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Introduction 
Trans Media Watch is a UK-based charity that campaigns for better representation of trans and intersex 

people.  Their landmark 2010 study about how trans and intersex people perceive the media indicated many 

issues across the British media.  Their initial engagements were with Ofcom and the broadcasters Channel 4 

and the BBC.  In March 2011 Channel 4 signed a Memorandum of Understanding with Trans Media Watch, 

committing to improving the representation of trans and intersex people.  At this high-profile launch Tim 

Davie, at that time the BBC’s Director responsible for equality, made a clear statement that, even though the 

BBC couldn’t sign the MoU, the principles within it were embedded at the heart of the BBC’s Charter. 

At the end of 2011 TMW’s focus switched to the British press, largely because of the Leveson Inquiry to which 

the charity gave evidence.  During 2012, as a result of problematic advertising, TMW worked with advertising 

agencies and regulators, while keeping a focus on the press.  This press focus was intensified at the beginning 

of 2013, with first the publication of an opinion piece by Julie Burchill and then the suicide of Lucy Meadows. 

During 2012 and 2013 many observations were made on TMW’s Facebook forum about coverage by 

broadcasters, mainly despairing that no change seemed to be occurring despite the commitments made by 

both the BBC and Channel 4.  There was a feeling that Channel 5 had managed to maintain a good level of 

representation, even though they had not publicly engaged with TMW. 

Source Material and Issues 
Doing any statistical analysis of trans and intersex portrayals by broadcasters is fraught with problems: 

 Whole programmes can be dedicated to coverage of a trans person or issues, through to gender non-

conformity referenced in a passing phrase or picture. 

 Soaps can have trans characters making repeated appearances, or trans can be referenced as a brief 

one-off shock factor in drama or comedy. 

 If trans is not explicitly mentioned in relation to an individual not already “outed”, then that 

individual’s trans status can become a matter of conjecture. 

 Broadcasts can be repeated, either later in a week as part of a broadcaster’s review schedule, or 

many months later on one of a broadcaster’s digital channels, or even on another channel after sale 

of rights. 

 Different broadcasts attract different audiences, so a throwaway line on a comedy show may well 

have a far larger audience, and therefore greater impact on the population at large, than a 

documentary or series dedicated to trans issues. 

 Some advertising also makes reference to trans or intersex people, usually in a comedic and 

demeaning manner.  Such advertising has not been monitored. 

 You also have the sheer impossibility of monitoring the many dozens of broadcast channels on both 

terrestrial channels and other broadcast methods such as satellite and cable, most of which 

broadcast for 24 hours each and every day. 

Nevertheless, some useful indicative analysis can be undertaken.  The source material for this analysis is the 

logs maintained on the TransgenderZone website, detailing transmissions made between 1 April 2013 and 

30 September 2013.  While not a complete source, it appears largely comprehensive over the main channels, 

although it is possible that there are gaps – for example, it is noted that appearances of the Hayley Cropper 

character in ITV1’s Coronation Street, Lauren Harries in Channel 5’s Big Brother and references to Chelsea 

Manning or other trans issues (such as same-sex marriage) on news programmes have not been recorded. 
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Additionally whilst it could be argued that Sam Johnson, who appears to be the main custodian of these logs, 

has exhibited a bias against the BBC and Channel 4 on the main Trans Media Watch forum, this bias is not 

likely to be hugely significant given the extensiveness of the programs logged and also where the positive 

reviews lie.  Any bias is more likely to be in the choice of programmes (and channels) to actively monitor, 

although it does appear that TransgenderZone does follow-up on reports of broadcasts that it may have 

missed on initial transmission. 

The decision has been made to exclude from this analysis broadcasts on Dave (because they are generally 

repeats) and channels considered minority audiences, such as CBS or Television X.  It does not appear that 

any subscription channels (such as Sky or Virgin) are logged by TransgenderZone, although Sky’s Pick TV does 

appear to have been monitored (presumably because it does not require a subscription) and is included in 

this analysis. 

TransgenderZone appear to have logged some programmes because they refer to surgeries that may be of 

interest to trans people, although no references to trans people were made in those broadcasts, and other 

programmes were logged because of appearances or voiceovers by Eddie Izzard, even though no mention of 

his trans nature was made.  All of these broadcasts have been removed from this analysis.  No news coverage 

was logged, despite the appearance of trans people – mainly but not exclusively Chelsea Manning. 

Broadcasts 
A total of 239 broadcasts were included for analysis from the time period identified.  Out of these 220 

broadcasts, the breakdown by major broadcaster is as follows: 

Broadcaster Number 

BBC 74 

Channel 4 65 

ITV 54 

Channel 5 24 

Broadcasters use different channels to reach their audiences.  The breakdown by channel is: 

Channel Number 

BBC 3 44 

E4 31 

Channel 4 29 

ITV 2 27 

ITV 1 26 

BBC 1 21 

Channel 5 20 

Pick TV 15 

From this we can identify that the two broadcasters that have made some kind of commitment to improving 

trans and intersex coverage (Channel 4 signing the Trans Media Watch Memorandum of Understanding, and 

Tim Davie making a clear statement of intent on behalf of the BBC, both in March 2011) broadcast the most 

incidents. 

The dates of broadcast were split as follows: 

Month Number 

April 39 

May 44 

June 37 

July 36 

August 40 

September 44 



 

Broadcast Analysis – April to September 2013  © 2013, Trans Media Watch 

There was no observable bias or trend in when broadcasts referencing or involving trans and intersex people 

were made, but it is noted that the average is almost 1.5 per day. 

Broadcasts were assessed into three different categories – was the reference to trans or intersex people 

definitively problematic (in that the broadcast was inaccurate and/or was likely to cause harm), could it be 

perceived as possibly problematic (in that the broadcast could be interpreted as problematic but could also 

be interpreted as innocent, naïve or well-meaning), or was it acceptable.  Such analysis is necessarily 

subjective, and hides the complexities within programmes – for example, where repeated references to trans 

or intersex people were made, some being problematic and others not so.  However, broadcasts categorised 

as problem coverage includes incidents where a state of horror or ridicule is raised because of a trans subject.  

Nevertheless, this is where the picture becomes even more marked. 

Broadcaster Problem 
Coverage 

%age of 
Broadcasts 

Marginal 
Coverage 

%age of 
Broadcasts 

Acceptable 
Coverage 

%age of 
Broadcasts 

Channel 4 30 46.15 26 40.00 9 13.85 

BBC 41 55.41 22 30.14 11 14.86 

ITV 24 44.44 7 12.96 23 42.59 

Channel 5 4 16.67 3 12.50 17 70.83 

TOTAL 101 42.08 64 26.67 75 31.25 

Note that this excludes the Coronation Street and Big Brother appearances, although it is anticipated that 

such appearances are more likely to be acceptable than problematic – and this would increase the percentage 

of acceptable coverage for both ITV and Channel 5.  In that light, for both the BBC and Channel 4 to have only 

15% of their broadcasts referencing trans or intersex people to be acceptable is quite startling, especially 

when compared to Channel 5’s 70%. 

Comedy 
It has been recognised for some time by Trans Media Watch, Channel 4 and the BBC that comedy is a 

problematic area.  It was this understanding that prompted the BBC’s sponsoring of the Trans Comedy Award 

at the beginning of 2013.  For the purposes of this analysis, the heading “comedy” is used to identify those 

programmes that have a clear comedic intent.  Comedic comments made as part of other shows, such as 

lifestyle or current affairs, are not included in the following analysis.  The following table indicates just how 

prevalent the problem of transphobic (or cis-genderist) comedy is: 

Channel Comedy %age of 
Broadcasts 

Problem 
Coverage 

%age of 
Comedy 

Acceptable 
Coverage 

%age of 
Comedy 

BBC 1 17 80.95 7 41.18 1 5.88 

BBC 2 4 80.00 3 75.00 0 0.00 

ITV 2 20 74.07 14 70.00 1 5.00 

Channel 4 18 62.07 11 61.11 1 5.56 

E4 31 100.00 17 54.84 2 6.45 

BBC 3 41 93.18 28 68.29 3 7.32 

TOTAL 150 62.50 86 57.72 16 10.67 

Two out of every three trans or intersex references in broadcasts are made in comedy programmes.  Even in 

programmes classed as current affairs or lifestyle, references to trans or intersex people are also usually 

made in a comedic style – although such programmes have not been included under the “comedy” heading.  

Well over half of the comedic references are clearly antagonistic to trans or intersex people, with only one in 

ten being classed as acceptable.  The proportion of antagonistic references is likely to rise if comedic 

references in other categories are included. 

Around 85% of the problematic coverage is specifically accounted for by comedy.  Indeed, if these 86 

problematic broadcasts were eliminated, the overall percentage of problematic broadcasts would fall to 

under 10% (rather than over 40%) and the percentage of acceptable broadcasts would rise to just under 50% 
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(rather than a little over 30%).  For the BBC, 39 out of the 41 problem broadcasts would disappear, and their 

acceptable broadcast percentage would rise to over 30%.  For Channel 4, this would eliminate the problem 

broadcasts entirely, and their acceptable broadcast percentage would rise to over 25%. 

It might be assumed that most of the comedic references are likely to be throwaway comments or short 

interchanges.  However an analysis of comedy programmes for August and September reveals the following: 

Exposure Number %age 

Passing Comment 2 4.44 

Short Interchange 17 37.78 

Prolonged Focus 18 40.00 

Focus of Programme 8 17.78 

TOTAL 45 100.00 

A passing comment is defined as a one-off comment with no follow-up.  A short interchange is something 

that’s over within 30 seconds or so.  Prolonged focus means that coverage is up to around 5 minutes.  The 8 

broadcasts where trans was considered the focus of the programme includes 7 broadcasts of (the 6 episodes 

of) BBC 1’s Mrs Brown’s Boys.  Focus on trans in comedy routines is as likely to have considerable and 

prolonged focus as not – so the assumption of throwaway comments and short interchanges is only half right. 

In any case the audiences for comedy programmes are likely to be far in excess of the dramas or 

documentaries that make up the positive portrayals.  Many more people are likely to see trans and intersex 

people being treated as valid targets of abuse rather than as people with their own unique set of issues.  In 

TMW’s study of how trans people perceive the media, 21% stated that they had been the victims of verbal 

abuse which they had linked to media coverage of trans people, and 8% stated that they had been the victims 

of physical abuse linked in the same way.  Most of the links which were commented on were broadcast 

themes. 

Helen Belcher, Trans Media Watch, October 2013 


