BBC Royal Charter Review: Written Evidence Submission by
Theos on BBC’s Religion & Ethics Coverage

About Theos

Theos is the UK’s leading society and religion think tank. Since our founding in 2006, we have
published more than a hundred research reports, briefings and books. Our research and
commentaries appear regularly across numerous news outlets from The Guardian and The
Spectator, to The Times, The Financial Times and The Economist and have made us a trusted
national authority on issues relating to religion, faith and society.

About this Submission

We are responding to the BBC’s Royal Charter Review, its Green Paper and public consultation,
through the submission of evidence focusing specifically on the BBC’s religion and ethics
coverage. We argue that given:

e growing religious diversity in the UK

e the inadequacy of religious education (RE) across schools and growing importance of
informal religion and ethics education

e increasing political polarisation and rising levels of hate crimes against religious minorities

e evidence that entertainment shows can reduce prejudice against minority groups

e and the increased interest in religion and spirituality—particularly amongst young people

that:
Religion and ethics content is vital for ensuring that the BBC meets its mission purposes to:

a) represent and service all communities
b) support social cohesion

We therefore call upon the Government to make explicit provision for the protection of

religion and ethics coverage in the renewed BBC Charter.

The Evidence

a) An Increasingly multicultural and multifaith UK

According to the National Centre for Social Research, almost 1 in 10 Britons now identify as
belonging to a religion other than Christianity, and a third of those attending weekly religious
services are doing so in religious buildings other than churches '. Our 2020 report, Religious
London: Faith in a Global City (2020)" suggested this was even more the case in London, where
1 in 4 attend a religious service at least once a month, and argued that “improving religious
literacy is paramount” (p.87) to ensure community cohesion.


https://www.theguardian.com/world/2025/dec/28/tommy-robinson-says-he-found-jesus-in-prison-churches-disagree-about-how-to-respond
https://spectator.com/article/the-story-of-noahs-flood-will-never-go-out-of-fashion/
https://spectator.com/article/the-story-of-noahs-flood-will-never-go-out-of-fashion/
https://www.thetimes.com/uk/religion/article/have-young-men-lost-their-herd-immunity-to-christianity-q99vzrlfc?t=1768571924373
https://www.ft.com/content/48d35b89-ac83-4f2e-a54c-6ec9aa6ef4f4
https://www.economist.com/culture/2025/02/06/how-tiktok-became-a-religious-pulpit
https://www.theosthinktank.co.uk/cmsfiles/Religious-London-FINAL-REPORT-24.06.2020.pdf

b) Inadequacy of RE across schools and importance of informal religion and ethics
education

However, despite this growing religious diversity and the legal obligation for state schools to
provide RE, a recent Ofsted report (2024)" concluded that “the RE curriculum often lacked
sufficient substance to prepare pupils to live in a complex world”. Our 2020" report,
Worldviews in Religious Education, similarly highlighted that RE “does not engage adequately
with the real religion and belief landscape, both in the wider world and amongst the pupils
that it should be serving” (p.109).

This means informal religion and ethics outside schools has become even more important.
Our 2025Y report, Beyond the Classroom: Informal Religion and Worldviews Education in the
UK found that reality TV shows were becoming an important source of informal religious
education by including participants of different faiths. Many of the examples of this
highlighted, were BBC shows, including The Traitors and Gladiators, suggesting that the BBC
is an important source of this kind of informal religious education.

This supports recent evidence from the University of Leeds (2025)" which suggested that
streaming platforms were much weaker on religion and belief content and highlighted that
BBC iPlayer was “the only platform that gave prominence to the arts, international issues,
religion and belief on its homepage in significant numbers” which presents “significant risks
to the ongoing provision” of such content going forwards (p.4).

c) Increasing political polarisation & hatred against religious minorities

Meanwhile, hate crimes against religious minorities have risen. In the year to 2025, hate
crimes targeting Muslims rose 19% and 2024 saw a record 113% increase in hate crimes
against Jewish people“. This has been accompanied by growing political polarisation and
social divisiveness on issues like immigration, with recent data suggesting that 98% of Reform
voters believe immigration is too high, compared to just 18% of Green Party voters“i,

Against the backdrop of this, are growing concerns about the rise of Christian Nationalism in
the UK and abroad, with Tommy Robinson—co-founder of the English Defence League and
Britain’s leading far-right activist— announcing his conversion to Christianity in prison. His
“Unite the Kingdom” rally saw over 100,000 people in attendance, many carrying crosses and
some in crusader costumes™ This led to senior church leaders across denominations issuing
an open letter, cautioning against the ‘““co-opting or corrupting” of the Christian faith and
symbols to exclude others”*. In this landscape, it is more important than ever that the public
are educated about religion and ethics in a balance and impartial way.

d) Media & Entertainment as an anti-hate crime strategy

There has been growing evidence that media and entertainment can be valuable way of
reducing prejudice and hostility between groups. Results of a 2018 study suggested that
exposure to diverse characters can reduce implicit and explicit prejudice indicators more than
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other established methods.X Similarly, research into the signing of Muslim footballer
Mohammed Salah to the Liverpool football team, evidenced a 53% fall in anti-Muslim tweets
by fans after the signing and 18.9% fewer hate crimes than were predicted for the given
period®’. This, as we argued in our aforementioned 2020 report, supports the parasocial
hypothesis that exposure to positive role models can reduce prejudice and hate towards
groups to which the role model belongs.

e) Increased interest in religion and spirituality amongst young people

Leaving aside the arguments for social cohesion, the growing interest of young people in
religion and spirituality also means broader religion and ethics coverage could be a key area
for growth for the BBC; particularly given lower levels of youth engagement with the
broadcaster®ii, According to a survey of 100,000 adults across the UK, only 13% of young
people under 25 identify as atheist®. Such is the growing interest of young people in religion
and spirituality, that Gen Z have been dubbed “the most religious generation alive”, with 37%
of UK 18-24 years reporting a belief in God—outstripping even the over 65s.%Y Bible sales have
more than double in the past five years®, mirroring trends in the US which saw a 27.7%
increase in US bible sales in the year 2025-6 and an 106% rise since 2019®, The UK Charts
have even announced a new Christian and Gospel Singles Chart in recognition of the growth
of the faith-based music sector. i

Despite all this, UK-produced religion and ethics content across public service broadcasters
has been cut by 85% since 2011**

We therefore urge DCMS to make explicit protections for both informal and formal religion
and ethics coverage in the renewed BBC Charter.

We believe there is compelling evidence that such coverage supports social cohesion and
that—if done properly— could be a key growth area for the BBC going forwards. Protecting
and expanding such coverage will help to maintain the BBC’s position as a world-leading
broadcaster; one which serves the needs of British public for generations to come.
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