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Viewers look to television as a key source 
of information on a wide range of personal 
interests and concerns

Notwithstanding their emphasis on the wider social, 
cultural and political role of television, respondents 
were keen to stress its importance as being a source 
of information on domestic matters, hobbies and 
personal interests (Figure 3.19). Brand Democracy’s 
research also showed that television was seen as 
having an important role in dealing with personal 
issues. People valued  the information they pick up 
from programmes on topics such as health and diet, 
property and family issues. They welcome the 
opportunity to learn about how people from other 
generations (especially younger people) think from 
storylines in soap operas and dramas. And they thought 
television has a particularly strong role to play in 
helping people to manage transitions in their life or 
address difficult issues – for example, relating to 
illness, raising children, drugs or sexual behaviour.

Viewers welcome the distinctively accessible 
approach Channel 4 takes in its programmes 
on personal interests and hobbies

The YouGov survey showed that Channel 4 viewers
were more interested on average than the general public 
in virtually all of the personal interests and hobbies for 
which views were sought (Figure 3.20).

Participants in the Brand Democracy research thought 
that Channel 4 “had a distinctive way of delivering advice, 
hints and tips, which revolves around the use of real-life 
examples from which viewers can draw comparison to 
their own life”. They identified a wide range of programmes 
that can help improve their daily life or help them through 
transitions, such as Supernanny, How Clean is Your House?, 
Wife Swap, You Are What You Eat, Location, Location, 
Location and How To Look Good Naked. They also valued 
the ability of programmes such as Jamie’s School Dinners 
and dramas and soaps to highlight important social issues 
(the anorexia storyline in Hollyoaks was cited as an example). 

The Panter research showed that people immediately 
associate a more didactic approach with the BBC, using 
words such as “educational” and “learning”. Channel 4, 
by contrast, was seen as treating the viewer more as 
an equal, and showing things in accessible and relevant 
ways. This was also the view of participants in the Brand 

perceived fragmentation of communities, greater 
individualism and loss of social cohesion. Respondents 
also emphasised entertainment as an important 
element of PSB. 

Many, particularly politicians and opinion-formers, 
stressed the importance of plurality in PSB provision
and, in particular, the need for a strong and distinctive 
alternative to the BBC – for the benefit of the BBC and for 
the wider public. Independent producers also emphasised 
the benefits of plurality in the programme supply market 
to promote creativity and competitiveness. They were 
clear that Channel 4 has an important role to play, as 
we see below.

The competitive challenges facing public 
service broadcasters are well understood

The challenges posed by the fragmentation of audiences 
across both established and emerging media platforms 
were widely acknowledged and understood. Stakeholders 
recognised that when programme budgets come under 
pressure, range and risk-taking tend to suffer. They also 
appreciated that increasing choice means that public 
service broadcasters have to work harder to attract and 
keep viewers, not only on their core services but on digital 
platforms too.

While there was general agreement on the need to 
support PSB in the future, there was no consensus on the 
level of intervention needed. Some stakeholders argued 
that it should remain at around the current level. Others 
thought that there might be justification for greater 
intervention in the future, for example in new media; 
while others still believed the need for intervention 
might fall with the increase in choice provided by other 
players in the market.

3.6.2 The role of Channel 4

“The beauty of Channel 4 is that it is in a unique position 
to do things and try out things that other people won’t. 
The BBC won’t because they are too conservative and 
the commercial sector won’t because it might not be 
financially viable.” Politician

“The important thing is that you have the ability to 
be distinctive, have edge, be innovative, be a quality 
alternative and effective competition to ITV and the BBC. 
That’s what we all want, however it’s delivered.” Advertiser

Democracy workshops, who strongly valued Channel 4’s 
“real life” approach, showing viewers the consequences of 
different actions and letting them make up their own 
minds, rather than telling them what to do.  Such an 
approach was thought to be particularly effective for 
young viewers, for example regarding subjects such as 
recreational drug use or sex.

3.6 Stakeholder expectations of Channel 4

Channel 4 conducted a series of interviews and group 
discussions during the autumn of 2007 to ascertain the 
views of representatives drawn from various stakeholder 
groups – independent producers, opinion-formers, 
parliamentarians, genre specialists and advertisers 
(see Section 3.1 above). The interviews and discussions 
were wide-ranging and often detailed, with the topics 
covered grouped around the following themes:

• the future role of public service broadcasting in the UK

• Channel 4’s role in a changing media landscape

• expectations of Channel 4 in the future.

There was widespread agreement on many topics across 
the various groups, even if consensus was not reached 
on every issue. The key points that arose from the 
discussions – which in many cases mirror the views that 
emerged in our audience research – are summarised below.

3.6.1 The future role of public service broadcasting

There is strong support for PSB and plurality 
of PSB supply

Almost all respondents believed there to be a continuing 
role for public service broadcasting. There was a widespread 
view that, even with the proliferation of choice on digital 
channels and via the internet, there is still a need to 
provide the kinds of originated British public service 
programming that the market does not deliver.

Views on what that role should be varied only in degree. 
Politicians were firmly of the view that the traditional 
mantra to “inform, educate and entertain” remains the 
raison d’être of public service broadcasting. Opinion-
formers took a wider societal view: they saw the role 
of PSB as reflecting the national story in the face of 

Channel 4 still has a vital role to play

The large majority of respondents believed that 
Channel 4 still has a valuable role in providing a public 
service alternative to the BBC. It is needed to fill the 
gaps left by other broadcasters – most notably in 
risk-taking, innovation and giving space for alternative, 
minority and regional voices. And it provides something 
distinctively different – referred to variously as a “cheeky 
irreverence”, a “youthful outlook”, and “a thinking voice 
with another viewpoint”.

The power and resilience of the Channel 4 brand means 
that it is regarded as a trusted guide and filter in a crowded 
media world: people still crave quality, surprise and 
inventiveness without having to hunt for it. Though the 
rise of new digital media platforms is seen as posing a 
stiff challenge to traditional broadcasters, the supposed 
demise of mainstream television networks was regarded 
by some to be overstated. They believed that the core 
channel can still deliver quality programmes and valuable 
audiences up to and beyond digital switchover, especially 
if it is part of an integrated multi-platform offer that 
remains valuable to viewers and advertisers. 

Advertisers also wished to preserve the strength and 
distinctiveness of Channel 4’s brand. Notwithstanding 
the difficulties in the current advertising market, they saw 
ongoing commercial value in Channel 4 and did not want 
it to disappear or change radically: they argued that it 
continues to deliver hard-to-reach viewers in larger 
numbers than other media.

Channel 4’s principal strengths are its 
commitment to innovation, its willingness 
to take bold risks, and the overall quality and 
distinctiveness of its output 

“At its best, Channel 4 has stirred things up and shaken 
the comfortable attitude of the other PSBs.” Opinion-
former

“Channel 4 has been a sensational success story in terms 
of developing programming which uses creative ways of 
bringing together PSB and entertainment – at its best it is 
brave and bold.” Independent producer

There was little doubt among those consulted that 
Channel 4 enjoys a strong reputation for difference, risk, 
innovation and diversity, delivered with irreverence and 
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Channel 4 to re-engage with audiences and re-establish 
its remit credentials.

Stakeholders were for the most part broadly sympathetic 
to the principle of Channel 4 receiving some new kind 
of public support in the future – in some cases recognising 
that the organisation has always had some kind of 
public support – but politicians and opinion-formers 
in particular stressed that a clear restatement of the 
organisation’s purposes is central to making the case 
for support. 

In summary, stakeholders did not call for a radically 
different remit – the core values of innovation, 
distinctiveness and diversity remain central to what
they expect of Channel 4. Rather, they wished to see 
a refined and enhanced version of the original remit – 
one which evolves to meet the demands of a multi-
media market, and which defines Channel 4’s role 
more clearly. 

Stakeholders believe that Channel 4 should 
take more risks

“Channel 4 shouldn’t play safe – to do so would be the 
end of the road.” Opinion-former

While recognising the competitive pressures facing all 
public service broadcasters, stakeholders encouraged 
Channel 4 to focus as sharply as possible on the delivery 
of its remit – in particular, risk-taking and innovation – 
within the necessary commercial parameters.

They recognised a tendency in the industry for 
commissioning editors to be market-driven and risk-
averse, and urged Channel 4 to “dare to be different”, to 
“provide a real alternative” and to “rediscover its unique 
listening relationship with its audience” – reflecting a 
feeling that the organisation has a duty to inhabit spaces 
and tackle subjects that others cannot or will not.

Channel 4 should adopt a pragmatic approach to 
public service delivery on new media platforms

Respondents believed Channel 4 must continue to 
develop services on other channels and platforms to keep 
pace with how people – in particular, younger age groups 
– use new digital media. At the same time, the view was 
often expressed that the core channel should remain at 
the heart of Channel 4’s activities. New services should 

However, some participants felt that Channel 4 does not 
always get that balance right and is sometimes too 
commercial in its focus. Some believed that Channel 4 
could at times be complacent, living off its historic brand 
credibility rather than moving it forward.  Others cited 
“drift” from its original purposes, and a willingness to 
shock for its own sake.  They argued that such cynicism 
risks corroding the traditional strength of the brand.  
Many people talked about Big Brother. Some of them 
loved it, and urged Channel 4 to defend the programme 
for its entertainment values. Others felt that the “noise” 
generated by each successive series tends to drown out 
Channel 4’s other achievements, ultimately damaging 
the channel’s public service reputation.

Most opinion-formers were united in a desire for 
Channel 4 to show more programmes that play to its 
enduring strengths – programmes that are innovative, 
intellectually challenging, and representative of the UK’s 
diverse communities.

3.6.3 Future expectations of Channel 4

“Brands will become increasingly important in a world 
with greater choice. Channel 4 needs to maintain a strong 
brand for promoting mischief, debate, and tackling 
important issues.” Producer

Five overarching issues were raised by stakeholders when 
asked what they expected of Channel 4 in the future.

As a prerequisite for continued support, 
Channel 4 should connect more closely with 
its public purposes

“Channel 4 needs to be true to itself, in terms of its role 
as being a window on the world; about high quality; and 
enhancing social living.”  Opinion-former

There was widespread belief in a positive public service 
future for Channel 4. At the same time, stakeholders 
felt strongly that this needs to be more carefully defined 
and clearly articulated as a distinctive and valuable 
proposition if the corporation is to retain public support.
Many stakeholders observed that 2007 had been a 
“difficult” year for Channel 4, leading some to raise 
doubts about the degree of its commitment to quality 
and innovation. They were clear that lessons had to be 
learnt. The present research and setting out of future 
strategy was welcomed as a vital opportunity for 

well-placed to take a leadership role in the future on 
a new range of diversity issues.

Advertisers saw Channel 4 as the broadcast brand that is 
most recognised and valued by young people aged under 
24 – a valuable link with the YouTube generation with 
whom other broadcasters struggle to connect. 

Channel 4’s off-screen contribution was also seen as
being a significant strength of the organisation. Its 
support for the UK production sector (particularly in the 
nations and regions), and for discovering and growing 
talent, were seen as being critical to the health of British 
television and the UK creative industries by MPs and 
producers in particular. Perhaps inevitably, producers, 
especially those based in the nations and regions, most 
strongly valued this support. They argued that Channel 4 
is easier to work with and more adept at forging effective 
creative partnerships than the BBC.

Overall, Channel 4 was seen as a successful public-
private hybrid that performs a valuable public role while 
being funded by a source (advertising revenue) that 
gives it the freedom to comment, challenge and criticise. 
Its independence from both government and shareholders 
was perceived as a unique benefit and a prerequisite for 
Channel 4 to pursue its public purpose as an alternative 
voice. At the same time, respondents recognised that 
advertising income – while still the most important 
funding source – would be unlikely to stretch to provide 
adequate resources for the future, particularly after 
digital switchover. Most respondents were therefore 
open to Channel 4 receiving public funding, though 
views varied widely on what form this should take.

Channel 4 is accused at times of not always 
striking the right balance between public 
purposes and commercial imperatives

“Channel 4 is always confusing challenging TV with 
sensationalist TV… the approach is too cynical at present… 
Channel 4 no longer has a clear and passionate purpose.”  
Opinion-former

A strong emotional attachment to the idea of 
Channel 4 was evident across all stakeholder groups; 
many respondents had grown up with Channel 4 and 
felt proprietorial about it. Many recognised that Channel 4 
has always had to strike a balance between its public 
service ambitions and commercial imperatives.

humour. It is “reliably unreliable”, sometimes shocking, 
often trouble-making, occasionally disappointing, but 
mainstream enough to be trusted to reflect a range of 
views and truths, even though these may be discomforting 
at times. Performing a role akin to a “court jester”, 
Channel 4 entertains, amuses, and tells truths no-one 
else is prepared to tell. 

All respondents recognised innovation and 
distinctiveness as among Channel 4’s principal 
strengths, and many welcomed its capacity to challenge, 
provoke, and be controversial. People from all the stakeholder 
groups attached particular importance to its ability and 
willingness to take bold risks, to be different, and at 
times to offend people if necessary. The independence 
that created the conditions for these strengths, and 
thus provided a genuine alternative to the BBC, was
also noted.

Channel 4 News was regarded by many, particularly 
MPs and opinion-formers, as the best news service on 
television, and the one with the most serious international 
agenda. In the news round-table discussion, Channel 4’s 
news and current affairs output was also praised for being 
bold, challenging and opinionated. In the discussion 
on international development, respondents welcomed 
Channel 4’s willingness to tackle subjects that other 
broadcasters would not (such as Aids in Africa), the 
bravery of its Iraq coverage, and programmes such 
as Meet the Natives that bring international stories 
to large mainstream audiences.

Channel 4’s strengths elsewhere in its schedules were 
highlighted in other genre round-table discussions. In film 
and drama, participants – concerned about an increasingly 
risk-averse and conservative culture in the TV industry – 
identified Channel 4’s “punk spirit” as a beacon of hope. 
Arts specialists welcomed Channel 4’s initiatives to bring 
artforms out of their public service niches and to promote 
wider public engagement with them, citing examples such 
as Ballet Changed My Life: Ballet Hoo! and the Castleford 
Project. In entertainment, respondents cited “big, noisy, 
risky genre-busting” programmes that represent Channel 4 
at its best. 

MPs and opinion-formers identified serving minority 
audiences as a central part of Channel 4’s role, and a 
key strength. Participants in the diversity round-table 
discussion agreed that Channel 4 has historically been 
cutting-edge in many areas, and argued that it remains 
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“It is by supporting the independent production sector 
that we get quality and innovation, that we get people 
prepared to take risks that other broadcasters don’t. 
They have a very, very important role to play.” Politician

All constituencies recognised Channel 4’s importance to 
the UK’s creative economy. Commissioning programmes 
from many different suppliers is seen as essential to the 
creative and economic health of television and benefits 
the wider economy. It also ensures that Channel 4 fulfils 
its brief to reflect the diversity of modern British society 
and to balance the metropolitan bias in broadcasting. A 
thriving UK production sector was seen by many as being 
inconceivable without it.

Many stakeholders – and the majority of independent 
producers – believed that the public value of Channel 4’s 
work with the creative sector is insufficiently understood 
or acknowledged, and should be formally recognised as 
part of its public role. Independent producers went further, 
suggesting Channel 4 should play the same supportive 
role for talent and businesses in the emerging digital 
production sector.

Channel 4’s support for smaller and regional production 
companies was particularly highly valued, though some 
producers argued that Channel 4 should seek to strengthen 
further its commissioning processes to support out-of-
London and emerging production companies

enhance Channel 4’s delivery of its purposes where 
possible, and should never dilute the organisation’s public 
purpose or impact.

While stakeholders agreed that new services should 
broadly reflect the values of the Channel 4 brand, they did 
not believe it to be feasible or desirable to impose strict 
obligations on them, nor should ancillary services be 
constrained from raising revenues to support the main 
channel.

Most stakeholders acknowledged that some additional 
form of public funding would be necessary if Channel 4 is 
to deliver its remit in the digital age, given the growing 
tension between the commercial demands of the market 
and its public purposes.

Channel 4 should remain youthful but also keep 
its broad appeal

“Channel 4’s audience is not just defined by age, but also 
by attitude – viewers of all ages who want cheeky, fresh 
programming.” Independent producer

Channel 4’s ability to attract audiences aged under 
35 was recognised as a distinctive benefit. At the same 
time, stakeholders argued that this carries with it a 
responsibility for Channel 4 to engage young people 
with public purposes. Politicians in particular believed 
that Channel 4 has both the potential and the 
responsibility to engage young people with social 
and democratic issues and to encourage them to 
“participate more in the general civic life of the country”. 

It was also suggested that there may be a role for 
Channel 4 in filling gaps in the existing provision 
of PSB content for young people, for example 
for older children and adolescents.

Notwithstanding these points, stakeholders did not 
argue that Channel 4 should focus exclusively on young 
audiences. Rather, they believed it should continue to 
appeal to all people some of the time, particularly with 
programming that is youthful in spirit if not explicitly 
targeted at younger demographics.

Channel 4 should formalise its off-screen role 
supporting independent production and 
nurturing creativity

•	 It comes as little surprise that stakeholders such as independent producers, 
	 politicians and TV industry specialists attach great importance to public service 
	 broadcasting. But our research shows that PSB remains just as important to British 
	 audiences, even if they use different language to describe it. Whilst people may 	
	 watch television primarily to be entertained, they value its educational role just as highly 

•	 Audiences and stakeholders also highlighted the distinctive role that Channel 4 
	 plays, which they want to continue in the future. Its contribution to the PSB system 	
	 is clearly understood and highly valued. Even with the proliferation of choice, Channel 4 
	 retains a strong brand, and is much-loved by audiences for being “different”, controversial”, 
	 “real” and “fun”. It is particularly valued by people who are young and open-minded, 
	 and who welcome an alternative take on the world

•	 In a democratic society which places great value on freedom of speech, more UK 
	 citizens rely on television for their news than any other outlet. Channel 4 News is 
	 regarded by many, including political stakeholders, as being the best news service on 
	 TV. They particularly recognise its independence, depth of coverage and international 
	 perspective. Channel 4 is seen as being braver than other broadcasters in taking risks, 
	 questioning authority and challenging consensus

•	 In an increasingly diverse society, with significant inequality between the treatment 
	 of different minority groups, television is uniquely powerful, as the dominant form 
	 of mass media, in its ability to show viewpoints and lifestyles that people might not 
	 otherwise come across in their lives. Channel 4 is recognised for having done more 
	 than any other channel to reflect and portray the diversity of Britain’s cultures and 
	 lifestyles, for example amongst gays and lesbians and some ethnic groups

•	 Television is a key source of information on a wide range of personal interests 
	 – families and relationships, health and nutrition, hobbies and cultural pastimes. 
	 Channel 4’s accessible approach appeals to viewers who reject the notion that 
	 television should try to tell them what to do. They want to be given the relevant 
	 information and left to make up their own minds

•	 The themes summarised above emerged strongly and consistently across our 
	 research. For the most part, they confirm that people want Channel 4 to continue to 
	 do what it has always done best, and to extend its values into digital media – but to 
	 do so in a pragmatic manner, enhancing public service delivery where possible within 
	 the relevant financial parameters

•	 Some people argued that Channel 4 does not always get the balance right between 
	 its public remit and commercial objectives. They want Channel 4 to strengthen its 
	 public role, and see this as being the best way for the organisation to succeed in the 
	 future. Their criticisms point to ways in which Channel 4 could improve in the future 
	 – being clearer about its public purpose, in particular around subject matter that is 
	 controversial or provocative; offering more space for the kinds of pioneering, 
	 intellectual and quirky content that established Channel 4’s reputation in the first 
	 place; and strengthening further its connections with audiences and stakeholders

•	 These research findings have informed the development by Channel 4 of its future 
	 role, and in particular the new public purposes, which we present in the next chapter. 

03 Conclusions


