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The challenge
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What are the ethical considerations that 
should inform the development of the 
Web Neural Network API, and what 
mitigations should be taken into account? 
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About me
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- Leading the BBC’s approach to 
responsible AI/ML across the 
organisation 

- Previously with BBC Voice + AI, 
including leading on ethics of 
conversational AI 

- Long career as senior journalist, 
covering issues including social impact 
and ethics of technology, and applying 
the BBC’s editorial values
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The BBC & Standards
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“The BBC must pay particular 
attention to supporting and 
engaging actively in national 
and international forums for 
the development of “open 
standards” … in co-operation 
with suitable partners”
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- We currently work in approximately 40 
different standards groups and sub-
groups, to varying extents. 

- We participate in and chair a number 
of W3C working groups, mostly 
around audio and video media 
support, and accessibility 

- We have helped develop standards 
such as DVB, DAB, SMPTE and many 
others

The BBC & Standards
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We believe the BBC can play a public service role in the development of the 
right environment for AI & ML by...

BBC response to the House of Lords Select Committee on 
Artificial Intelligence (2017)

Informing the Debate
1

Bringing Partners Together
2

Responsible Technical 
Development

3

The BBC & Standards
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Responsible AI/ML  
at the BBC
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Our Approach

Three pillars:

• Building thoughtfully

• Avoiding pitfalls

• An interdisciplinary approach

AI&ML is going to transform the way we work & interact with audiences

Our objectives:

• Fulfilling our commitment to develop these new technologies responsibly and in 
the public service

• Maintaining audience trust

• Leading the way and anticipating future scrutiny

We want to help teams build ML products & services which work for all users, in the way 
they intend them to work, and align with our public service values.



Initial Use Case (2019)

Our Timeline

Workshop (2019)

High-level ML Principles (2019)

Working Groups (2019, 2020) 

ML Checklist 2.0 (2020) 

Awareness & 
Education

Team use & 
Feedback

Iteration & 
Resources



The Principles

Improving Audience 
Experience

Clear Explanations

Editorial Values & 
Broadening Horizons

Taking Responsibility: 
Review, Security & Fairness

Human in the Loop

Reflecting the BBC’s 
Values 



MLEP Checklist 2.0 Overview



https://www.bbc.co.uk/rd/publications/responsible-ai-at-the-bbc-our-machine-learning-engine-principles

https://www.bbc.co.uk/rd/publications/responsible-ai-at-the-bbc-our-machine-learning-engine-principles




AI & ML at the BBC

Audience data

Content data

Internal-facing

Audience-facing

Article
Recommendations

Personalised
Recommendations

Auto-
tagging

Automating 
news content

Computer 
vision:
Springwatch

Audience 
segmentation

Synthetic
voice

Kids app & 
keyboard

Content 
insights
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How might we apply an ethical 
approach to the web neural 
network API?
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Build on 
existing W3C 
ethics work

Involve a wide 
range of 

stakeholders

Use internal + 
external 
expertise

Build towards 
broader web 

machine 
learning 

principles 

Key considerations 
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How might we get there?
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Discover
Insight into the problem

Define
Areas of focus

Develop
Potential risks + solutions

Deliver
Solutions that work
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How might we get there?
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Discover
Insight into the problem

Define
Areas of focus

Deliver
Solutions that work

Internal + 
external 

literature 
review

Consult 
experts

Guiding 
principles

Workshops: 
Issues & 

Mitigations

Workshops: 
Issues & 

Mitigations

Ethics 
Recommendations

Develop
Potential risks + solutions
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- Thoughts on the proposed process 

- Timeline considerations 

- Recommendations for key stakeholders, internal 
and external experts

Questions from me …
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Questions from you …
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Thank you
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James Fletcher 
james.fletcher@bbc.co.uk 
@radiojay 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/rd/publications/responsible-ai-at-the-bbc-
our-machine-learning-engine-principles 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/rd/publications/responsible-ai-at-the-bbc-our-machine-learning-engine-principles
https://www.bbc.co.uk/rd/publications/responsible-ai-at-the-bbc-our-machine-learning-engine-principles

