2002 is the year when the BBC’s children’s and technology investment was both at its most
proportionally generous and demonstrably producing the audience outcomes that the 2028
Charter needs to restore. It is therefore the starting point for calculating what restoration costs.
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2. The Investment Gap: Children’s and Young People’s
Services

The following analysis converts BBC children’s investment data to 2025 prices and compares it
across the key waypoints from 2002 to the present day.

2.1 Confirmed investment data

Year Cash spend 2025 equivalent % of total BBC Context
(confirmed) (CPl-adjusted) PSB income
2002 £90m £156m ~3.5-4.0% CBBC / CBeebies launch;

48% weekly reach
achieved on CBeebies

2007 ~£95-98m ~£147m ~3.0% Charter renewal including
technology purpose;
iPlayer launches

2011-12 £101.7m £152m ~2.8% DQF savings imminent

2016 £91m £118m ~2.4% DQF cuts

2017 £110m £139m ~2.7% ‘Largest investment in a
generation’ Tony Hall)

2019-20 £124.4m £149m ~3.0% Hall target partially
achieved before licence
fee freeze

2022-23 £89m £89m ~2.1% CBBC closure proposed.

Sources: BBC Annual Reports; NAO Departmental Overview 2022-23; PACT Children’s Content Research;, Ofcom PSB
Annual Reports. 2025 CPI conversion uses Bank of England inflation calculator.

2.2 The gap in 2025 prices

Expressed as a proportion of the total BBC budget, the BBC’s children’s investment has declined
from approximately 3.5-4.0% of PSB income in 2002 to approximately 2.1% in 2022-23. On a PSB
income of £4.1 billion (2022-23), restoring the 2002 proportion requires:

2002 proportion target Required annual spend Current spend Annual gap
(2025 prices)

3.5% of PSB income £144m £89m £55m

4.0% of PSB income £164m £89m £75m

3.75% = conservative midpoint £154m £89m £65m

The annual uplift required to restore 2002 levels of investment is:
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Annual shortfall against 2002 proportional benchmark

£65—70m content uplift

Per year in 2025 prices. The gap between £156m (2002 level, inflation-adjusted)
and £89m (2022-23 confirmed spend)

2.3 What the data does - and does not - include

The children’s figures above cover content spend only (programming commissions, production
budgets, talent).

They do not include:
* Platform and product development costs (iPlayer children’s service, CBeebies and CBBC apps,
Bitesize platform engineering)
« BBC Children’s marketing and audience development
« BBC Children’s in-house creative development costs

* The technology initiatives proposed in the Partnership Initiatives document (Solid Pods, Al
Tutor, Safe DNS, Fediverse) - which are additive to this baseline

The content spend figure is therefore a floor, not a ceiling.

A fully-costed children’s and young people’s programme that includes service infrastructure and
the new technology initiatives would require additional investment above the £65 million content

gap.

3. The Investment Gap: Technology and Platform Leadership

The technology investment picture is harder to reconstruct with the same precision as children’s
content spend, because the BBC’s historical financial reporting does not consistently separate
technology product development from content distribution infrastructure. However, the directional
picture is unambiguous, and three data points anchor the analysis.

3.1 Three anchor points

Anchor 1: Current BBC R&D spend is approximately £20 million per year. This figure appears
consistently in BBC Annual Reports and industry analysis. It is strikingly small for an organisation
of the BBC'’s scale. Less than a mid-sized UK tech startup’s annual engineering budget, and a
fraction of what the BBC’s mission - technological leadership in public media - implies.

Anchor 2: The BBC’s total technology product development spending is approximately 2.8%
of revenue' (Applied to PSB income of £4.1 billion, this implies total technology investment of
approximately £115 million. For comparison, leading commercial competitors (Netflix, BBC
Studios’ own comparators) invest 8-11% of revenue in technology and platform development.

Anchor 3: The 2002 baseline. In 2002-2003, the BBC was simultaneously investing in BBC
Online at significant scale, rolling out DAB digital radio infrastructure, developing DTT digital

' Cited in the BBC’s own strategic documents and by independent analysts
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television services, and funding a substantial BBC R&D department. Total technology and digital
investment was approximately 3.5-4.0% of total BBC income - broadly in line with what children’s
budgets.

3.2 The 2002 technology benchmark converted

Year Estimated technology % of BBC 2025

investment income equivalent
2002 (peak digital investment) ~£80-90m ~3.5-4.0% ~£138-156m
2007 (Charter with tech purpose) ~£90-100m ~3.0-3.5% ~£139-154m
2017 (tech purpose removed) ~£100-110m ~2.5% ~£126-138m
2022-23 ~£115m est. ~2.8% ~£115m
R&D specifically— but no protected £20m <0.5% £20m

Children’s provision

Note: Technology investment figures for 2002—2017 are estimated from BBC Annual Reports, NAO analysis, and
published industry research. They should be treated as calibrated ranges, not precise figures. The 2022—-23 figures are
constructed from confirmed components (BBC Online and Red Button spend: £234m, of which technology product
development is a subset) and BBC-cited proportions.

3.3 The technology gap

The technology gap is stated as a range because the right benchmark depends on which argument
is being made:

+ Against 2002 BBC proportions (the minimum restoration): approximately £25-40 million
additional per year

+ Against ‘public sector digital leadership’ norms (4-5% of income): approximately £50-85
million additional per year

+ Against commercial comparators (8—11% of income, used only to illustrate the competitive
disadvantage): £213-336 million additional - showing the scale of the structural gap

Annual shortfall against 2002 proportional technology benchmark

£25-40m shortfall

Per year in 2025 prices. The gap against the 2002 proportion (3.5-4.0% of income).
Larger if the benchmark is set at commercial comparator rates (8-11% of revenue).

This figure is based on restoration to 2002 proportions: approximately £25-40 million additional
technology and R&D investment per year. This is the number that is comparable with the BBC’s
best-period performance and achievable within a realistic funding settlement.
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4. The Combined Investment Ask

The following table brings together the children’s and technology investment gaps in a single
summary.

Investment area Current annual 2002-benchmark Annualgap Gapas %

spend annual spend of BBC
income

Children’s and young £89m £154-156m £65-70m 1.6-1.7%

people’s services (2022-23) (3.75-4.0% of income)

Technology, platforms ~£115m est. £140-160m £25-45m 0.6-1.1%

and R&D (2.8% of income)  (3.5-4.0% of income)

Combined total ~£204m £294-316m £90-112m 2.2-2.7%

Combined annual investment gap — conservative midpoint

£100m/yr

Additional annual investment required to restore 2002 proportional levels of children’s and
technology investment, in 2025 prices

4.1 The comparator that makes this concrete

The most powerful contextual comparator for the £100 million figure is one that is already in the
public domain from BBC financial reporting:

Licence fee collection cost comparator

In 2022-23, the BBC spent £137 million on licence fee collection costs alone. Thus, the annual gap
required to restore 2002-era investment in children’s services and technology leadership (£90-112
million) is less than the BBC spends on collecting the fee to support those services. There is a
disproportion between what the BBC spends on maintaining its revenue stream and what it spends
on the future audiences that stream depends upon.

4.2 The five-year cumulative gap

Over the first five years of the 2028 Charter period (2028-33), the cumulative investment gap
against the 2002 benchmark is:

Area Annual gap 5-year cumulative gap
(undiscounted)

Children’s and young people’s £65-70m £325-350m

services
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Technology and platforms £25-40m £125-200m
Combined £90-110m £450-550m

Across the full ten-year charter period (2028-38), the cumulative investment gap is approximately
£900 million to £1.1 billion. That is the difference between a BBC that restores its proportional
commitment to future audiences and one that continues on its current trajectory.

5. Anticipated Counter Arguments and Responses

Counter-argument 1: ‘We already spend more than 1997 in real terms’

Response: The 1997 comparison is the wrong baseline. In 1997 the BBC had no dedicated
children’s digital channels, no streaming infrastructure, no apps, no Bitesize platform, and no
obligation to serve children across multiple platforms. The correct comparison is 2002, when the
BBC had broadly comparable service obligations to today and was investing proportionally at 3.5—
4.0% of income in children’s services.

Counter-argument 2: ‘Licence fee pressure makes restoration impossible’

Response: The analysis does not assume a large increase in total BBC income. It assumes
reallocation within a stable settlement. The £65 million children’s content gap and the £25-40
million technology gap together represent approximately 2.2—2.7% of current PSB income - the
same proportion that was spent on licence fee collection costs in 2022-23. The question is not
whether the BBC can afford this restoration, but whether it prioritises future audiences over
administrative overhead.

Counter-argument 3: ‘Children’s audiences have declined regardless of
spend levels’

Response: This is what audience data refutes. The one period when children’s investment was
proportionally maintained - the early 2000s - produced demonstrably superior audience outcomes:
48% weekly reach for CBeebies against a target audience. More than twice its commercial
competitor. The subsequent investment decline correlates directly with the accelerating audience
decline documented in Ofcom’s Media Nations reports. Causation cannot be proven from
correlation alone, but the directional relationship is consistent across four charter periods and is
supported by the intergenerational transmission analysis.

Counter-argument 4: ‘Technology investment is a commercial, not public
service, responsibility’

Response: This argument was adopted when the technology purpose was removed from the 2017
Charter. The consequences are now visible in the BBC’s competitive position. Netflix launched its
US streaming service in the same year as iPlayer and now commands a substantially larger share
of on-demand viewing time in every age cohort. The BBC invented the on-demand television
category and was commercially outcompeted by the organisations it inspired, precisely because it
treated technology investment as discretionary rather than purposive. The 2028 Charter must
restore that purpose.
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6. Summary: The Numbers at a Glance

Metric Figure Source / basis

BBC children’s content spend 2002 (actual) £90m BBC Annual Report

BBC children’s content spend 2002 £156m Bank of England CPI calculator (73%

(2025 prices) inflation 2002—2025)

BBC children’s content spend 2022-23 £89m NAO Departmental Overview 2022-

(actual) 23

Annual children’s gap vs 2002 benchmark £65-70m Difference between £156m and
£89m

BBC technology/R&D spend 2022-23 (est.) ~£115m BBC Annual Reports; industry
analysis

BBC technology spend 2002 (2025 prices) ~£138-156m Estimated from BBC Annual Reports
2002-2004

Annual technology gap vs 2002 benchmark £25-40m Difference between estimated 2002
level and current spend

Combined annual investment gap £90-110m Sum of children’s and technology
gaps

Conservative mid-point ask £100m/year Rounded combined midpoint for
submission use

BBC licence fee collection costs 2022-23 £137m NAO Departmental Overview 2022-
23 (comparator)

5-year cumulative gap (2028-33) £450-550m Annual gap x 5 (undiscounted)

10-year cumulative gap (2028-38) ~£900m-1.1bn  Annual gap x 10 (undiscounted)

7. Why 2002, Not 19977

The 1997 trap

Total BBC children’s programming spend in 1997 was approximately £40 million. Adjusted for
inflation to 2025 prices (cumulative UK CPI inflation 1997-2025: approximately 107%), that is £83
million in today’s money. The BBC currently spends approximately £89 - 91million on children’s
content.

However, in 1997 BBC children’s television consisted of CBBC blocks on BBC One and BBC Two,
with no dedicated digital channels, no streaming infrastructure, no apps, no Bitesize platform, no
iPlayer, no online content and no obligation to serve children across multiple platforms
simultaneously. Today’s £89-91 million is being asked to fund the service footprint of three or four
times the 1997 mandate.

Data notes: Children’s content spend figures for 2002—2019 are drawn from BBC Annual Reports, Ofcom PSB Annual
Reports, and PACT Children’s Content Research. The 2022-23 figure (£89m) is from the NAO Departmental Overview.
Technology investment figures for 2002—-2017 are estimated from published ranges in BBC Annual Reports. All 2025-
price conversions use the Bank of England’s CPI inflation calculator.
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