
The Archers was originally established in 1951 to educate farmers which, 
it was hoped, would increase food production after the second world war. 
It was thought that the show could be used as a way for the Ministry of 
Agriculture to communicate important information to farmers.

Historical Context
Historical context refers to the beliefs, conditions, knowledge, attitudes and 
moods that existed at a certain point in history - the “setting” for the event that 
occurred

Wherever possible, The Archers happens in real time i.e. it portrays events 
taking place on the date of broadcast, allowing a variety of topical subjects 
to be included. If a real-life event can be predicted, it is often written into 
the script. Even unforeseen events have been weaved into the script with 
scenes being re-written and re-recorded at short notice such as the 9/11 
attacks, the death of Princess Margaret and the 2001 foot and mouth crisis.

Social and Cultural Context
How the product reflects the society and culture in which it was made through 
aspects of its production, distribution, marketing, regulation, circulation and 
audience consumption

BBC CHARTER RESPONSIBILITIES:
1. To provide impartial news and information to help people understand and engage with 
the world around them
2. To support learning for people of all ages
3. To show the most creative, highest quality and distinctive output and services
4. To reflect, represent and serve the diverse communities of all of the United Kingdom’s 
nations and regions and, in doing so, support the creative economy across the United 
Kingdom
5. To reflect the United Kingdom, its culture and values to the world

The Funding model

- The Archers is aired on Radio Four, has over 5 million 
listeners and is considered a significant part of British pop-
ular culture. 
- Running for 65 years
- Six episodes a week and an omnibus on a Sunday
- The world’s longest running radio soap opera.
- The Archers follows the residents of the fictional farming 
community of Ambridge, in the fictional county of Borset-
shire, in the English Midlands. Its tagline is, “contemporary 
drama in a rural setting”.

Backrgound Context

In order to keep up with the different ways people prefer to con-
sume their media, there are a variety of ways for fans to engage 
with the show:
1. Aside from the regular radio slot, listeners can catch up with the 
omnibus on a Sunday, hear recent episodes repeated on BBC Radio 
Four Extra, download the podcast, or listen ‘on demand’ through 
BBC iPlayer Radio.
2. Alternatively, they can check out The Archers’ page on the BBC 
website, follow the show on social media by following it on Twitter 
or liking their Facebook page.

The Impact of technologies and convergence
Convergence: The coming together of previously separate media industries and/or platforms; often 
the result of advances in technology whereby one device or platform contains a range of different 
features. The mobile phone, for example, allows the user to download and listen to music, view vid-
eos, tweet artists etc. All this can be done through one portable device.

EXAM FOCUS: Component 1 Section B: Audiences & Institutions

Producing The Archers requires tight schedules and long term planning:
1. The production team meet biannually to plan the following months, and 
sometimes even years’ worth of storylines. 
2. Monthly script meetings then take place where four writers have to pro-
duce a week’s worth of scripts each. 
3. Recording takes place every four weeks and actors only receive their 
scripts a few days before. Actors are employed for six days in which they 
record 24 episodes. There is very little room for error as each 13 minute epi-
sode is only allocated two hours of studio time. 
4. Episodes are then broadcast 3-6 weeks after recording. 
Due to these recording schedules, actors are not held on retainers and are 
not employed full time on a show and often have careers in film, theatre, 
television and other radio shows.

Production process of The Archers

Radio broadcasting is regulated by Ofcom. Ofcom 
is the regulator for the communications services 
that we use and rely on each day. They have rule 
which broadcasters must follow to protect audi-
ences against harm and offense, violence, explicit 
language and sensitive topics/adult topics likely 
to upset children

The Archers is big business for the BBC as it’s the most listened to BBC programme online. In today’s society, market share and 
brand identity are massively important and The Archers succeeds on both of these. If the BBC was ever to lose its licence fee, 
there are certain shows that it is guaranteed people would pay to subscribe to – The Archers is one of these. Therefore, it’s im-
portant that the producers keep the show fresh. One way of doing this is by introducing new characters or pushing the boundar-
ies on plotlines.

Not one to shy away from controversy, the BBC has opened the gates to less talk-
ed about topics and issues in recent years. The domestic abuse storyline of Rob 
and Helen has been building for some time. The listeners’ privileged position of 
being able to eavesdrop in on characters’ private conversation has added a very 
real touch to the storyline. Audiences have witnessed first-hand Rob’s controlling 
nature, his coercive behaviour and insidious ways (e.g. constantly undermining 
Helen’s looks and clothing), and listened whilst he has progressively isolated her 
from friends and family. In an episode aired on Sunday 3 April 2016, two weeks 
after Easter Sunday, Helen stabbed Rob in front of their young child. It became

3. All of these platforms are provided to help audiences increase their enjoyment of the show and 
make it as accessible as possible for them to keep up to date with it.

THE BBC IS PAID FOR BY THE BRITISH PUBLIC, THROUGH A LICENCE FEE, 
WHICH EVERY HOUSEHOLD MUST HAVE IN PORDER TO ACCESS THE BBC 

SERVICES ON TV, RADIO AND ONLINE. 

The Archers and OFCOM:
- Watershed does not legally apply
- Programmes rebroadcast at different timeslots/available on-demand – time of broad-
cast becomes almost irrelevant
- Some content is hard-hitting but benefits the audience –e.g. domestic violence sto-
ryline
- Numerous complaints about hard-hitting issues such as the Rob/Helen storyline – not 
upheld (not supported by OFCOM)
- Complaints about increasingly dramatic/sensationalist storylines – is the programme 
changing too much for the audience? 
- Complaints about gay wedding storyline – audiences offended but rules not broken

The ‘Archers’ Brand

CASE STUDY EPISODE: Helen stabs cohersively controlling husband, Sunday 3rd April 2016

Regulation: OFCOM

Like TV, radio broadcasting falls into two categories: public service and commercial broadcasting. 
Commercial broadcasting is funded by the sale of advertising slots and public service broadcast-
ing is funded by public money either directly from the government or a licence fee. In the UK, 

BBC radio is funded by a licence fee. The Archers is aired on Radio Four, the BBC’s main 
spoken-word channel, and so is funded by the licence fee. The BBC has a public service 
remit (to educate, inform and entertain) and The Archers was originally established to 
educate farmers. The show soon became a major source of entertainment for people 
from all walks of life, not just the rural community. However, the show still prides itself 
on the quality of its research and its ability to portray real rural life.

one of the most talked about storylines in The Archers history, with listeners taking to social media hastagging #controlis-
notlove and bringing cohersive control into the spotlight. During the build up of the storyline, the UK brought in a new 
law which saw cohersive control a criminal offense. After the episode, listeners avidly following the fall-out and the trial 
of Helen Titchener, which eventually saw Helen found not guilty of attempted murder. The realistic portrayal of this sto-
ryline has even prompted audiences to raise over £100,000 in charitable donations, proving the importance of such a 
show – and the strong relationship it has forged with its audience. Think about how this fits the BBC’s Charter...



Most common audience member characteristics. 
- Female (76%)
- 55+ (62%)
- ABC1 (middle/upper class)
- Highly educated – degree (4%
- White British (81%)
- Right-wing (eg votes Conservative)
- High ‘disposable income’ 
- Midlands location

The MODAL Audience

- Historically, radio soap operas have always focused primarily on women’s lives, particularly family relationships, domesticity 
and marriage. Therefore the target audience was traditionally females who looked after the home.
- Listeners from different walks of life could engage with the show in different ways due to its multi-stranded narratives. As 
a listener you might be rooting for one particular character whilst your friend might be interested in another character rela-
tionship entirely.
- The Archers is perceived as a high quality soap opera and distinguishes itself from TV soaps by providing soap for the edu-
cated middle-classes. Radio Four has a high cultural status and so the audience for The Archers consists mainly of well-edu-
cated middle-class professionals, most of whom are middle aged and above, white women.

Audience appeal

AUDIENCES
For many of these listeners, The Archers was a familiar friend which provided a comforting background and, until 
fairly recently, there was an unwritten rule that nothing too terrible would ever happen.
However, in recent years some listeners have complained that The Archers is beginning to mimic the excesses of 
TV soaps such as EastEnders. The most notable example of this is the 2016/17 storyline of Rob’s abusive relation-
ship with his wife. For some listeners, the show they once considered to be light, mellow drama, has now mor-
phed into actual melodrama.
That being said, such a move has attracted new listeners which are welcomed by the broadcasters, and there is an 
argument that such shows should reflect the society in which they are aired. This move has also given the BBC the 
opportunity to open a conversation about topics like domestic violence.
Because the BBC can be accessed from around the world, it’s important to understand that some of the online 
audience is global, including British people living abroad. Listening to The Archers is a crucial way for them to keep 
in touch with British life. In fact, even within the UK, some listeners from urban areas have stated how they like 
the sense of rural life that is evident in the show. Perhaps, like many, they dream of getting away from the city and 
moving to the country and The Archers helps them imagine this for a short time.

Audience response to and interpret media product and the social, cultural and political significance

Why audiences listen to The Archers - applying Uses and Gratifications theory

Personal identity 
(The need or satisfication of relating to the media product, in the characters, locations, 
storylines etc) 
- Fan identity – safe, traditional, comfortable, traditional British. Eg Stephen Fry is a fan. 
- Show’s narratives reflecting one’s own life – eg. Survivors of domestic abuse relating 
to the Helen storyline. 
- to compare their life experiences with those of the characters.

Information
(The need or satisfication of getting information from the media product)
- Learning how to rotate crops in a field, organic cheese production etc. 
- Learning about other people’s way of living e.g. a countryside life
- Learning about the different themes such as domestic violence, especially cohersive 
control

Uses and gratifications theory refers to ACTIVE audiences - audiences who seek out, chose 
and use media products to satisfy a need. There are four main needs audiences will satisfy 
when consuming media:

Entertainment
(The need or satisfication of escaping from everyday lives and being entertained)
- Dramatic and enjoyable storylines – eg. Seeing Helen’s friend defend her in court. Calm, pleasant escapist sto-
rylines – eg. Country fairs. 

Social Interaction (The need or satisfication of being able to interact with people about the media product - either 
in person “did you listen to The Archers” or sharing on social media/being part of a communiity onloine))
- Fan community – eg Ambridge fan newspaper, websites, Twitter following, forums, podcasts. Sharing fan identity 
with others (eg sharing views on the trial as it unfolds). #solidari-tea #controlisnotlove #freehelen
- to discuss with family/friends or by continuing the conversation on Twitter or Facebook

To remember the U&G theory, 
think of P.I.E.S.

Personal identity

Information

Entertainment

Social interaction

IMPACT of the Rob and Helen storyline on the audience


