








Case Studies  Growing our presence on digital platforms

4 Radio

Launched in June 2006, Channel4radio.com 
showcases Channel 4’s future vision for 
radio, offering challenging and distinctive 
radio programmes. Having won a national 
DAB multiplex licence, Channel 4 Radio 
Limited intends to roll out new 4-branded 
services over the next two years.

So far, 28 different production companies 
have delivered 19,000 minutes of bespoke 
programming on Channel4radio.com, across 
music, news, comedy, sport, entertainment, 
arts and documentary genres. 4Radio 
podcasts have proved popular with new 
radio audiences – some have topped the 
iTunes UK download charts, and together they 
have generated several million downloads.

Channel 4 Radio’s commissioning team 
aims to push the boundaries of current 
UK radio content, prioritising underserved 
audiences and new talent. An example of the 
distinctive public service values Channel 4 
plans to bring to radio is My Streets, an 
alternative travel guide from young British 
people. In one episode, A Rudeboy’s Guide 
to Peckham, Shamblez, a twenty year old 
DJ, takes the listener around the tough 
estates, parks and radio stations of his 
South London community. His gangland 
past and gun crime issues are interlaced 
with colourful descriptions of the area, 
observations about regeneration, and life in 
the area after the death of Damilola Taylor.

The show won both a Sony Radio Award 
for Internet Programming and the European 
Radio Award for best original content podcast, 
recognition of Channel 4’s commitment to 
excellence in radio.

My Streets is produced by All Out 
Productions.

4oD
 
4oD launched in autumn 2006 as the first full video-on-demand service 
offered by any major broadcaster, available online and through Virgin Media, 
BT Vision and Tiscali. By February 2008, 4oD had attracted over three million 
users across all platforms, who between them watched 100 million hours of 
catch-up and archive programmes.

4oD is central to Channel 4’s future plans, extending viewer choice in an easily 
accessible way. The user-friendly user interface offers multiple ways to search 
for programmes, including an easily-navigable Channel 4 schedule. 

The pioneering service demonstrates Channel 4’s innovative approach to 
delivering its services. Its simplicity masks complex behind-the-scenes 
operations needed to launch and develop the service, including negotiating 
rights deals with over 100 independent producers and all major US studios 
prior to launch.  

4oD has developed rapidly over the last 18 months. It initially offered a 
30-day catch-up service and hundreds of hours of archive material on a 
downloadable, pay-per-view basis. In March 2007, seven-day catch-up 
content was offered on an ad-funded basis and included streaming for 
viewers with high-speed connections. This then became a 30-day catch up 
service in September 2007, and Channel 4 has subsequently become the first 
broadcaster in the world to make its entire commissioned schedule available 
on-demand via a comprehensive catch-up and vast archive service, all free 
to the consumer. 4oD also includes content from other channels including 
National Geographic, FX and Discovery. 

Over the next year, 4oD will become part of the new joint venture between 
BBC Worldwide, ITV and Channel 4, offering an integrated VOD service.

Case Studies  New approaches to public sevice genres

Secret Millionaire

Secret Millionaire followed a series of benefactors 
leaving their normal life to go undercover in a new 
neighbourhood, exploring the community’s social 
issues and struggles. Secretly assessing the people 
and organisations that they met, the benefactors 
revealed their identity to the people they had 
chosen to help after 10 days. 

Developed by RDF Television, Secret Millionaire 
was attractive to Channel 4 because of its ‘Prince 
and the Pauper’ aspect. Although ethically it was 
close to the bone, with potential risks involved, 
Channel 4 nonetheless decided to back the project. 
Everything was done to make the programme as 
observational as possible, the imperative being to 
protect everyone’s dignity.

This approach worked well, with viewers 
appreciating the pay-off at the end of each 
programme. As the millionaires revealed their 
offers of support, TV cameras captured the 
emotionally charged moment when good people 
working in difficult circumstances were given 
an unexpected surprise. The series succeeded 
in confronting issues such as social housing, 
immigration, single parenthood and urban 
plight in a sensitive manner. Stereotypes were 
challenged, for example when a previously 
anti-immigration millionaire ended up choosing 
to give his money to an asylum centre. 

Secret Millionaire was Channel 4’s most 
successful new 9pm series in 2006. Its 
second series, in 2007, averaged 3.3 million 
viewers. The Mail on Sunday described the 
programme as “the heart-warming series 
that’s reality TV at its best”.

It was awarded the Best Reality Show Award 
at the Rose D’Or Awards in 2007.

Amir Khan’s angry young men

Champion boxer Amir Khan’s three-part series explored his religious 
faith and his belief that the discipline and focus which it had brought to 
his life could help turn other people, including disaffected young people, 
into model citizens. 

Filmed in Amir’s hometown of Bolton, the series explored the many 
influences that he felt had shaped his character and personality; his 
British, Pakistani and Muslim roots and his connections with local 
boxing clubs and the town’s Premier League football club. With 
interviews filmed in local mosques and churches, he argued that his 
sense of the connection between his own faith and that of others was
a further important strand in his own cultural heritage. 

Having turned down offers from other broadcasters, Amir Khan agreed
to work with Channel 4 and production company Remedy Productions 
because of a connection between his management and Channel 4’s 
commissioning editor for religion; practical proof of the need to have 
commissioners and creative staff who adequately represent the UK’s 
religious, cultural and regional diversity. 

After the series, Amir’s personal website was 
inundated with emails of appreciation, and 

the young men who participated in a short-
term boot-camp as part of the series were 

positive about the experience. Amir Kahn’s 
Angry Young Men was a powerful exercise 

in attempting to see if the power 
of religion in action can draw an 
audience to a difficult subject area.

 



Lost for words

Lost for Words was a series of 
programmes highlighting the issue 
of childhood illiteracy. Three-part 
documentary series Last Chance 
Kids followed the experiences of 
Dagenham’s Monteagle Primary 
School, which introduced a rigorous 
synthetic phonics scheme, used to 
teach every child that required it for 
an hour a day until they could read. 
The premise of the series was that 
if one ordinary primary school could 
turn its poor readers around so 
successfully, any other school, or any 
child, should be able to do the same.

A special edition of Richard & Judy’s 
Children’s Book Club called for the 
introduction of a new system of 
children’s reading bands – Early, 
Developing, Confident and Fluent. 
Producer Amanda Ross led a 
delegation of writers to 10 Downing 
Street to present 545 letters of 
support from prominent authors 
including Nick Hornby, Jacqueline 
Wilson, Andy McNab, Tony Hawks, 
Andrew Motion, Howard Jacobson, 
Sophie Kinsella, Ian Rankin, Joanna 
Trollope and Tony Parsons. Talks 
with the Government followed, 
along with a pledge from WH Smith 
to promote the reading bands, and 
the establishment of a publishing 
industry working group committed 
to advancing “band”-based books. 

Amanda Ross says: ‘Total literacy in 
our schools is achievable – Monteagle 
went a long way to proving that. 
There are towns in India that have 
achieved 100% literacy, we shouldn’t 
settle for less. Children are 
disenfranchised from the world 
if they can’t read – it should be 
the foundation of education.”

Last Chance Kids was produced 
by Diverse and Richard and Judy’s 
Children’s Book Club by Cactus.

The big food fight

The Big Food Fight united Channel 4’s three 
“titans of cuisine” – Gordon Ramsay, Hugh 
Fearnley-Whittingstall and Jamie Oliver – 
in a two-week season that challenged 
viewers to think before they eat. The season 
highlighted the realities of poultry production, 
showing the poor conditions of intensively-
farmed chickens, with the aim of making 
people consider the benefits of free-range 
chickens. Other programmes revealed the 
major risk factors associated with diets 
high in fat, sugar and salt.

Despite conveying serious messages, often 
with graphic and gruesome imagery, the 
programmes succeeded in engaging large 
numbers of people. Four million watched 
Hugh’s Chicken Run; an average of 4.3 
million watched Jamie’s Fowl Dinners; 
and Dispatches: The Truth About Your 
Food recorded the strand’s second highest 
rating since 2004. The series finale, 
Gordon Ramsay’s live one-hour Cook-along 
attracted 4.7 million viewers. 

The programmes had an immediate tangible 
impact, both on public perceptions and the 
behavior of supermarkets.  Independent 
research by Ipsos Mori found that 72% of 
all people asked thought the season was 
the right thing for Channel 4 to do. 35% 
claimed they would think more about their 
food, and 32% claimed they would change 
their buying behaviour. Sainsbury’s, the 
Co-op and Morrisons announced they would 
no longer sell eggs from caged birds and all 
products containing egg would be sourced 
from free-range hens – satisfying evidence 
of the power of public service television.

The series demonstrated a key part of 
Channel 4’s role: to challenge audiences and 
make them think differently about the world.

The Lie of the land

Award-winning director Molly Dineen 
set out to make a film about fox-hunting 
and the impact of its banning by Act of 
Parliament. As she travelled the country 
she came to realise that the public furore 
over fox hunting concealed many more 
profound changes to rural life in Britain. 

Unthinking legislation, insensitive 
development and the ruthlessness 
of the food industry have all had dire 
consequences for the landscape, lifestyle 
and livestock of which most townies 
claim to be so fond. 

“The more I followed the farmers, 
the more I realised I didn’t know about 
the harsh realities of rural living – not 
to mention the hypocritical way that 
most people, including myself, see the 
countryside as a picture-perfect postcard 
that we can dip in and out of without 
concerning ourselves with its realities.” 
Filming for three years, often alone, she 
assembled her material into a bleak and 
devastating portrait of rural Britain today. 

The film generated widespread comment 
in the press and elsewhere. It was hailed 
as “brilliant”, “devastating”, “passionate”, 
“thoughtful”, “brutal” and “lyrical”. One 
newspaper columnist said it would 
change her life: “The Lie of the Land is 
a capital-I, capital-F Important Film…
It has made me feel sad, angry, guilty, 
and as a result not merely made me 
vow to change the way I live my life, 
but actually do it.”  

Such is still the unique power of network 
television.

The Channel 4 British 
Documentary Film Foundation 

Building on its historic commitment to the 
documentary form, Channel 4 established 
the Channel 4 British Documentary 
Foundation three years ago as an 
independent non-profit organisation 
dedicated to safeguarding an ambitious 
creative future for British documentary. 
The Foundation has established itself 
as a life-line for independent British 
film-makers with ideas for short and feature 
length documentaries. Its production 
funds of £500,000 a year have so far 
leveraged more than £1 million of 
additional funds from other sources. 

Its awards tally so far is considerable, 
including two Grierson Trust Awards, a 
BIFA for Black Gold, and the Edinburgh 
Film Festival Audience Award and IDFA 
Audience Award for We Are Together.

The Foundation also established the 
BRITDOC summer festival. This three-day 
gathering of international documentary 
funders, producers and enthusiasts 
culminates in a pitch forum, which last 
year raised more than £750,000 in 
co-production finance for British 
documentaries. The Independent described 
BRITDOC as a place “where documentary 
films are born, bringing together the 
most diverse and influential group of 
filmmakers and financiers in the world.”

With clear evidence that the Foundation is 
achieving all that was hoped of it, Channel 4 
has now increased its financial support 
and extended it for a further three years.

The Channel 4 British Documentary 
Film Foundation forms part of Channel 4’s 
broader commitment to documentary 
filmmaking and to supporting emerging 
talent. Other components include 
Channel 4’s pioneering broadband 
documentary channel FourDocs, and 
dedicated slots in the schedule for 
documentaries on Channel 4 and More4.
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Case Studies  Strenghtening diversity

Robert BeckfordNew Shoots / the shooting party

As part of its commitment to diversity, Channel 4 has a 
proud history of reflecting disability on screen – featuring 
disabled people and disability issues in programmes 
across the schedule – as well as supporting disabled 
programme-makers behind the camera. New Shoots gave 
12 inexperienced directors, all of them with a disability, 
the opportunity to make a half-hour documentary, working 
with an experienced production team from Maverick/
Resource Base in Birmingham. The resulting eclectic 
mix of films provided unexpected and entertaining 
perspectives on everything from greyhound racing 
to professional quizzers.

The same production team is now producing The Shooting 
Party, which gives nine disabled people the chance to 
make short films on any theme or subject of their choice.   
They will also help two other members of the group to 
make their films by acting as runners, researchers, casting 
producers or location managers on their productions. 
The 12-episode series will chart the highs and lows of 
the filmmakers’ experiences, culminating in a red carpet 
screening event with prizes for Best Film, Best Team 
Player and Most Promising New Director.

New Shoots and The Shooting Party are not “filmmaking 
for therapy”: these films will be the fledgling directors’ 
calling cards on the next step in their careers. Those who 
succeed will go on to add to the diversity of voices and 
viewpoints on which Channel 4 prides itself.

Robert Beckford had approached numerous broadcasters 
without success. Channel 4’s religious programming team 
was the first to give him a break with God is Black, a two-part 
series that looked at the rise of African Christianity and its 
impact on the liberal western Church. 

As a theologian and an expert on black Churches, Robert 
was not only a natural for the project but probably the only 
person who could fully grasp the story’s significance. In The 
Guardian, Mark Lawson called him the “future of religious 
broadcasting”. Not bad for someone who was overlooked for 
many years before Channel 4 took the risk of putting him on 
in prime time…

Since then, Robert has grown as a presenter: his touching 
film on the origins of Gospel music, his in-depth exploration 
of the story of Christ; and his passionate documentary on 
the potential of free trade production in Africa have 
cemented his place in the heart of the schedule.

Channel 4 has given Robert the chance to do what any 
theologian would dream about – the opportunity to bring 
theology to a mass audience. His two-hour Christmas Day 
specials Who wrote the Bible, The Secret Family of Jesus 
and The Hidden Story of Jesus built on the public’s appetite 
for Da Vinci Code-type conspiracies, but with a real world 
theological and historical analysis.


