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SUBTITLE QUALITY MEETING, Ofcom October 25 2012
This was a well attended meeting.  All the main broadcasters and subtitle providers were represented, including BBC, Red Bee, ITV, ITFC, C4, Five and Sky.  Consumer reps present apart from myself were Ruth Myers, Lorraine Gailey, Simon Pearse, two from Action on Hearing Loss (Laura Matthews and Joanna Taylor), two from Sense (Roy Staines and Donna Corrigan) and one from NDCS (whose name I did not catch).  There were also several Ofcom staff.

We were welcomed by Patricia Hodgson, who is Deputy Chairman of Ofcom and who used to be a TV producer, and who has family with hearing loss.  She pointed out that subtitles were used by those with a range of hearing loss – some depended entirely on them while others used them to supplement what they can hear, especially if background sound is too intrusive.  She handed over to Chris Woolard, Ofcom Group Director for Content, who explained the research project that Ofcom were doing and which would look at the technology available.  But the project also needed to capture the user experience, which is what today’s meeting was for.  There were several elements that could affect this – missing information from subtitles, lack of synchronisation, placement which obscures on-screen information, etc.

The first presentation was by Action on Hearing Loss.  AHL had done a user survey in 2005 with 6-7 thousand responses.  Comments made then included problems with background noise, and that poor subtitles were better than none (I personally would not agree with that statement).  They had carried out a survey this autumn which yielded 580 responses, two-fifths used Freeview, one-fifth Sky and two-fifths other methods (Virgin Media, iPlayer, Smartphone, etc).  40% reported problems with news subtitles, 15% drama, 11% sport.  Delay was the largest problem, mentioned by three-fifths.  Other problems reported were intermittent and freezing subtitles, missing ones and lack of accuracy – wrong spelling was reported by 45%.  Corrections led to further delays.  Also mentioned was lack of subtitles when a previously subtitled programme was shown on a different channel.  Lack of apology for failures was also mentioned.  Scrolling subtitles were not liked and it was felt that complaints were not taken seriously.  Most problems were with live subtitles, and responses said they should only be used if programmes are actually live.  More monitoring was needed and to improve methods used to produce live subtitles.  In discussion Wilf White (BBC) said that some problems of delay are caused by the equipment people use, which I robustly (and somewhat rudely) challenged and called a cop out.

The second presentation was from Simon Pearse, who accessed TV using a huge range of platforms – Freeview TV, laptop, PlayStation 3, iPad, etc.  He also uses stand alone TV tuners.  The range of equipment he uses made me feel very old fashioned!!  He mentioned discrepancies of subtitle availability on different platforms – for instance Windows Media on Windows Vista does not allow them whereas on Windows 7 it does.  Services such as Lovefilm and Netflix do not provide subtitles in the UK but they do in the USA.  He also mentioned lack of subtitles on web page videos.  He felt most pre-recorded programmes were OK.  When programmes with live subtitles were reshown they often did not have the subtitles re-edited properly.  EPGs do not indicate subtitled programmes on the first page you see.  Subtitles are not always available on catch-up services immediately and take 24 hours or more to be added – he felt in that case the programme should remain available longer.  News subtitles gave inaccurate information so he was disenfranchised.  Continuity announcements were not subtitled.  He presented a long wish list, including things like quality measures for live subtitles.  The broadcasters said there was nothing in the wish list they also would not like to see happening, but it was not always possible.  The discussion covered a number of areas.  On subtitles for repeated live programmes they pointed out that often they were re-edited again very close to broadcast so it was not straightforward.  Five gave the example of Big Brother – the live programme shown at 11 pm is then shown again the next morning, but because that is pre-watershed it often needs to be edited for content.  There was a lot of discussion of the difficulty of getting hold of programmes sufficiently in advance to subtitle them properly.  Also discussed were programmes that mix live action with recorded inserts (X Factor, Strictly Come Dancing, etc.).
The third presentation was from Pablo Romero-Fresco.  He said the main problems were speed, reduction rate, delay and accuracy.  Speech rates vary according to programme type – weather forecasts are fastest and average 240 wpm, news averages 195.  The average rate of pre-recorded subtitles is 180 wpm and it is difficult to respeak faster than that.  The higher the speed of the subtitles the less time there is to look at the image and comprehension also suffers at higher speeds.  Eye tracking tests show chaotic patterns of users following live subtitles because scrolling is more difficult to read than block.  Users are spending 80% of the time reading the subtitles leaving only 20% to look at the actual image.  Reduction rate is necessary to keep down the subtitle speed so editing by the respeaker is required.  Even if speech is at 150 wpm editing is still present as the respeaker also has to add punctuation.  Delay is the biggest problem and tests have shown an average delay close to seven seconds.  This is related to the amount of error correction.  The more accuracy that is reached the greater the delay.  The model to measure accuracy takes account of various factors, and divides errors into recognition errors (where the software does not recognise what has been respoken) and edition errors (caused by the respeaker).  They can be either minor (lower case for upper, “four” instead of “for”) where sense can easily be understood, standard (“he’s a buy you a bull asset” for “valuable asset”) or serious (where the subtitle looks correct but is actually wrong, e.g. “a 15% cut in funding” which should really be 50%).  Agreement is needed on what corrections are made.
By this time we were running twenty minutes late so very little time was left for discussion.  The discussion was led by Mairi Macleod of the Ofcom Advisory Committee on Older and Disabled People.  Mairi revealed she had actually been a subtitler in a previous life!  Topics covered were again equipment, positioning of subtitles (is there a best position, should they be moved to prevent obscuring text and/or speaker’s lips – it was pointed out by Roy Staines that moving them causes problems for deafblind people who cannot re-focus easily) and timely provision of programmes.  Finally Chris Wollard said Ofcom was still gathering information including looking at what was happening in other countries and hoped to produce a report in the New Year, but currently had no decision on what it might say.
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