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Welcome to Media Masters, a series of one to one interviews with people at the 
top of the media game. Today, I’m joined by the former BBC executive Roger 
Mosey. Roger has held some of the biggest roles at the Beeb starting at Radio 
Lincolnshire, he went on to edit some of the country’s leading news shows 
including PM and, of course, the Today programme. From there he became 
control of Radio 5 Live, then head of BBC television news, and then director of 
sport. In 2008, Roger was chosen to lead the BBC coverage of the London 
2012 Olympic Games, a momentous job which meant he was responsible for 
all of the broadcasters reporting across TV, radio and online. He left the BBC 
in 2013 and is now master of Selwyn College, Cambridge but remains active in 
debates about the broadcaster’s future, criticising it for what he called ‘liberal 
group think’ in his memoir, Getting Out Alive.  
 
Roger, thank you for joining me.  
Pleasure.  
 
Getting out alive, I think that kind of sums up the tone of the memoir, does it 
not? 
It was a joke, and my cousin said it would sound like I’d been held by the Khmer 
Rouge for 20 years, and actually I wasn’t intending to be like that. I mean, I loved my 
time in the BBC, but I think there is, when you’ve gone through BBC management, a 
point where you try to get out with your reputation as intact as you can make it, and 
that was why I put the joke in the title about getting out alive. 
 
And how is the book doing?  
Pretty well, I think. People still seem to be buying it and reading it! All I wanted to do 
was write something that was quite warm. I was really pleased that Peter Oborne 
said it was ‘a love letter to the BBC’. I didn’t want to write anything aggressive and 
spiteful about my time there, because I did like it. What I was trying to do is convey 
what it’s really like when you’re inside management, or when you’re doing some of 
those editorial jobs, or running the Olympics. So it’s trying to give a flavour without 
hanging out piles of dirty washing.  
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So would you describe yourself now as a critical friend? 
I think I’d say a friend, but what I hope to do is be dispassionate about the BBC. So I 
think, like most people in this country, I love the BBC; I think it’s a massively 
important part of our national life. But like any organisation, it’s got things it gets right 
and wrong. What I hope to do is sometimes be someone who’s informed when 
you’re talking about why the BBC is doing some things, and occasionally there will 
be moments when you say, “I wouldn’t have done it that way.” But I think that 
everyone in the BBC nowadays has a complete right to ignore people like me 
heckling from the sidelines. 
 
What do you think the BBC gets right beyond the obvious? I mean, obviously 
because of the unique way the BBC is funded, there’s clearly a myriad of very 
positive things, but what do you see as the positive things from the 
management side, when you’re in the trenches and actually running the BBC? 
What’s good about it from that side? 
I think you’ve got a losing battle if you try to convince people that BBC management 
is a good thing, and I speak obviously as a former BBC manager. Because what 
people really like about the BBC is its programmes, and we used to look at the 
research which showed that if you talk to audiences about Radio 1 they love the DJs 
and the music, but if they think of Radio 1 as being the controller or the BBC, they 
see it in a different and more negative way. So you’re never going to convince the 
nation that BBC managers are the greatest thing ever. But the successes of the 
BBC… one of the things I put in the book was that if you look at the John Bert era, 
the Greg Dyke era, the Mark Thompson era, and through those years, the BBC did 
great Olympic coverage, it did wonderful iPlayer development, it did all the online 
sites, it had fantastic dramas, it had brilliant comedies – all those things worked. And 
the management has some role – sure, the programme makers do most of it – in 
enabling that to happen. 
 
Of course, you’re selecting the programme makers, you’re giving them the 
resources and you’re empowering and enabling them.  
Yes.  
 
I’m pro-BBC management because that you have to have good managers in 
any good organisation. 
I think that’s right, and I think sometimes the impression given by the outside world, 
and even sometimes by BBC staff, is that everything’s achieved despite the 
managers. Now, I think there are times managers get things wrong, but the 
managers are the people who enable the staff to do brilliant things. And at its best, 
the BBC is an organisation that the managers should support the staff and help them 
deliver the creativity that audiences want. 
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So in a sense BBC managers have the worst of all worlds really, because the 
BBC itself gets a kicking from all sides. It’s damned if it does and it’s damned 
if it doesn’t. But even within the BBC, the worst of the worst is BBC managers 
then, is it not? 
Yes. As a BBC manager you can’t exactly expect sympathy, because BBC 
managers are paid a lot of money. They have public accountability, and so they 
should. But I think that it’s easy to create a narrative in which the managers are the 
people who stop good things happening or impose cuts, or whatever they do. Now, 
of course, if they’re imposing cuts it’s usually because the funding settlement it’s had 
from the government doesn’t allow it to do the kind of things it would want to do. So 
it’s not as if BBC managers malign people and say , “How do we make stuff as 
miserable as possible today?” and try and make programmes that the audience don’t 
want. BBC managers at their best are enablers, and the best ones that I worked with 
really were that – and you do find some managers who are inspirational and really 
get their teams fired up. 
 
Do you think they’re well paid for the same reason that local government 
managers for example are well paid? Because you’re never going to win, are 
you? You’re always going to have to balance a number of competing priorities 
and conflicting pressures, you’re never going to win. I often wonder what gets 
a BBC manager out of bed on a morning, because even if you’re going to 
achieve some really good things, there’s going to have to be a lot of problems 
to solve on the way. 
I’d put it slightly the other way round. I think what happened in the years 2000s were 
that pay went mad in various bits of the public sector. And when you see some chief 
executives, councils or university vice chancellors, the BBC pay increases were, in 
retrospect, indefensible; they were part of what was going on right across the public 
sector. So I would not say that the BBC remuneration committee in the years 2000s 
had an amazing successful time, I don’t think it did, and I say in the book it might 
have been better if it had been chaired not by the chairman of Barclays bank, but by 
a nun from austere monastery or nunnery who would have had a rather clearer view 
about public service and what it’s worth. So I wouldn’t defend the pay, but it is true 
that if you are a BBC manager you get an enormous amount of flak. You have a lot 
of responsibility. I sometimes think back when I was head of TV news that you were 
in charge of all the bulletins on BBC One; you’re in charge of Newsnight, you’re in 
charge of the news channel, you’re in charge of BBC World. I was in charge of 
Breakfast with Frost, and it goes on. And if you compare that with the responsibility… 
 
Breakfast with Frost! There’s a blast from the past.  
Absolutely. But David was running that programme in the years I was in TV news. 
And if you compare that with someone running Sky news or some rolling ITV news, 
they are much smaller jobs and they are massively better paid, so sometimes why 
people say well look at the comparators. But I think at its heart the BBC has to be 
about public service, and its pay should be something that the public accept, not 
what you think the market’s going to say is alright. 
 



 
 

 4 

I mean, you were quite critical in your book about BBC management 
sometimes being a bit paranoid, a bit profligate, and a sense of buck passing. 
Was that more then than any other organisation, was that something in the 
culture? Or do you think that was just when things used to go wrong? 
I don’t think I would say that. I think the BBC is relatively well-run as a public service 
organisation. And the buck passing, I mean its typical in the media, isn’t it, that when 
there’s something that’s a success like Strictly Come Dancing, there are 638 people 
who invented Strictly Come Dancing and really had everything to do with it. And 
when you have a clankingly awful programme, you try and, you know, one’s 
personally sometimes nailed as being the person responsible. And I think what you 
need to try to do in the BBC is make sure that success and failure are both 
supported if they are entertainingly and creatively entered into, so what you don’t 
want to do is create a blame culture. And certainly I think most of us try to avoid that, 
but occasionally you get bad behaviours by managers or by staff that leads to that 
kind of culture. 
 
How did management react to outside pressure? Because you’re always going 
to be under governmental pressure, there’s always going to be that tension. 
Because clearly as a news organisation you’ve got to cover the affairs of the 
government of the day fairly, but they’re in charge of ultimately the licence fee 
settlement. 
The BBC is generally good at resisting pressure and it’s good at defending its 
independence. You don’t always know as a programme maker; the time that sticks in 
my mind was when I was editor of Today and we had Jonathan Aitken as a cabinet 
minister attacking the Today programme and attacking John Humphrys in particular. 
And then for the next two or three days we got other cabinet ministers piling in, and 
every day the newspaper front pages were about the latest wickedness of the Today 
programme. And during that time, none of my bosses told me that the BBC was 
supporting us, so we on the Today programme were thinking, “Well, we’re going to 
defend ourselves and we assume the BBC defends us,” and it was four or five days 
into this row that John Humphrys happened to go to an awards ceremony and he 
was in the loo next to John Birt, and John Birt said, “Oh we do support you know, 
governors this morning were saying how much they support the Today programme,” 
and nobody had really thought to tell us that the corporate backing was there. But 
usually the corporate backing is there, and certainly in standing up against politicians 
who are trying to run your fear, I think the BBC has got a good record. 
 
I think it’s amazing, this kind of Balkanised version of the BBC. I mean, I know 
lots of producers on lots of different shows, and this whole thing of ‘one BBC’ 
is just fundamentally a nonsense, isn’t it? All of their shows are competing 
against each other, never mind that external competitors. 
I don’t think a little bit of internal competition is a bad thing, and I’d say that when I 
was on both Radio 4 and Radio 5 Live there isn’t – or there wasn’t at that time – a 
really strong competing national speech station. So therefore if there is a bit of 
competition between Radio 4 and 5 Live about getting the best interviews first and 
being ahead of the game, I don’t think that’s automatically a bad thing. But you’re 
right about the Balkanised BBC. The positive spin on that is to say that the BBC 
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does let you get on with your job. And sometimes my staff on the Today programme 
would think that John Birt was telling me what to do. They’d think that I would every 
so often go and get my orders from the top. And people think that too in TV news, 
that somehow there’s a secret meeting somewhere decides what the lead story is 
and what you’re going to do about it. And it was never true. It was always the case 
that as an editor you have a lot of autonomy in running your programme. If you’re 
head of TV news, you really are pretty sovereign over what goes out on most of the 
output. And the idea that… of course with newspaper proprietors, you do get 
newspaper proprietors – or certainly did –telling editors what the lead story was what 
the editorial line is. The BBC is remarkably tolerant of diversity in its editorial 
committee, or at least what when I was there. 
 
How does the job change when you increase in seniority? Because one of the 
questions I wanted to ask is what is it actually like to edit the Today 
programme in terms of an average day, the responsibility, what keeps you up 
at night, what are the challenges. But then also when you kind of move three 
or four rungs up the ladder into management like being responsible for a much 
wider array of programs like director of television news, are you completely far 
removed from the editorial process and you’re down to what I would call kind 
of pure management – hiring firing strategic type stuff – but not actually in the 
trenches deciding editorial stuff? 
Yes, that’s the risk, and there were some days when I’d look at what I’d done in the 
day when I was in senior management and you’ve been dealing with some 
personnel issue, some contract negotiations, some complaints process and going 
and sitting in a very dull meeting, and you think, “That was not what I went into 
journalism or broadcasting to do.” And I’ve always been lucky in my BBC years in 
that I usually had some output or some creative stuff going on that I could go and 
watch people making programmes or commentating on sport or doing a news 
bulletin, and that keeps you in contact with reality. It’s the editorial stuff that always 
fired me up; I don’t think anybody really wants to go into the BBC just so they can sit 
in more dull meetings. But, of course it’s one of those functions of journalism and of 
life that you go in as someone who can edit a programme, and then if you do that 
well you are thought to be capable of becoming a manager without any training. And 
I became editor of PM when I was 29 and I went into a reasonably big programme 
on Radio 4 and staff there, and I knew nothing about HRR or finance or how you run 
a programme. And when I look back on it, it was probably a bit scary for everyone on 
the programme, let alone me, that this guy without any management experience is 
doing a management job as well as being the editor of the programme. 
 
But isn’t there a kind of huge BBC HR department that takes care of all of that 
and leads you to focus on the programme itself editorially? Presumably you’ve 
got a technical producer and a studio director. Do you love to trouble yourself 
with these things? 
You do, in that when you’re dealing with staff and when you’re trying to give people 
career development or advice on whatever problems they run into, there are things 
when people look to their editor. And there is a bit of a confusion sometimes in the 
BBC, which you see in appraisals, when you say, “Have you heard from your 
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manager?” and of course your manager often is your editorial lead, and those roles 
can become bit confused, both for the editor and for the staff. So if you are editor of 
a programme, you are often seen as the font of all wisdom even if in reality you’re 
not trained in some of those key areas. 
 
How does it work when you are the editor of a show with quite a big name 
personality? Is there a kind of tension there? I mean, I don’t want to break any 
confidences, but I know Phil Jones reasonably well who’s the editor of the 
Jeremy Vine show, and him and Jeremy have a very interesting working 
relationship –  they’re good friends, they’re really productive colleagues – but I 
find that editorial tension quite interesting when I observe the show, because 
people don’t think of the Jeremy Vine show as having an editor, but it does – 
and Phil is the editor. He edits the show. He decides what is going to be put in, 
and Jeremy’s voice is important but it’s just one voice.  
Yes. If you look at some of the most successful programmes in radio, they’ve been a 
combination of the editor and a presenter. And famously when World at One started, 
it was this mix of William Hardcastle, who was presenter, and Andrew Boyle as 
editor. If you look at when I was a controller of 5 Live, the combination of Nicky 
Campbell as a presenter with Mark Sandell as an editor was what made that 
programme really work. And sometimes, I really felt when I was working with Jim 
Knox on World at One we really were like an old married couple, so we would bicker 
the whole morning, and I would bicker in his ear when the programme was on the 
air, and be giving him questions, and he’d be kind of giving me a V sign through the 
glass, and then we would be talking at six o’clock, seven o’clock, eight o’clock in the 
evening about the next day’s programme. And you felt that you were living every 
moment of that programme with your presenter. Now, that can sound crazy but I 
think it does deliver programmes where there’s a genuine symbiosis of the presenter 
and the editor to do something that’s better than just one of them could ever achieve. 
Of course, the key person is the presenter because it’s a presenter whose voice is 
on the line or whose face on the television or who’s gets lambasted in the papers for 
some daft question they’ve asked, even if it was really the editor who put that in his 
ear. 
 
So how do you feel when you’re actually on air? So you have the editor of the 
Today programme, you are editing PM… because although you’re still there, 
you can drop a, as you’ve just said, you can drop a word in the ear of your 
presenter. In one sense she’s still in control, but also you’re not in control 
because you are very much in the hands of the guests, whether they turn up, 
what they’re going to say, what the presenter might do. Is it a state of 
calmness because you think, “Right, I can only do what I can do,” or is it a 
state of fraught nerves, teeing up the next guest and making sure that you 
actually put the programme to bed and then you can go home? 
I think if you do those programmes you live on adrenaline, so you live on the fact that 
live radio is exciting. And of course, the great advantage of radio is that it is flexible, 
so in a worst case if your guests don’t turn up you’ve always got a phone in, you can 
bung someone on the phone. It’s much more serious in television, if you’re facing a 
large hole in a television bulletin, than it is in radio. But it comes back again to the 
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way you work with presenters. And I absolutely loved working with John Humphrys, 
just as I worked with Jim Naughtie, and we would find that we had that sort of 
relationship where I would look through the glass and sometimes he just knew what I 
was thinking and he’d ask the right question. And there was one example where we 
were at Downing Street to interview the Prime Minister, and he was inside Downing 
Street and I was in the OB van.  
 
This was live?  
Yes, this was live. And I was talking on the talk back, talking into his ear during the 
interview, and every time I put a question to him he asked the question and it worked 
really well. And then afterwards he told me that he hadn’t heard a single word that I’d 
said because every time I held the key down it just distorted and he couldn’t hear 
anything at all. But we were so much in tune about what the interview should be like 
and he was so used to me yacking is his ear, that it came out all right anyway. And I 
think when you’ve got that true trust between a presenter and an editor you can 
achieve something, even if as in that case it’s not precisely word for word what 
you’re expecting to come out of their mouth. 
 
Provocative question, then. What did you get wrong? What do you look back 
at the time and I think, “I really should have done that differently.” 
I think there are loads of times you make bad editorial decisions, and probably on the 
Today programme I was a bit too addicted to political conflict.  
 
Aren’t we all?!  
Well, yes – but I think sometimes now when I listen to the radio or watch TV and you 
think that people are making quite a sterile process point, they are, I think, not the 
questions that people in the country always want to hear because they care more 
about their roads or their schools or their NHS. And I think during the Maastricht 
rebel time, when the EU was a big story for the Tories in the 1990s, I was definitely 
over-obsessed on Today with getting a rebel backbencher on to say something 
provocative and then forcing the government to come on and defend the latest twist 
in the EU debate, which was probably boring people rigid right across country, but 
were doing it because it generated headlines and because you can get in the next 
day’s papers and the Today programme is setting the agenda, even if it’s not 
necessarily the agenda some of the audience would have wanted. 
 
And how do you get feedback as editor of the Today programme? Presumably 
your friends and family might text you or say, “Today’s show wasn’t very 
good.” Do managers comment, or do they consider that inappropriate to kind 
of editorially interfere? How do you know, when you’ve put a programme to 
bed, whether it has been any good or not? Because clearly some days you’re 
ahead and some days you’re behind. How do you get that feedback? How is it 
measured? 
Well, you do try to listen to audiences. Of course, it’s easier now because you’ve got 
social media and you’ve got much more interaction digitally, but letters from people 
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or phone calls are very important in that. What I also used to do, after editing The 
World at One, sometimes when you edit The World at One, as the programme is 
going out, you don’t really hear it because you’ve got so much going on in the control 
room, you’ve got so many guests coming up or disappearing and you’re talking to a 
presenter, so I always used to – it sounds a bit sad – I used to drive home listening 
to that day’s The World at One to see what it was like, and sometimes you think, 
“God, what a boring programme, why on earth did I do that?” and other times it 
would have a crackle and a real excitement about it, which made you think, “Actually, 
that was pretty good.” And sometimes programmes were much worse than you 
thought they’d been, and occasionally better. 
 
And who were the problematic guests, then? I mean, clearly, you know, when 
you edited the Today programme, Tony was Prime Minister, Alastair must have 
been all over you like a cheap suit. Was he at the time, or did he have to stand 
up to a lot of people? 
Principally, I was editor when Labour was in opposition so in that period before the 
‘97 election, and I’ve often thought that Labour was probably the best organised 
opposition there ever was in 20th century politics. They were very rough in terms of 
the way they’d handle the media, and I would sometimes come in as editor at five, 
five-thirty in the morning to discover a night editor almost literally in tears about the 
bashing they’d had overnight from Labour press officers. And the thing that was 
always telling about that was that they wouldn’t in this case have rung either me, the 
editor, or had rung some more senior BBC person, they were just engaged in a 
wrestling match with the output editor to try and determine what a lead story was or 
how the questions were going to be asked, and it was totally inappropriate. And 
there were things that used to happen, like spin doctors being put through to a live 
studio. So they would sometimes demand, “I want to talk to the output editor,” and 
they’d be put through – and I think that was a really bad practice that rightly was 
stopped, because the idea of trying to edit a programme and you got a spin doctor 
shouting in your ear – literally – is not at all acceptable. 
 
The question that sprung to mind as you were saying that is why did you even 
take their call? Surely, you know, if they’ve got a problem they can write to the 
BBC complaints unit. 
They have, but I suppose it’s the way that you put a programme together where, if 
you want to have on the programme a certain shadow cabinet minister or a certain 
minister, that person and/or their press officer are dealing with you about the context 
which… I’ll give you one example. He wasn’t particularly badly behaved, but John 
Prescott. John Prescott would always want to go in debate with a Tory minister, and 
sometimes the Tory minister would say no and we would have to accept that there 
wasn’t going to be a debate, or we would have to stand the whole item down. Now, 
what John Prescott would then do is go on air, god the minister into saying, “I want to 
have a debate,” and that’s where you then get the other person’s spin doctor 
shouting at you because John Prescott is now trying to make a debate when it was 
agreed there wouldn’t be. And those are things happening live and in real time.  
 
You can’t control your guests, you can’t control what John Prescott says.  
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You can’t, but you can see that equally, when you have a leader of the opposition on 
or a prime minister on, that the people working for that person want the best possible 
outcome from the interview, and therefore they will try and put pressure on you not to 
ask some questions or to ask other questions or what the context or format of that is. 
Now, all that you have to resist. You have to tell them to take a running jump. But 
they do try, and I think that period in the mid 90s was the real height of that. The 
1992 election was pretty robust and rough as well. And funnily enough, after that of 
course, the newspapers a bit later got the idea that we were under pressure all the 
time and people were doing this. So in the 2001 election and the 2005 election, the 
story they kept trying to write was, you know, just how much pressure are you under. 
And in 2001 and 2005 there was almost none, because by that stage – certainly in 
2001 – everybody expected labour to win by a landslide again, so the Tory operation 
wasn’t that aggressive. Labour thought they were going to win so they weren’t too 
wound up about it. So this thing goes in waves, and my sense is that it’s got bad 
again in recent years, but it’s not constant. It goes through things depending on the 
personalities of the spin doctors and of the acuteness of the political battles being 
fought.  
 
So when the spin doctors were calling and shouting, I mean what if they got to 
threaten you with? Is it the fact that they won’t put their minister on air, on 
your show, again? I remember for a long time, not only our editorship, but 
Tony Blair didn’t go on the Today programme. It was just unheard of. And I 
remember when he finally did return after a long period, it was like, “Amazing! 
The Prime Minister’s on the Today programme.”  
Yes, it’s sometimes comical. So one of them was the late John Smith, who had an 
interview with Sue Macgregor that he just didn’t like. So he then said he didn’t ever 
want to go on with Sue McGregor, which from our point of view meant that he did 
want to go on with John Humphrys, who was of course much more of a fast bowler. 
So we, in some ways, acquiesced with that by thinking, “Well, he is going to get a 
rougher ride with John than he would have done with Sue.” But every so often you 
have to make the point and you have to say, “This morning you’ll be interviewed by 
Susan McGregor or you will not appear.” And we did every so often make those kind 
of threats. But you’re right. The problem is, if your journalistically hungry for a story, if 
you really, really want to have Gordon Brown on to talk about his new tax plans, in 
that case if he doesn’t like the way you handle it on the Today programme he will go 
on Newsnight or he will go on LBC or go somewhere else, and that’s a threat they 
hold over you. Now I think you got to be robust in the face of that. And I think if you 
are – it sounds ridiculous, but you know, firm but fair – if you are fair, but you will 
sometimes draw lines, I think the politicians do respect you. All they’re trying to do is 
they’re just trying to spin it to the best of their advantage. 
 
Yes, because you do have a lot of competition. Like you said, the Prime 
Minister, or any minister, can go on a number of other shows, but so you’ve 
got to protect your integrity and say, “Well, look, it’s not a rest of the bottom; if 
you want to go on a competing show because they’re going to give you an 
easier time then do so,” but simultaneously you also have that desire that you 
want that person on your show. So it’s almost like a slightly 
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functional/dysfunctional marriage, isn’t it? Both of you need each other, but 
you can’t quite get along. 
Yes. And that… you asked about what mistakes you make, and I think being too 
caught up in the Westminster bubble is something that I would certainly plead guilty 
to, and that when you’re in it you think this is the most important thing in the world – 
and actually for a programme like The World at One, which is a political programme, 
people want to know what’s happening at Westminster, but I think sometimes you 
have to step outside and say, “This doesn’t matter,” or, “We should have drawn a 
line more firmly at that point,” when someone was being bullying. I think those are 
things that you wish he had done. 
 
When you were offered the Olympics, I was trying to think about this because 
clearly you’ve had a really strong career progression throughout the BBC, and 
lots of roles that you’ve done a very impressive, and I mean, like, I’d like to 
have a stab at doing that. But one thing when I read your CV, when it said that 
you did the 2012 Olympics, that’s one thing I would never volunteer for. 
Because there was so much potential for it to go wrong, surely? Did you not 
think, I’m going to take this job, but in a sense it could have been… it could 
have turned out so badly. 
I spent most of the four years thinking about all the things that might go wrong, 
because if you’re planning it, that’s what you do. You have to think about all the 
contingencies. But I was so inspired by what I had seen of the Olympics in previous 
cities, and by what it could do for London, that I couldn’t possibly have turned it 
down. I just wanted to be part of that London 2012 story. And it was a big contrast, 
because I’d been running BBC Sport and I’d had 600 people working in BBC Sport 
and I had a budget of hundreds of millions of pounds – and then starting doing 
Olympics project it was me, my project executive Amanda Farnsworth, and my PA 
Elaine Gold sitting in an office thinking, “In three and a half years’ time we have to 
deliver an Olympics – how do we do it, and how do we get the BBC to work together 
to do this amazing event?” Now, of course, in practice the BBC was seized by 
enthusiasm, and I’m actually a big fan of BBC Scotland, I think there are great 
people there, but BBC Scotland is always seen as being a tough gig for a London 
manager. And in 2009, we went to Glasgow, to Pacific Quay, to do an Olympic 
Roadshow about why this mattered. And the moment when I saw that we had a 
great turnout, we have people lining the balconies on Pacific Quay to listen, and they 
were very very engaged with it, you think, “This is going to work. This really is going 
to work.” And of course the wonderful thing about the Olympics is every part of the 
BBC could be involved in it, so whether it’s local radio or the guys doing online and 
the 24 streaming channels, or the World Service, who were able to do some Olympic 
dreams programming, all of that is a wonderful symphony of the BBC at its best. 
 
And frankly it was a huge triumph. Did you have a massive comedown 
afterwards and think, “Oh, right, that’s brilliant,” huge sigh of relief, “What’s 
next?”  
Yes. I suppose that’s a point at which I thought there wasn’t anything else really I 
wanted to do in the BBC. 
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Who was director-general at this point, was it Mark Thompson?  
Of course in that period, I worked in the course of about nine months for four 
different directors general, so Mark Thompson, then George Entwistle, then Tim 
Davie as acting, and then Tony Hall. 
 
I always forget that Tim took the reins for eight or nine months, didn’t he, 
before Tony took over?  
That’s right. So we went through this… 
 
And then we went back to Worldwide, didn’t he? 
He went to Worldwide, yes. That’s right. So it was a period of enormous change and 
turmoil at the BBC, and of course also going from the triumph of the Olympics to the 
horrors of the Savile affair, which was principally about one evil man and what he’d 
done. But the contrast in the BBC’s fortunes and going from probably its highest ever 
approval levels to one of its lowest approval levels in modern times was a pretty grim 
experience for everybody. 
 
What was that whole Savile affair like for you? I mean, it’s, you know, there’s 
always that joke isn’t there, that if you’re going to be the most prolific 
paedophile ever, then surely presenting the best-known kids TV show is going 
to be the best way to get access to children. And then also, I think there’s a 
societal point that the sheer power of celebrity meant that all of his victims just 
felt that they were alone. I mean, when you look back now, it is absolutely 
incredible that he got away with it. 
Yes, it’s a terrible story about the man who you’d have to say was as close to evil as 
human beings can be. It was a terrible story. I think the bit where I think people 
outside have never entirely believed some BBC managers, is that I think lots of 
people had no idea at all that Jimmy Savile was a criminal paedophile. I mean, if you 
look at the newspaper obituaries when he died, not a single one mentioned it. If you 
look at the, you know, the funeral and send-off he was given, I don’t think people 
were aware of it. And certainly all the BBC managers I knew, we didn’t know, we 
weren’t really of that generation, and most of that time I’d worked in news, so there 
was no overlap between that and entertainment or other areas. And I think its very 
hard, when you’re angry as people rightly are about what happened with Savile, and 
as Janet Smith’s review showed, there are clear failings in the organisation, but did 
the organisation systemically know that Jimmy Savile was a criminal paedophile? Of 
course not. 
 
I’m friends with the former Sunday newspaper editor and he actually told me at 
the time that he said this, but he also said something very serious, which is 
that calling someone a paedophile is the most grave accusation you can give 
anyone and you’d better make sure you’ve got unbelievably cast iron evidence 
– and that’s the thing, almost the threshold of evidence means that you can’t 
accuse someone of it, and therefore because there wasn’t a critical mass of 
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complaints, there were rumours and there were suggestions, but in the 
meantime, in the absence of credible evidence you had to get on with it. 
Yes. And apart from the victims, who are first in your thoughts and the people who 
suffered under Savile, then there was that event in the BBC where an investigation 
which would have revealed Savile for reasons which, you know, the Pollard review 
looked at, and are quite murky. That didn’t get on air and it’s a terrible shame that 
didn’t because if the BBC had exposed Savile, it would at least have given that 
sense of the BBC having both the degree of culpability in the past but also having 
uncovered what happened for its audiences today. 
 
And it really was an existential crisis, wasn’t it, at the time? I mean, I remember 
particularly localised around Newsnight, there were a few nights when 
Newsnight was covering Newsnight, in the most bizarre way. It reminded me a 
little bit of when Nick Griffin was on Question Time and the whole discussion 
that evening was whether he ought to have been on Question Time. It almost 
became a bit self-referential. 
Yes, I accept sometimes the BBC does sometimes eat itself, and I think there are… 
there’s a balance to be struck. I think it’s absolutely right, it’s one of the glories of the 
BBC that it will pillory its own executives on air, and you know, in a much smaller 
way I’ve been given, you know, when I was controller of 5 Live, being done over by 
Victoria Derbyshire, or as director of sport… 
 
On your own network.  
Yes, and so it should be. I think though that sometimes the BBC loses a sense of 
proportion about itself. So I’ve known stories which are negative for the BBC where 
the BBC has run the most negative version of the story, or I remember during the 
Savile crisis, a point when we were in an executive meeting, we looked up at News 
24 and there is News 24 broadcasting live from the piazza in Broadcasting House.  
 
That will be Torin Douglas then, won’t it?  
Yes, but with everything else happening around the world that day, you know, they’re 
anchoring live from the BBC to report on the BBC, and I think if you put a journalistic 
prism on that sometimes it’s a bit over the top. But of course, it’s rightly impossible 
for you as a BBC manager to go down the newsroom and say, you know, “Lay off 
this BBC story for a bit,” because everyone then gets into a complete froth about it.  
 
Well, they’d report that! 
Yes, they would report it! And that’s why I think it’s really hard to kind of do the 
checks and balances on a BBC story. And I think for most part, managers have let 
the journalists get on with it. It’s just as a personal view that sometimes… I watch it 
now and there are times when the BBC talking about the BBC can become a bit self-
indulgent, and it goes on probably more than it should do, as against the crisis in 
Syria or what’s happening in the Brazil Olympics.  
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I’m a big fan of David Sillitoe actually, we’ve had him on the podcast, and I 
think he’s very good, he’s different to Torin, and of course he covers arts as 
well as media, whereas Torin is purely just stood outside NBH saying, “Behind 
me, Roger’s saying this, that and the other.”  
I think the correspondents are good, and it’s tough doing reporting your own 
organisation. I suppose that… I mean, again, I’ve got some culpability here because 
when John Birt was, I think we discovered at one point that he was a freelance, I 
think he had some sort of freelance contract with the BBC. So one of our reports on 
today actually went and doorstepped him outside his office, which of course you can 
only do if you were inside the BBC. So one of our reporters hanging round outside 
the DG’s office with a microphone, waiting to doorstep him on the way in. Now, I 
think that’s quite funny in retrospect, but I also see why John Birt was 
understandably a bit cheesed off by it. 
 
I’ve said this before, actually, but what one of the tributes to the BBC and the 
unique way it’s funded allows this to happen is I think one of the best sources 
of news and criticism about the BBC is the BBC itself. You know, you wouldn’t 
get ITN’s chief executive harangued by Tom Bradby on News At Ten in the 
same way that say, George Entwistle, very memorably, was completely 
demolished by John Humphrys that Saturday morning.  
Yes. The BBC has got to be independent in its journalism, period. And of course that 
involves therefore, also letting it be independent about the BBC. That’s completely 
right. 
 
Did you feel sorry for George? I mean, he’d only been in post a few weeks, he 
was dealing with historic stuff going back decades. You know, Matt Thompson 
had left and gone to New York and everything was great and he was going to 
take over, and then he just seemed to inherit a terrible situation, which 
admittedly didn’t handle very well as well, but it wasn’t his fault. 
No. George is a friend of mine and over the years I’ve promoted him to a number of 
jobs. In 2001, he was so obviously the right candidate to edit Newsnight. We gave 
him the Newsnight job without an interview because we thought he was just such an 
outstanding journalist, and he has of course worked in arts and sciences too. You’re 
absolutely right. For this to happen three or four weeks into anybody’s director-
generalship would be the most tremendous crisis and blow to anybody, and 
especially because it was historical allegations about things that had happened 
years, or even decades, previously. And I think when you were at the centre of that 
storm, it feels absolutely terrible. And I think when you’re also, I mean, George was a 
relatively inexperienced senior manager in that he had been promoted to being 
director of television but he’d only done that for about 15 months, and it was an utter 
firestorm, which I think almost nobody could have survived with that intensity, that 
early in your new job. 
 
When he left, did you not have an eye on the job? I mean, because you 
mentioned earlier about where do you go next after the Olympics, as it were. I 
mean, wouldn’t you make a good director-general? 
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No, I’m sure didn’t want to be, because I’d seen people being director-general, and 
all of them had something. Mark Thompson had a rhinoceros hide, he had a real 
ability to steam through a crisis and to get things done. Greg Dyke had that great 
charisma, and that ability to charm a room of 100 people brilliantly well, and John Birt 
I think had a brilliant strategic grasp of the BBC; he saw online and he saw the digital 
world much more clearly than anybody years ahead of it. And I knew that I didn’t 
have that mix of skills that could make me be DG. And also, having done the 
Olympics I really wanted to do something different. So you’ve had this tremendous 
emotional period and you’ve seen something that you’ve built over three and a half 
years in the BBC come to fruition, and what would you really want to do after that? 
So I was pretty clear. In fact, the code always on Facebook was I used to put, “I’m 
thinking about getting a dog,” and getting a dog was always, “I’m thinking about 
leaving the BBC,” because I knew I couldn’t have a dog on a BBC lifestyle, so that 
was pretty much firmly in my mind from the middle of 2012. 
 
But leaving the BBC temporarily seems to be a good career move, you know, 
Mark Thompson ran Channel 4, Tony ran the opera, you’re master of Selwyn 
College… would you not come back if asked? 
Never.  
 
What is that phrase? “If asked I will not serve,” and all of that nonsense. 
Well, I adore being at Selwyn College, which has been the happiest period of my life. 
And I like being surrounded, it’s like in the BBC, you’re surrounded by lots of bright 
and clever and creative people, which is great. And also, I think that in the BBC you 
are, in pretty much any job in the BBC, relentlessly on a hamster wheel, certainly 
when you’re in news you are. And in the summer of 2013 when Tony was away, I 
was acting director-general for probably about five or six weeks in total, and the 
sheer relentlessness of the pressure and the phone calls and emails and the mini 
crisis here, and of course I think going back to what you asked about BBC 
management, you are nailed on the one thing you didn’t do three years ago when 
you didn’t read email 463. You’re never given the credit for the fact that there are 30 
things that happen in a typical day when you’re DG which you handle well then they 
get sorted, and people never know about them. But that’s why the job I think is pretty 
thankless, and getting out alive is the best option if you can have that.  
 
Do you think there’s a temperament an ideal director-general would have? 
Yes, and I think Mark Thompson was close to it in temperament because you have 
to be able to withstand the pressure of relentless media attacks. I think again, 
accountability is fine, nobody minds accountability. Sometimes the unfairness of the 
attacks, or the axe grinding that goes on, can be demoralising. And it was a good 
point that Greg Dyke made, which was every day in the BBC, I don’t know whether 
they still do it, but every day we would start with the newspaper cuttings. You’d have 
a pile of newspaper cuttings about what’s been happening corporately and what 
people are saying about you. So you start with this unremitting diet of gloom and 
horror about something bad the BBC has done or some rubbish programme on air.  
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So it starts off badly and gets worse! 
Yes, so you start the day, and you can think yourself into a mindset where you think 
the whole world is against you, and that’s why… it happened to me in my current job 
at Selwyn, where I go round and talk about the BBC, and I went to a public meeting 
a few weeks ago where they were largely an elderly audience in an English, rural, 
lovely setting. And my goodness, the love for the BBC there! And people saying, 
“What do we do to support the BBC? How can we tell the government to back off 
from what is trying to do to the BBC?” And that, I think, when you’re a BBC manager, 
is if you get out and meet the audience you find that they are much more balanced 
and understanding about the organisation than you’re going to get from the 
newspapers when they’re in full cry. 
 
Because in a sense, someone who’s paranoid unfairly and falsely thinks that 
people out to get them, but when you’re the director-general it’s real. They 
actually are out to get you, aren’t they? 
Yes. And I think you do feel that inside. So sometimes, I’ve seen people… since I’ve 
been out of the BBC, some BBC people saying, “We’re under relentless attack.” And 
actually when you’re sitting outside 60 miles away and have a job, you don’t really 
notice a lot of that. I mean, you’ll see that there’ll be the occasional firestorm, but for 
the most part you watch The Night Manager, and you watch the Ten O’Clock News, 
and you listen to Radio 4, and you kind of think all’s well with the BBC world, really. 
And I think that you can get bogged down by an agenda set by other people, 
whereas all you’ve got to focus on all time is, “Are we serving the audience?” That’s 
the only test. 
 
But there are some legitimate criticisms of the Beeb, and this one’s almost so 
old I hesitate to say it. But if I was thinking of, in the commercial sector, if I 
was running an independent channel and was thinking putting a dancing show 
together, you know, I can’t do that because it’s already been done so well, you 
know? In a sense, aren’t you, by virtue of the BBC excellence in so many 
areas, pricing out competition from the market? 
I think the BBC… the mission which has always been there – inform, educate and 
entertain – that entertain is an important part of that mission, and the BBC should do 
educational programming. If you want me to be critical about some BBC 
programming, I’d look much more at the derivative stuff. I think it was a legitimate 
debate about should you buy formats like The Voice. I think equally, as a as a viewer 
now, I’m struck by just how much MasterChef there is over the course of a year. So 
you get MasterChef, the kind of original version, you get MasterChef the 
professionals, you sometimes get MasterChef doing Sport Relief, you did at one 
point a thing on CBBC have Young MasterChef. 
 
Yes, but there would be riots in the streets if you cancelled it.  
Yes, there would – and I think you should do MasterChef. I suppose it’s a matter of 
how much proportion of air time.  
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For the safety of the country, you need to keep MasterChef  going.  
No, no, no – listen, I have been known to watch MasterChef. What I mean is though, 
if you look at the schedules and think about how much time is taken up by Homes 
Under the Hammer, or MasterChef, or The Apprentice, or a range of format 
programmes, that’s where you have a bit of a challenge about creativity. I think 
sometimes, if you look… I thought during the Scottish referendum the fact that they 
only really did one special peak time programme about the Scottish referendum 
which was about the break up of the UK, actually public funding means that on those 
really big events, BBC1 should be there for those big national moments, and even if 
you might get a slightly smaller audience than you would for somebody baking an 
nice sort of pasta with ragu and stuff, so be it – that’s what public service should be 
about. 
 
Tell us about the kind of distinctiveness in tone between the BBC’s brands. 
This interests me, because every morning I get up at five and I listen to 
Morning Reports on 5 Live, and then Wake up to Money, you’ve got Adam 
Parsons, and cockney of the day Mickey Clark and so on, and then I switch at 
six to the Today programme, and the difference between them in tone is very, 
very marked. When you were controller of 5 Live, did you deliberately try to 
make it less blokish, as it were, by bringing out people like Nicky Campbell 
and Victoria Derbyshire? 
Yes… Jenny Obrascu was the person who created 5 Live and made it the initial 
success it was. To me it felt like it had a lot of built programs in those days, so it had 
a black programme and a gay programme and an Asian programme and transport 
programme, and this, that and the other. So I made it a much more live, fluid 
network. 
 
How do you do that? Do you kind of walk to work and think, “That’s what I’m 
going to do,” or is there these dreadful consultations and brainstorming 
sessions where you’re throwing footballs around, like W1A would imagine it? 
Is it your vision? 
Well, the BBC lets you have the vision and there were some things which seemed 
blindingly obvious. So in an evening when there was a live football programme, the 
live football programme went to a foreign affairs programme presented by Paul 
Reynolds, who’s a very good guy but quite Radio 4, and you have this sudden 
graunch of gears at 10 o’clock. So it seemed to me that if you could carry the football 
audience over into a live show after 10 o’clock, so that’s where we put Mick 
Robinson, who was on that programme, who was ladsy enough to talk about 
Manchester United and about football, and then elide into a slightly more current 
affairs agenda later on. And that seems the way that you get an audience flow 
through a radio network. And I think Nicky Campbell and Mark Sandell really put 
their finger on it with what that show became, and that was the moment when Nicky 
had come over from Radio 1 and said, “I want a grown up job, I want to work on 5 
Live,” and I think what we got was the very best kind of pub conversation. And in a 
pub you will talk about politics and the referendum, you will talk about, you know, the 
price of chips, and you will talk about how Manchester United are doing, and Nicky 
had that ability to go from one thing to another without it feeling like a massive 
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change of gear. On Radio 4 you’d have felt some of the juxtapositions were 
inappropriate, but on 5 Live you can be much more informal.  
 
I hate it when the Today programme tries to be cool and they get cool people 
in. It reminds me of a dancing dad, do you not think? “We’re being frightfully 
cool, aren’t we listeners?”  
I had that experience on the PM programme with Valerie Singleton, who’s a fabulous 
presenter and a great person to work with. But we did a music item which was, you 
know, in our terms as a youngish editorial team, a sort of hot and happening music 
item, and she back announced it by saying, “Well, let’s hope that goes straight to the 
top of the hit parade.” And that moment just kills your credibility! But quite funny. 
 
What do you think about the closure of, or the move to online, of BBC3? 
Well, the world is moving digitally, and I think it was right when Danny Cohen said 
that it was just a little bit early to go online, and it wouldn’t have been what they’d 
chosen to do. What worried me more widely was you have to retain younger 
audiences if you want consent for the licence fee, and a combination of taking BBC3 
off TV and some of the cost to the sports budget and some of the cuts to 
programmes affecting younger people, felt disproportionate against the focus was on 
heartland audiences and arts audiences and some others. So I think the BBC has 
got to be very careful it gets a balance right. And at a time when finances are hard, 
you can’t look like you’re whacking one group at the expense of another. 
 
Because proportionately BBC3 costs a tiny amount, a drop in the ocean 
compared to the investment in BBC1, for example.  
It does. I mean, certainly when I was in that period of acting director of television, 
one of the challenges of BBC3 was that a lot of its audience came from the 
acquisitions – from Family Guy and American Dad.  
 
I declare an interest, I’m a huge fan of both shows.  
Yes, and so a lot of people. And of course you then have a question should the 
licence fee be being spent on buying American acquisitions, which have generally 
gone out of fashion on other channels. And if your channel has got half its audience, 
whatever, from movies and bought in animations, in that case is that the right thing 
for the BBC to do. So I think that’s one of the things that is nagging away a bit. And 
really what you want is for the BBC to be producing that kind of content that will 
appeal to young audiences and is British. 
 
So we’ve only got a few minutes left now, I wanted to explore what you doing 
now away from the BBC. Tell us about your life now at Selwyn College. 
Well, what you do in a college headship role is, there’s lots of functional things 
around the college like running the governing body, or chairing the governing body, 
chairing the college council, looking after our finances, doing fundraising. But for me 
the most exciting bit of the job is that every year we get a couple of hundred students 
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who come in and at the end of the three years or four years, whenever they are 
finished, they get out in the world and make a difference to the world. And I think it’s 
really important that Cambridge, which some people see as being elitist and out of 
touch, actually does produce brilliant people who are nice and who want to help 
society and want to work on the world’s problems, and producing, at the end of their 
time in Cambridge, balanced, warm nice individuals is a fantastic privilege that the 
fellows of the college and I have. 
 
I imagine you enjoy it, but in a completely different way to the upper echelons 
of BBC management. 
Yes, it’s a wonderful change, and I think… I went to Selwyn when I was either 55 or 
56, so doing something that you really want to do and that you love doing, and 
having the energy and the commitment to doing it, and having that massive change, 
I really would recommend. And I think when you’re on a commuter train in the 
morning and you’ve done it for… I was in the BBC for 33 years.  
 
It’s a long time.  
Exactly. And the BBC wanted a change, should have had a change, and I wanted a 
change. And I think the worst thing is to hang grimly in there thinking, you know, “I 
may get promoted to deputy assistant head of something or other.” And actually it’s 
not a way to spend the rest of your life. 
 
Are people in the Beeb – I imagine there are ambitious people that want to 
climb the corporate ladder in any organisation – but is that a particular issue 
within the BBC that people are just ambitious for it’s own sake in terms of 
climbing that corporate ladder?  
Maybe. I think most people probably… I never went into the BBC thinking, “You 
know what, I want to be a channel controller,” or, “I want to be running the Today 
programme.”  
 
I’d want to be DG.  
Well, but I think you go in just doing a job you think is interesting. And I actually 
spent nine years in total on Radio 4 programmes, on PM and World at One and 
Today, which I think if I’d been looking at it from a conventional career pattern I’d 
have gone into television or done something different. But I love doing those Radio 4 
programmes. So I think if you set off with a plan of what you want to do. that way 
madness lies. On the other hand, you do think there’s probably that little arrogant bit 
in everybody that thinks that actually I’d be probably better at running that than 
somebody else would. So if there is a competition, and I think we all have that 
competitive instinct in us, we think, “You know what? I’m going to go for that and try 
and do it.” And that is probably… it’s probably not your finest characteristic, but that’s 
somewhere in everybody I think. 
 



 
 

 19 

What’s next for you, Roger? I mean, I’ve tried several times, manfully, to try 
and get you to admit that you could go back to becoming DG, but you seem to 
be believably quite firmly of the view that you don’t want it! So what’s next? 
I just want to stay doing what I’m doing at Selwyn. And I enjoy having contact with 
broadcasting; I love being a judge at the RTS, and I’m judging some documentaries 
coming up, and I write, and I’m doing things for the New Statesman and I 
occasionally write for other newspapers. I enjoy keeping a toe in the water, but 
broadcasting is an interest now, not an obsession, and my real focus is on doing the 
best job I can in Cambridge, and also spreading the word partly about Cambridge, 
because I think when you see it from the outside you recognise that, like the BBC, 
it’s a world leading institution, it’s got a fantastic global reputation, and you want to 
burnish that and stop people thinking it’s all about posh people in ball gowns falling 
over at May balls, which it really isn’t. It’s about people who are working very hard 
and ultimately bring benefits to hold this country in the wider world. 
 
Roger, we’re out of time. That has been amazing, I’ve learnt a huge amount. 
Thank you ever so much.  
Thank you. Pleasure. 
 


