
 

 

 
BBC MONITORING SERVICE:  

GLOSSARY OF KEY TERMS 

KEY TERMS:     

‘Confessing’ – this was a term from the early days of monitoring when monitors having listened to 

a broadcast first reported to a supervisor who would tell them which, if any, items to flash, which to 

spike and which to write up as normal for inclusion in the Digest. The ‘confessional’ system 

theoretically minimised the need for monitors to make editorial choices or be informed about 

customer requirements. 

Daily Digest – a document of edited monitor’s transcripts organised by broadcasting country and 

language. They covered a twenty-four period of broadcasting ending around midnight and were 

distributed to customers the following day. During the Second World War this was issued in two 

parts, one covering broadcasts from Germany and German-occupied territory and one covering 

broadcasts from elsewhere. (for successor, see Summary of World Broadcasts). 

Hellschreiber – this was a type of wireless teleprinter where the signal came out as printed words 

on a tape. It was used by the German news agency DNB (Deutsches Nachrichtenbüro). By 

intercepting these messages Monitoring was able to supply the BBC broadcasting departments 

and the British government with a rundown of that day’s news stories several hours before they 

were broadcast on German radio.  

Listening notes – this was a section sometimes included in the Monitoring Reports. It noted any 

new broadcasting stations or alterations to existing transmissions, and thus reported relevant 

findings of the Special Listening Section (see below) to customers. 

Mandatory slugging - certain items needed noting down, even if they did not in the monitors’ view 

need recording in detail. For instance, in the 1980’s these included Arab and African political 

meetings, information on developing countries, interviews with British or Commonwealth subjects, 

or mentions of the BBC. The usefulness of mandatory slugging was that most broadcasts were 

recorded and could be listened to again if an editor or key consumer wanted more information.  

Mandatory textings –  that which the BBCM deemed important and therefore had to transcribe in 

verbatim. There was a list which changed year on year, and was presumably heavily influenced by 

the key consumers of the material, the FCO for example. Away from the mandatory material it was 

the consideration of the monitors and their editors as to what is necessary to record - again based 

on the consideration of what their key consumers would require. This often tended to be political 

and economic. 

Monitoring Report –this four to six page document issued daily, prior to both parts of the Daily 

Digest, sought to distil the most important news stories and broadcasting trends from the previous 

24 hours broadcasting, and also act as an introduction and guide to the larger Digests. 

Special Listening Section – this section maintained broadcast schedules and took note of any 

new stations or sudden changes in broadcast behaviour. In their search for new transmitters and 
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frequencies, the section was of vital assistance to monitors in finding their assigned programmes, 

and in providing new wavelengths, with better reception, for stations already monitored. They also 

supplied the BBC News Bureau, FBIS and other clients with SLS notes containing information 

likely to be of immediate interest. 

Stop press – another term borrowed from printed news media. This indicated an item that had 

been broadcast just too late to be included in a particular issue of the Daily Digest/SWB, but was 

regarded as important to circulate to customers as soon as possible. It was thus included in a 

special ‘stop press’ section at the very beginning of the Digest/SWB, rather than in its correct 

section. 

Summary of World Broadcasts –the post-war successor to the Daily Digests. These were issued 

in several parts divided by region. The parts were issued with varying frequency according to 

regional importance. 

Y Unit – successor to an establishment set up by MI8 (the Radio Security Service or RSS) to 

investigate rumours broadcast in English from Germany. It kept a continuous watch over the 

enemy broadcasting stations most reliably received in Britain to listen for any messages sent to 

secret agents within the country. It also kept a watch on the BBC’s wavelengths to detect any 

enemy attempt to use them to reach listeners in Britain. In late 1943 some duties of the Y Unit 

became incorporated into the newly formed Reception Unit at Caversham, whilst the more secret 

aspects of their work were assigned to MI6 and relocated. 

 

TYPES OF BROADCAST SUMMARY: 

Flash – a monitored item regarded as important to send to customers as quickly as possible. Such 

items were sent by teleprinter or telephone to key government and BBC customers.  

Monitors Report – this type of broadcast summary was more subjective than other types of 

reports. It was a report of what the monitor could hear, so the note would mention such things as 

any booing or cheering that could be heard, or whether the speaker sounded in good health or ill. 

To quote the monitors handbook they should; 

a. ‘provide background information on passages in the transmission’,  

b. ‘provide information on the delivery of the transmission as a whole or a particular 

passage… or in the case of an Outside Broadcast, report applause, booing, whistling, 

hecklers’ voices etc.’ 

c. ‘provide information on technical aspects such as audibility, presentation’, or ‘deviation from 

the normal pattern’. 

Text –  a full transcription of what was heard by the monitor (not necessarily what was said by the 

broadcaster as the signal could drop out and words could be misheard). 

Text excerpt – in amongst a summary of the news point a transcription of part of the broadcast 

would be recorded in full. 

Summary – the monitor would summarise what they were hearing, rather than write it out 

verbatim. 

Slug –  an acknowledgement that the monitor heard a story but it was not worth summarising or 

texting. This could be because it was not deemed of interest to BBCM subscribers or had 
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previously been recorded elsewhere (in which case there would be a repeat note specifying where 

this was previously heard). 

Spike – used to indicate monitored broadcast items that were not selected for inclusion in the Daily 

Digest/Summary of World Broadcasts. It was a term borrowed from the newspaper world where 

unwanted articles submitted for that day’s newspaper were filed by impaling them on a spindle. 

 

ROLES: 

Chief monitors – were the linguistic authority in their language group and the point of reference 

for background knowledge concerning the relevant countries. They also assisted the Senior 

Assistant II in maintaining the quality of transcription and training monitors, maintained reference 

data for their language group (in collaboration with the Reference Library) and regularly read radio 

journals and newspapers in their main language, in order to inform coverage. 

Clerical supervisors -  were in charge of the Typing Pool and the Filing Clerks, and covered 

administrative tasks for the Supervisor (Operations) on duty, and organised typing tests for new 

members of staff. 

Editors – It was the job of the editors to daily edit all monitor’s reports from the previous 24 hours 

broadcasting to produce the Daily Digests. Some of the editorial work would consist of sub-editing, 

for example changing words and correcting spelling mistakes. They would also choose which 

monitors’ reports or sections of reports to include or leave out of the Digest.  

Information Bureau supervisors – Would select items for immediate Flash transmission and 

decide which information to send to different customers. 

Monitors – were responsible for listening to broadcast transmissions in their language(s) of 

expertise and reporting them in English. They first listened to and recorded the broadcasts, making 

notes. They would then report any items regarded as urgent to a supervisor, identify repeated or 

unimportant items and then compose a report in English of the remaining items. Some broadcasts 

were reported in verbatim whereas others were reported in summary. 

Operational assistants – were in charge ensuring the best possible reception conditions for 

monitors, and dealt with all other necessary technical facilities. They checked the coverage of 

bulletins when working at the central Console, and made recordings of broadcasts. 

 

Radio Telegraphy Section Senior Operators – ensured that work was distributed evenly across 

shifts, checked the signal strength of transmissions at frequent intervals, make recordings, and 

occasionally worked as Radio Telegraphy Operators. 

 

Report writers – were responsible for preparing The Monitoring Report and for a time a separate 

daily report for the War Cabinet. Their task was to distil the most important news stories and 

broadcasting trends from the previous 24 hours broadcasting into a short readable document.  

 

Roving monitors - were assigned to roam the wavelengths looking for broadcasts relating to their 

assigned region. They produced regular reports on broadcasting from their assigned geographical 

or linguistic spheres. 

Senior Assistants – there were two types of Senior Assistants. Senior Assistant I was 

responsible for maintaining regular coverage of broadcasts, and for deciding when and where to 
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instigate additional coverage. They were also in charge of rotas, leave, Listening Room operations 

and writing progress reports. Senior Assistants were in charge of Supervisors (Operations), 

Operational Assistants, Monitors and Senior Monitors. Senior Assistant II was responsible for the 

quality of the Monitors’ work and for the accuracy of the transcriptions. They ensured the accuracy 

of the translation by checking them against the original recordings.  

Supervisors (Operations) – were responsible for Listening Room operations during their shifts. 

They ensured that regular coverage was maintained, drew up rotas and allocated bulletins to 

Monitors, coordinated voice and radio telegraphy coverage, responded to requests from the BBC 

News Bureau and decided on the priority of typing commitments for the Reception Unit staff. 

Typists – During the Second World War period, monitors would frequently not type up their own 

reports but dictate them to a typist. The typist thus faced similar challenges to the monitor in 

correctly hearing and understanding what was being said, unfamiliar personal and place names 

presenting a particular challenge. This practice continued beyond the war, although monitors 

increasingly began to do their own typing as the Cold War progressed.  

 


