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2 REPORT ON THE FIRST DIGITAL TV SWITCHOVER IN WHITEHAVEN / COPELAND, CUMBRIA

Letter from David Scott, CEO of Digital UK

I joined Digital UK as Chief Executive in February, a few months after 
the Whitehaven / Copeland switchover, but I have been a member of 
the Digital UK Board and have taken a keen interest in the switchover 
programme for many years. So I, like many others, watched with 
anticipation and interest as the fi rst full UK switchover took place in 
Copeland late last year. 

Switchover brings free digital television through an aerial to almost every 
household for the fi rst time and will free up spectrum for new uses. 
Copeland, in common with around a quarter of the UK, did not have 
digital terrestrial services before the switchover, but is now enjoying over 
20 digital TV, radio and interactive services. 

A great deal of planning and preparation went into the Copeland 
switchover, under the leadership of Ford Ennals, then Digital UK CEO, and 
as is already widely known, Copeland switchover went well. Whitehaven 
has secured its place in broadcasting history by becoming the fi rst fully 
digital TV town in the UK. 

We found that while the vast majority fi nd digital TV switchover 
relatively simple, some do need additional support including everything 
from further information through to practical help. Digital UK and the 
Switchover Help Scheme were on hand with advice and assistance, 
but we know that many were helped by charitable organisations and 
volunteers, willing electrical retail staff, social services, landlords and, 
by friends, family and neighbours.  

The success of Copeland switchover depended not only on the efforts of 
a dedicated team from Digital UK and the Switchover Help Scheme, and 
support from Ofcom and Government, but also a wide range of industry 
partners, and the outstanding support of the local community.

I would like to pay a special thanks to all those in the area who worked 
hard to make the historic fi rst full digital TV switchover in the UK a 
success. A wide range of organisations and individuals including those 
from Age Concern Northwest Cumbria, Copeland Council, The Whitehaven 
News, Copeland Homes, and local retailers including Currys and Comet 
and independent retailers including Brooks provided invaluable advice to 
us, and worked tirelessly to ease their community through the switch. 

Success in Copeland means switchover is off to a good start, but there 
is much work to be done. The next switchover at the Selkirk transmitter 
group serving Scottish Borders takes place in November of this year, and 
there are then more than 70 regional switchovers through to the end of 
the programme in 2012. We have learned a great deal from Copeland that 
is already informing our planning for future and larger areas, and now our 
job is to ensure those areas follow Copeland’s lead. 

We sincerely hope that our national stakeholders including the 
charities, consumer groups, digital TV service providers, retailers and 
manufacturers, aerial installers, broadcasters and transmission network 
operators will continue their exemplary support of the Digital Switchover 
Programme through the next four years. We are greatly looking forward 
to the journey ahead, and working with you all through many more 
successful switchovers to come.
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6.3 Everyone Converted
The most important indicator of success was that all homes in the area 
converted to digital television as a result of switchover. We estimate that 
around 3% of homes had not converted by the fi rst date (17th October) 
and a handful, less than 1%, had not converted at the second date 
(14th November) but did convert very shortly thereafter. 40% of main 
set conversions were via Sky satellite, and 60% via Freeview digital 
terrestrial. 

6.3.1 Digital TV Take-up 

Despite the lack of Freeview at the local transmitters before the 
switchover, 70% of households had digital television from Sky (66%) or 
by taking Freeview from the Caldbeck transmitter (4%). 

The majority of conversions took place in the 10 to 14 days before 
the fi rst switchover date on 17th October - see section 7.3 for further 
information on retail patterns. We estimate that only around 3% of 
homes had not converted by the fi rst switchover date. 

A very small number of homes (3 in a sample of 189) converted after 
the second switchover date on 14th November. All 3 homes planned to 
convert: one had a box and was waiting to install it, one was planning 
to convert before the end of 2007, and one intended to convert but did 
not know when. As far as we know no home chose not to convert after 
switchover, and no one lost access to television as a result of switchover. 

Figure 6.4: Copeland Digital TV Conversion: September 2006 – 
December 2007
Source: Ofcom / Digital UK Copeland Switchover Tracker Survey



40 REPORT ON THE FIRST DIGITAL TV SWITCHOVER IN WHITEHAVEN / COPELAND, CUMBRIA

6.3.2 Platform Choice

Of the 30% of homes that were analogue before the switchover, 38% 
converted with Sky and 62% with Freeview. The Sky conversions took 
place at or around the switchover date, despite satellite being available 
prior to switchover. 

Post-switchover Sky had increased its share of primary sets to 77% 
(+11pp) and Freeview had taken the remaining 22% of main sets. 

More homes ultimately opted for Sky than they originally indicated. 
The post-switchover survey showed that 38% of previously analogue 
homes had opted for Sky, but at the beginning of the year 07 only 
4% of analogue homes said that they would choose Sky (70% said 
Freeview, and 25% did not know which platform they would choose). 
Sky conducted significant marketing activity in the area before the 
switchover, and Panel interviews indicate that some may have regarded 
Sky as a ‘safe’ option in case anything “went wrong” with the terrestrial 
switchover.  

Only 5% of Sky conversions were via Freesat from Sky. 

Only 2% of Sky homes indicated after switchover that they are likely to 
replace Sky with Freeview now that it is available (84% said they were 
unlikely to consider changing). 

6.3.3 Connecting Freeview Equipment

Very few homes bought Freeview equipment well in advance of the 
switch-on of the Freeview signal at switchover Three per cent reported 
having bought Freeview equipment 3-6 months ahead of switchover (April 
to June). From 3 months out (July and August) this rose to 8%. 

From the end of August and the launch of the channel five digital signal, 
Copeland residents began to connect their equipment to receive five 
for the first time. In September those watching Freeview rose from 7% 
(probably watching the Caldbeck transmitter) to 16% of homes, with a 
further 4% who had brought a Freeview box but could not yet use it. 

An unanticipated effect of the transition period was that some who 
had bought Freeview equipment for 17th October still did not bother 
connecting it until 14th November. The Tracker suggests that a third 
(32%) of those who had bought Freeview equipment for their main set 
had not connected it in the first two weeks of the transition period. This 
fell to 17% in the last two weeks of the transition period.  
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6.4 Local Response
The smooth transition and provision of help and support was welcomed 
by the local community, who both recognised the benefi ts of switchover 
for the local area and praised the work of all those involved:

•    Copeland Borough Council issued a statement on 13th November saying 
“On the eve of the switchover to digital only television in parts of the 
borough, Copeland Borough Council today gave a cautious welcome to 
the new era, whilst urging its residents to look out for those around 
them who may not be ready for the switchover” 

•    On 15th November the Whitehaven News proclaimed a “Warm reception 
as area wakes up to digital age”;

•   Jamie Reed MP for Copeland said it was “So far, so good”; and

•    The Local Stakeholders’ Group in their fi nal report stated that “The 
switch to digital has been recognised by the Copeland Digital Group as 
a very positive change, on the whole well managed and well received, 
with several benefi ts for local people and for the area.”

The full independent report from the local stakeholders is attached at 
Appendix 2. 

Figure 6.5: Local Response
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6.5 Media Coverage 
As was anticipated there was signifi cant national and local media interest 
in the Copeland switchover. Attention was focused on the fi rst date (17th 
October), when two press conferences and numerous interviews were 
held. The main drivers of media coverage were questions about how 
many homes remained unconverted and how people were coping with 
the change. The resulting press coverage was overwhelmingly positive or 
factual (94%), and excerpts are included at Appendix 3. 

Media interest in the second stage of switchover on 14th November 
was signifi cantly reduced and mostly confi ned to noting the successful 
completion of the process. 
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There were nine key fi ndings from the switchover, which will inform 
planning for future switchovers:

1.  Copeland residents were well informed and prepared
2.  Most fi nd switchover straightforward
3.  Retail readiness was critical
4.  Local community involvement was important
5.  Some need additional assistance, including one-to-one help
6.  Good understanding of second sets and recorders
7.  Some aerials needed replacing
8.   Positive reaction to the new channels, and some changes in 

viewing behaviour
9. The Switchover Programme structure worked well

7.1  Copeland residents were well informed 
and prepared 

Digital UK and partner communications were effective. Leafl ets mailed 
to every home, outdoor posters (including a ‘countdown’ ticker in the 
harbour), press advertising and on-screen captions helped to ensure 
that everyone interviewed before the two switchover dates was aware 
of the switch, and 95% understood what they needed to do. The Digital 
Switchover Help Scheme successfully supported 2,616 individuals, and 
the one customer who lost television on the day of switchover was 
visited and the picture restored within a few hours.    

7.1.1 Communications and Advice

There was a positive response to the information and advice provided by 
Digital UK and the Help Scheme. Immediately before the switchover (Q3 
2007) the majority (72%) felt that they had received suffi cient information 
to help them. Different people have different information needs, and 
perhaps inevitably closer to the switchover some felt they had too much 
information, whilst others felt they had too little.

Figure 7.1: ‘Do you think you have received adequate information and 
advice to assist you in your preparations for the switchover?’
Source: Ofcom / Digital UK Copeland Switchover Tracker Survey
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The leafl et delivered 3 months before the switchover in July 2007 proved 
to be critical in raising awareness and understanding, and was recalled 
by 70% of those interviewed, although for analogue households the 
on-screen captions had the highest recall rates (60% of analogue homes).

Figure 7.2: ‘Which of the following types of switchover information do you 
recall seeing?’
Source: Ofcom / Digital UK Copeland Switchover Tracker Survey. N = 198, 
17/10/07-13/11/07

Of all the communications received, Copeland residents found the 
switchover supplement produced by the Whitehaven News and Digital 
UK’s - 3 month July leafl et, delivered to all households, the most useful.   

Figure 7.3: ‘How would you rate the usefulness of the communications 
you received?’
Source: Ofcom / Digital UK Copeland Switchover Tracker Survey. 
17/10/07-12/07
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The importance of local communications (including partner 
communications such as the newspaper supplement) is a key lesson, and 
one that we will seek to replicate in other areas. The -3 month leafl et 
also proved critical, and will play an important role in future switchovers, 
although the letter delivered one month before switchover appeared 
to have less impact and will not be repeated. On-screen captions were 
clearly very important in driving awareness in analogue homes, and 
should continue to be used elsewhere.

7.1.2 Awareness and Understanding 

By the weekend before the fi rst switchover date everyone interviewed on 
the Ofcom / Digital UK Tracker survey was aware of the switchover, and 
95% said that they understood what they needed to do. 

Figure 7.4: Awareness and Understanding of Switchover
Source: Ofcom / Digital UK Copeland Switchover Tracker Survey

7.2 Most fi nd switchover straightforward 
The vast majority concluded that switching to digital TV was relatively 
easy. Eight-one per cent had no problems with their digital television 
equipment, and 50% found installing Freeview equipment easier than 
they thought. Twenty-eight per cent found digital television easier to use 
than they expected (7% found it more diffi cult). The biggest usability 
issue was re-tuning, which was required for all digital terrestrial TV 
equipment on both switchover dates.  
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7.2.1 Getting Digital Television

The Ofcom / Digital UK Copeland Tracker monitored any concerns about 
the switchover. The number who had any sort of concern fell from 50% in 
Q4 2006, 10 months before the switchover, to 26% after the switchover. 
The most common concerns about digital television were the cost 
(8%, although this represented a fall from 24% 10 months prior to the 
switchover) and the range of channels available (5%). 

Figure 7.5: ‘Which of the following, if any, concern you about the Copeland 
area switching to digital?’ 
Source: Ofcom / Digital UK Copeland Switchover Tracker Survey

As many people said they had spent less than they expected converting 
their main set (27%) as said they had spent more (25%). Many appeared 
to take the opportunity of switchover to buy a new digital television. 

Figure 7.6: ‘Did you spend more or less than you expected converting 
to digital?’ 
Source: Ofcom / Digital UK Copeland Switchover Tracker Survey
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7.2.2 Installing Digital Television

Almost everyone found installing their digital television easy. More than 
9 out of 10 (92%) of those who installed their digital television equipment 
themselves thought it was easier (45%) or as easy (47%) as they 
expected. Note that Sky installations are carried out by a professional, 
so these are all Freeview installations.

Figure 7.7: ‘How did you fi nd installing your digital television?’ 
Source: Ofcom / Digital UK Copeland Switchover Tracker Survey 
[Note: N = 69]

7.2.3 Using Digital Television

Twenty-eight per cent found digital television easier to use than they 
expected, and only 7% found it more diffi cult. 

Figure 7.8: ‘How do you fi nd using your digital television after 
switchover?’ 
Source: Ofcom / Digital UK Copeland Switchover Tracker Survey




