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In Breach
Boys and Girls Alone

Channel 4, 3 to 24 February 2009, 21:00
Introduction
This four-part documentary series showed ten boys and ten girls, aged between eight
and twelve years old, as they, according to the first programme, experienced life
without adults for two weeks. Episode one showed the boys and girls moving into two
'villages' (cottage complexes), half a mile apart in Cornwall. The narrator opened the
series by saying:
“Imagine a world without grown-ups. A world governed by children, where every
decision is made by a ten year old. Two separate communities, one full of boys
and one full of girls, will find out what it’s like to live without parents. Will they rule
with wide eyed innocence, or has modern society made our children grow up too
fast? Will they be able to survive on their own? Or have we created a nation of
cotton wool kids?... Who will build a better world, the boys or the girls? And what
can the communities they create teach us about our own society?”
Throughout the series the children were encouraged to complete everyday tasks
such as cooking, cleaning and managing money. During episode two the separate
‘villages’ were given money to spend to see whether the boys or girls would cope
better with financial freedom. Episode three showed the children on a two-day
camping trip when they were given tasks such as catching and preparing food from
the wild for their dinner. The final episode showed the boys and girls moving into the
same complex to see how they coped living together.
During episode one of the series the narrator explained at the beginning of the
programme that:
“the boys and girls will be observed by their parents… they will also be
monitored by trained chaperones who will only step in if a child’s safety is
compromised.”
At the beginning of episode two the narrator stated that:
“the children will also be observed by chaperones, who will step in if their safety
or welfare is compromised.”
Ofcom received 180 complaints about the series, which included general concerns
raised by: the Children’s Commissioner for England; Cornwall Children, Young
People & Families, on behalf of Cornwall & Isles of Scilly Local Safeguarding
Children Board; the Family and Parenting Institute; the NSPCC; and a number of
psychologists. The complaints covered a number of issues regarding the series in
general, in particular: the purpose of the series; possible exploitation of the children
involved in the series and related ethical issues; and the protection of the children
involved in the series. The complainants also raised concerns relating to the content
of specific episodes.
Having carefully assessed each of the 180 complaints, Ofcom considered that the
majority of the complainants were concerned primarily about the safety and welfare
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of the children who had participated in the series. Ofcom’s investigation concerned
the following Code rules in relation to both the general issues and the content of
specific episodes:
Rule 1.26:

“Due care must be taken over the physical and emotional welfare and
the dignity of people under eighteen who take part or are otherwise
involved in programmes. This is irrespective of any consent given by
the participant or by a parent, guardian or other person over the age of
eighteen in loco parentis”; and

Rule 1.27:

“People under eighteen must not be caused unnecessary distress or
anxiety by their involvement in programmes or by the broadcast of
those programmes”.

In addition, several complainants made clear that they had been offended by the
content and nature of the series, both generally and in relation to specific issues.
Ofcom’s investigation concerned the following Code rule:
Rule 2.3:

“In applying generally accepted standards broadcasters must ensure
that material which may cause offence is justified by the context…
Appropriate information should also be broadcast where it would assist
in avoiding or minimising offence”.

Ofcom therefore asked Channel 4 to comment in the context of these three rules,
regarding the following issues.
General issues raised by the series as a whole
i. The purpose of the series, possible exploitation of the children involved in the
series and related ethical issues
A number of complainants questioned the aims of the series and what it set out to
achieve. Some claimed the series was falsely presented as an educational “social
experiment”. Complainants also said that the series did not reveal any observations
that viewers did not already know. Others raised concerns that the series was not in
the best interests of the children involved.
A number of complaints also related to the ethical issues of involving young children
in this type of reality/documentary programme. Some complainants claimed that the
series was exploitative of the children involved and that it used them for the purposes
of entertainment. In particular, complainants raised concerns about whether there
was justification for broadcasting the bullying and distress of some of the children.
ii. Protection of the children involved in the series
A number of the complainants raised concerns about the physical and emotional
welfare of the children during the making of the series, including pre- and postproduction and after transmission. In particular, complainants were concerned about
the age and personalities of the children selected for the series and the environment
created for them, which some claimed put them deliberately in uncomfortable and
vulnerable situations. Complainants also raised the issue of the potential long and/or
short term psychological damage that may have been caused to the children through
taking part in the series and from the material being broadcast.
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Issues and complaints relating to specific episodes
iii. Episode one (broadcast 3 February 2009)
• concern regarding the emotional distress of eight year old Sophia after the older
girls painted threatening graffiti in her house, and the broadcast of this material
During this episode, some of the older girls decided that they would scare some of
the younger girls by creating a ‘haunted house’ as a joke. They painted graffiti over
the walls in one of the abandoned houses in the girls’ ‘village’. The graffiti included “if
I’m dead you’re next”, “why did this have to be me?” and “help!” Some of the younger
girls were upset and scared when they read the graffiti. Sophia in particular was
visibly upset by the incident and was shown crying. She told the production team that
she was crying because she was scared by the references to death in some of the
graffiti.
• concern regarding bullying behaviour towards certain children, in particular the
behaviour of some of the girls towards Lorna and the treatment of the younger
children during the ‘haunted house’ incident (described above), and the broadcast
of this material
This episode featured several arguments between 11 year old Lorna and some of the
other girls in the ‘village’. On the first night girls in two of the houses had a water fight
and Lorna was upset because Taisha and Charley (both 11 years old) would not let
her go to sleep. An argument between the girls followed. The next day Lorna was
upset again because Taisha accused her of using a dish cloth to clean the dustbin,
and an argument broke out later that day between Lorna and Taisha and Charley
after Lorna did not do the washing up.
• concern that the environment the children were placed in during this episode was
potentially dangerous, e.g. access to dangerous utensils, sharp objects, garden
tools (such as rakes) and water pistols filled with paint. Complainants were also
concerned by the possible hunger of some of the younger children because they
were not able to cook for themselves
During this episode the narrator told viewers that the children were provided with
“everything they’ll need to settle in”. This included paint to decorate their houses. The
boys were shown later playing with water pistols filled with the paint and a garden
rake. This episode also showed, for example, nine year old Sid trying to cook a pot
noodle, which he could not do as he did not know how to boil the kettle. He resorted
to adding cold water instead. He was later heard complaining that he was hungry and
could not cook.
• the treatment of the children who wanted to leave the ‘village’
Two of the boys suggested they wanted to leave the village during the first episode.
In particular, nine year old Sid expressed a wish to leave, saying “I hate it”. Sid’s
mother was then shown meeting with him to discuss whether he should leave. During
this discussion Sid asked to leave a number of times but the narrator explained that
after a hot meal he decided to stay. Sid’s mother told the camera she would “take it a
day at a time”. At the end of the episode Sid locked himself in the bathroom until he
was allowed to leave. His mother agreed and he then left the village. Nine year old
Matthew also asked to leave, but stayed after his parents explained to him that he
had already got much out of the experience and had learnt a lot about himself
including that he “doesn’t like a messy room and doesn’t like a messy house”.
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• the presentation of the trailer for episode two (at the end of episode one).
Complainants were concerned that the trailer depicted: scenes of the girls
smoking what appeared to be cigarettes; the boys having physical fights; and
references to a knife being used in a threatening way by the one of the children
The trailer for episode two shown at the end of episode one included: a clip of a
physical fight between two of the boys, with one of the boys being restrained by a
member of the film crew; two girls smoking ‘cigarettes’ (which, in fact, turned out to
be fake, although this was not explained to viewers during the trailer), with 11 year
old Taisha saying “light mine up”; and Matthew describing a knife, directly followed by
10 year old Adetoro asking if he was in trouble.
iv. Episode two (broadcast 10 February 2009)
• concern from complainants for allowing the girls to undertake “inappropriate”
behaviour, including smoking fake cigarettes and gambling, and of this material
being broadcast
During this episode the children were given money and had to decide what to spend
it on. After returning from a shopping trip the girls were shown smoking fake
cigarettes. The narrator explained that the girls bought them from a joke shop and 11
year old Shannon said “I asked the man at the joke shop and he said it was just
breathing out dust”. Some of the younger girls said they did not want to try them but
were shown later giving into peer pressure and ‘smoking’ them. This episode also
showed the girls at a local amusement arcade, where they spent most of their
remaining money.
• concern regarding the physical violence and aggressive behaviour between the
boys
During this episode 10 year old Adetoro put himself in charge of the money for the
boys’ village. As part of this role Adetoro attempted to ration the food allocation to the
other boys and tried to stop nine year old Ryan from eating a second packet of
crisps. A physical fight then broke out between the two boys. After this incident the
other boys began to challenge Adetoro’s authority. In response, Adetoro was later
shown riding his bike into nine year old Cooper. Later that day there was a further
incident, which the narrator described as “from ten feet away Adetoro has just
harmlessly waved a cutlery knife in TJ’s direction, but that’s not how he [11 year old
TJ] saw it”. The other boys and TJ later described what they believed had happened,
with TJ stating that Adetoro “picked up this knife and went like that [indicates a
stabbing action] to me”. However, the narrator told viewers that “the rest of the boys’
memories of what actually happened are becoming increasingly imaginative”. After
this incident the other boys excluded Adetoro from the group.
• concern regarding the bullying of Adetoro by the other boys, after the knife
incident (described above)
After the knife incident Adetoro was rejected from the boys’ group. He then spent
some time with his parents. The next day Adetoro apologised to TJ for waving the
knife in his direction and apologised to the other boys for his behaviour. The other
boys were reluctant to accept his apology and said they would not forgive him unless
he did exactly as they said. He was eventually accepted back into the group.
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v. Episode three (broadcast 17 February 2009)
• objection by complainants for asking the children to skin and prepare dead
animals for food for the purposes of the programme, and of this material being
broadcast
This episode was preceded with the warning: “There’s some strong language and the
preparation and cooking of dead animals. Trust is the aim of the game in Boys and
Girls Alone”. The children were taken on a two day camping trip. During this trip the
girls were challenged to prepare and cook three dead rabbits and one dead chicken,
including skinning and plucking the animals. Some of the girls were shown taking
part in this activity despite being initially upset by the challenge.
vi. Episode four (broadcast 24 February 2009)
• the treatment of Lorna by some of the other girls when she did not do the washing
up after making a cake
During this episode the boys and girls moved into the same complex. Taisha cooked
a meal for everyone and at the end of the meal Lorna started a food fight. This upset
Taisha who refused to give Lorna any dessert as punishment for starting the fight.
Lorna retaliated by making her own dessert. Lorna did not clean up after herself,
which annoyed some of the girls who said they had spent a long time cleaning up
after the dinner. In response to Lorna leaving a mess, some of the girls, including
Taisha, Shannon and Charley, shouted at Lorna and she became upset. The boys
then stepped in and separated the girls, and Lorna cleaned her dirty dishes.

Channel 4’s response
General issues of the series
i. The purpose of the series, possible exploitation of the children involved in the
series and related ethical issues
Channel 4 said that this was an observational documentary series intended to be
both educational and entertaining for viewers and those taking part. It said that the
main editorial purpose of the series was to explore how children would behave and
manage when given autonomy to create their own communities. It explained that the
idea for the series had its roots in the debate about whether parents today are overprotective and are creating a generation of ‘cotton-wool kids’, who are less able than
previous generations to think and fend for themselves. Channel 4 said that a key part
of the format of Boys and Girls Alone was an examination of the differences that
might emerge between the boys and girls and whether the groups or individuals
would conform to sexual stereotypes. It also said the series gave the parents and
viewers a unique insight into how children behave when parents are not present.
Channel 4 continued that the series was never billed as being an “experiment” or
“social experiment”. The series was observational and did not seek to draw any
formal conclusions; nor did it set out to prove any pre-conceived theories. It said that
the aim was to explore certain broad questions, and observe and present material
(i.e. events and behaviour), in an informative and entertaining way. Channel 4 said
that the programme was not “Big Brother for children” or “Lord of the Flies”, as some
complainants alleged.
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Channel 4 said that it was always the intention that the children taking part would
benefit from their involvement and above all enjoy it. Channel 4 said that the
programme presented the children with new positive experiences, for example:
enabling them to make new friends; form new relationships; have fun in a completely
new environment; learn new practical and social skills; and learn to understand their
own behaviour better. It said that these benefits would have been apparent to
viewers throughout the series.
Ofcom received a number of complaints which suggested that the series was
exploitative of the children involved and that it used them for the purposes of
entertainment. In line with these concerns Ofcom raised particular issues with the
broadcaster, including: whether there was justification for broadcasting the bullying
and distress of some of the children; what consideration was given towards the
possible short and/or long term psychological impacts of the children from
broadcasting such material; and whether there was sufficient justification for Channel
4 to create an environment which would place children in a position that would
require a number of safeguards, such as the involvement of psychologists.
In response to these concerns Channel 4 stated that, with regard to the broadcast of
behaviour such as bullying and distress for some of the children, it was important that
the series fairly and accurately reflected the events that took place within the two
‘villages’. It also said that there was a real and significant educational value and
public interest in including certain footage, storylines and contributors’ experiences
within the broadcast programmes. For example, footage showed children dealing
with and learning from conflict and showed that children from different backgrounds,
cultures and with different personalities can have disagreements but can resolve their
differences and eventually bond as a group. It said that it was important that the
programmes showed not just negative experiences and behaviour but also showed
the positive outcomes that could come from negative experiences.
The broadcaster said that, along with the programme-makers and its expert
advisors1, it considered carefully the contents of each programme, the way in which
material was being presented and the possible effects this might have on the children
concerned. It repeated that the programme-makers consulted with the families and
children with regard to particular storylines as and when appropriate, and, as a result,
some editorial changes were made to programmes. The broadcaster stated that
given these factors, there was sufficient editorial justification for including material, in
context, showing conflict between the children.
With regard to the possible psychological impacts and/or other possible
consequences for the children involved in the programme, the broadcaster said that
“the programme-makers and Channel 4, in consultation with a number of experts and
professionals, including educational and clinical psychologists, considered all the
possible side effects of participation for the children”. It said that the format was
devised in such a way as to protect participants and to ensure they enjoyed and
benefited from the experience and did not suffer harm either in the short term or in
the longer term. In addition, Channel 4 stated that there had been overwhelmingly
positive feedback from the families since filming and transmission of the series. As
1

Channel 4 described the experts who advised on the series as: Professor Andrew Samuels (who
advised on gender isues only), an internationally recognised analytical psychologist with particular
interest in gender parenting issues; Lori Ferguson, an educational psychologist specialising in children
and adolescents; Dr David Schaich (see footnote 2); Professor Michael Wyness, Associate Professor in
Childhood Studies at the Institute of Education; and Adrienne Burgess, a sociologist with expertise in
gender issues.
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part of its response on these particular issues, Channel 4 provided Ofcom with
documentary evidence of positive feedback from the parents of some of the children
involved.
As part of its formal comments, Channel 4 confirmed that neither it nor the production
company, Love Productions (the independent production company who made the
series), had received any negative feedback from the children who took part in the
series or their parents, from which it could reasonably be inferred that the programme
makers and Channel 4 had not ensured due care of their physical and emotional
welfare or dignity. Nor were there any comments or feedback from which it could be
reasonably be inferred that any child had been caused unnecessary distress or
anxiety as a result of their involvement in or broadcast of the series.
With regard to the justification for creating an environment which would place
children in a position that would require a number of protective measures, Channel 4
referred to similar and previous programmes which had been broadcast and received
little or no critical comment. It said that other programmes involving children being
given autonomy and being separated from their parents for short periods have been
produced and transmitted both in the UK and abroad in the past. For example:
Channel 4’s Boys Alone (broadcast in 2002), Girls Alone and 14 Alone (both
broadcast in 2003). The broadcaster also said that the involvement of psychologists
in formatted programmes involving adults and/or children is commonplace and
directly in line with Ofcom guidance. Therefore, in that respect the involvement of
psychologists was not unique to this series.
ii. Protection of the children involved in the programme
Channel 4 said that safeguarding the welfare of the children was of paramount
importance to everyone involved in the production from the start. It went on to explain
in detail a range of areas in which safeguards had been put in place.
•

Selection criteria and process

Channel 4 said that the selection criteria and processes for the series were
specifically designed and conducted to ensure that all due care was given to the
children’s physical and emotional welfare. It said that the safeguards were also
designed to ensure the children would not suffer any unnecessary distress or anxiety
as a result of their involvement in the series or as a result of its broadcast.
With regard to the age of the children involved in the programme, Channel 4 stated
that at the very start of pre-production the programme-makers sought expert advice
and were advised that middle childhood was the ideal age range from which to select
children for the series. The broadcaster said that the experts advised that children
within this age band would be sufficiently confident to take part and enjoy and benefit
from the experience and, at the same time, were also likely to be the most
imaginative and articulate of the age groups, willing to engage in group activities and
work positively as part of a group.
The broadcaster said that the series looked for children from all social classes, ethnic
origins and family backgrounds from across the country to represent a suitable crosssection of children within the UK. The selection process included: an initial search by
Love Productions, which contacted schools and various children’s groups; ‘recces’
(research visits) and interviews with the child and parent/s at their home; and finally
the “Casting Finals” where the children and parents met with the programme’s clinical
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psychologist, Dr David Schaich2, who specialises in child psychology and
development, and the inclusion of children in television programmes. Channel 4 said
that during the Casting Finals Dr David Schaich conducted psychological checks on
all the children, as well as the parents.
Channel 4 stated that Dr David Schaich was able to appraise fully the nature and
format of the series and the demands it would place on contributors. It said that
through his expertise and experience, he was able to evaluate and make
recommendations as to which children would be best suited to participate. Channel 4
also said that a number of senior editorial staff at Love Productions had a great deal
of experience of working on challenging television programmes involving under
eighteens.
Channel 4 said that decisions on whether or not to select children were based on the
following criteria: their intelligence, confidence and imagination; whether they were
well adjusted; their reason for wanting to be involved; whether they had something to
say; whether they fully understood the concept of the series and process; and if it
was felt the child would benefit from the experience. It said that the final twenty
children selected were chosen because they were felt to be the strongest candidates
in light of these criteria. With regard to Lorna, who was the only child who had
experienced some bullying in the past, Channel 4 said that she was carefully
assessed by the programme-makers and the clinical psychologist. It continued that
even though she had been picked on in the past, Lorna was assessed as having a
strong personality, as someone who could stick up for herself, knew her own mind
and had good reasons for wanting to take part. It was also considered that she had a
close network of family and friends to support her.
With regard to the possible short and long term consequences for the children that
could result from participation in the series, Channel 4 said that these were explained
to the families by the programme-makers and the clinical psychologist at both the
‘recces’ and the Casting Finals before any final decision to participate was made by
the families. In terms of the potential negative consequences, Channel 4 said that
discussions focused on issues such as feeling embarrassed or being humiliated on
television and this being shown to viewers; and peer pressure and conflict between
children, for example, possible bullying during production. Channel 4 said that
programme-makers also discussed with parents and children potential negative
consequences arising after transmission, including: the pressures of being in the
public eye generally; teasing and bullying in the playground; people coming up to the
children and parents in the street and saying unkind things or criticising them; and
the fact that critical comments may be made about them by individuals, for example,
on online chat sites, or by the press.
•

Payments to parents

The broadcaster stated that contributor fees were not paid to any of the families.
Expenses were paid for travel and production (including accommodation for parents
whilst attending filming), hire cars if required and catering on site. Channel 4 said
that, exceptionally, one parent was paid for loss of earnings. This was because the
broadcaster made it a condition of taking part that at least one parent would be
2

Channel 4 described Dr David Schaich as: a Clinical Director of one of the United States’ leading
psychological organisations which deals with assessing the suitability of contributors for participation
within television series and their supervision. He is a licensed clinical psychologist and former Director of
Psychology at Kirby Hospital in New York City.
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present on site but, in this case, the only way this could happen was for the father to
take unpaid leave from work. In light of this, Channel 4 said that it considered it
appropriate to reimburse him for lost earnings.
•

Environment

Channel 4 said that at the start of pre-production, the programme-makers consulted
an experienced educational psychologist, Lori Ferguson3, to ensure that the
environment during the making of the series would be appropriate for the children
taking part. Ms Ferguson helped the programme-makers devise tasks and activities
that were both informative and imaginative. This was in order to observe: how the
children would react and cope without adults telling them what to do; how selfsufficient the children were; what sort of community the children would create; and
any differences that might exist between the boys’ group and girls’ group.
The broadcaster said that the environment and tasks were never devised for the
purpose of generating conflict. It also said that whilst the idea for the series - children
being placed in an environment without parents – was artificial, it did not consider
that it was altogether ‘unnatural’, and there were clearly parallels with the experience
of going to summer camp, for example.
•

Safeguards in place during filming

Channel 4 said that all the children were monitored throughout their stay by
production crew, parents, chaperones and security, and the children were constantly
in the presence of adults. It said that CCTV cameras were installed in every room in
each house in both ‘villages’, except for the bathrooms and toilets for privacy
reasons. Channel 4 also stated that there were fixed cameras covering the entire
outside area. It continued that the cameras were monitored 24 hours a day, 7 days a
week by chaperones and production crew or security. It said that there were
microphones in each room and a feed from each child’s radio microphone to both
production and to the parents.
Channel 4 continued by saying that there were four members of production in each
‘village’ during the day and two overnight, and there were two assistant producers on
location day and night. The Line Producer and members of the production team also
stayed on site and on call for the duration of filming. Channel 4 stated that the crews
were very experienced in observational documentary production and were fully
trained and briefed in relation to all of the programme protocols and guidelines,
including its own Intervention Policy, including its own procedures about intervention
(see below under ‘Level of intervention’). It said that the production also employed 24
hour paramedic and nurse cover on site, and extra paramedics and scout leaders
were employed to accompany the children on the camping trips.
Channel 4 said that eight licensed chaperones were employed with a minimum of two
working in each ‘village’ 24 hours a day. All the chaperones were experienced in
caring for children in situations away from their parents and their primary focus was
the child’s physical and emotional welfare. In addition to the chaperones, as stated
above, Channel 4 said that two experienced scout leaders were employed for the
duration of the camping trip. There was a strict rule that if any child did any cooking,
a chaperone must be standing nearby watching closely. It also stated that the
chaperones monitored the children’s rest and food intake closely and extra meals
3

Lori Ferguson was described by Channel 4 as an educational psychologist specialising in children and
adolescents.
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were provided at any time if requested. In addition, every day the chaperones would
update and discuss any concerns or issues with the children’s parents, the
psychologist and production team, as appropriate.
The broadcaster explained that every fourth day was a ‘down day’ when no filming of
the children would take place at all. It said that on this day the chaperones were
completely in charge of the children’s activities, e.g. playing games, watching films
and generally relaxing. It also said that tutoring was also carried out on these days.
Channel 4 stated that production provided three catered hot meals on the ‘down
days’, and the kitchen and the rest of the site were cleaned by production staff. It said
that the chaperones also ensured that all children and their clothes were properly
cleaned on these days.
Channel 4 stated that appropriate emotional care and support was provided to the
children at all times by the chaperones, as well as by the parents, crew and
psychologists. Channel 4 said that the chaperones developed strong bonds with the
children they were looking after. It explained that they provided comfort and support if
and when the children became angry or upset, carried out activities with them, taught
them to cook and helped settle them down to sleep at night-time.
Channel 4 said that the clinical psychologist, David Schaich, was on location with the
children every day and spoke to each child every day during the filming period. In
addition, it said that the children could ask to see the psychologist at any time as he
was on call 24 hours a day. It said that he also talked and consulted with the
chaperones and the parents throughout the filming period and attended the daily
editorial meetings. It continued that he also scheduled individual interviews with the
children every fourth day (the ‘down day’) as a further check.
•

Monitoring by the parents

Channel 4 said that all parents were invited to observe their children 24 hours a day.
It added that they were able to monitor real time footage from portakabins with CCTV
monitors, situated just outside the children’s ‘villages’. Channel 4 said that generally
the parents were on location from between 09:00 and 10:00 until approximately
21:00. If any parents were not present, then members of the production team phoned
them to update them on events involving their child.
The broadcaster said that during filming, the parents were able to see the pictures
from the fixed cameras which also covered the entire outside area, but were not able
to view footage recorded by hand held cameras at the site. However, Channel 4
explained that the parents could listen to the children’s radio microphones at all
times. However, Channel 4 said that parents could not monitor and watch their
children when the children left the site and went on shopping trips and went camping
for two days. It explained that during the camping trips members of production
contacted parents and kept them up to date on the children’s behaviour and
wellbeing.
•

Level of intervention

Channel 4 said that there were clear referral-up procedures within the production
team. Each day, the programme-makers would assess the day’s events and would
refer matters up to the Executive Producer and to Channel 4’s editorial and legal and
compliance departments, as appropriate. The procedures were devised in
consultation with Channel 4’s editorial and legal and compliance departments with
regard to unacceptable behaviour and intervention to control it (this included dealing,
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19 October 2009

for example, with any behaviour involving violence, racism and bullying). It said that
the programme-makers also used an intervention procedure to give producers a
clear guide on how best to defuse any potentially harmful situations.
Channel 4 said that it was made clear to everyone that the chaperones on site were
ultimately in charge of the welfare of the children. However, any adult present
representing the production company could and did intervene, in accordance with the
policies in place. It explained that if a chaperone stated that filming should cease, the
film crew knew they must comply. Channel 4 gave examples of intervention by the
chaperones which could be described as being ‘detrimental’ to filming, such as when
Dawn woke up during the night in the previously abandoned ‘haunted house’ and
wanted to move into another house. The production crew were on standby overnight
and were keen to film Dawn leaving the house. However the chaperones on duty did
not want Dawn to have to wait for the film crew and insisted she leave immediately
so Dawn could get back to sleep as soon as possible.
•

Follow-up monitoring

Channel 4 said that at the end of the filming period the clinical psychologist
conducted de-briefing sessions with each child and their parent(s). It said that the
psychologist explained to families that if there were any developments which they
were concerned about they should contact the production company. Channel 4 said
that families were also offered further sessions with a psychologist as support for the
children if required.
The broadcaster said that since filming, members of the production team have kept in
regular phone contact with all the families involved. It said that the first programme
was shown to all the families at a viewing in London prior to transmission. It added
that where individual children were prominently featured in particular story lines, their
families were given the opportunity to view these programmes and to discuss any
issues with the programme-makers. It said that this was to ensure they were entirely
happy for the footage to be broadcast and with the way it was being presented.
Channel 4 said that the families had been warned and were well aware that the
series might generate significant media interest, including some negative comment.
They were therefore told they should contact the programme-makers and Channel 4
if they had any concerns or required any support. It continued that the schools of all
the children were made aware of when the programmes were being transmitted.
Following transmission of episode one and the weeks thereafter, the broadcaster
said the series generated a significant amount of press and public interest. Channel 4
said that around this time, programme-makers and Channel 4’s press officers were in
daily contact with the families to ensure they were fully supported. It added that since
transmission, the programme-makers have continued with their monitoring of the
children and this monitoring will continue for the foreseeable future.
•

Transparency of information with the viewers

Channel 4 stated that whilst not every safeguard for the children was flagged directly
to viewers, there was a range of information contained within the programmes to
reassure viewers that appropriate and sufficient safeguards were in place. It cited the
following examples:
-

information in the voice-over about specific safeguards;
adult production crew speaking on camera and interviewing children, and
from time to time being seen on camera;
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-

numerous instances where parents were shown monitoring their children and
commenting on events; and
occasions where parents were shown visiting their children, comforting them
and counselling them.

Channel 4 said it would have been unprecedented and unnecessary for viewers to
have been informed about each and every safeguard that had been put in place. It
said that a careful balance needed to be made between the editorial freedom to allow
the programme to fulfil its editorial purpose and the need to ensure that viewers are
appropriately reassured, to avoid unnecessary offence being caused.
Issues and complaints relating to specific episodes
iii. Episode one (broadcast 3 February 2009)
• concern regarding the emotional distress of eight year old Sophia after the older
girls painted threatening graffiti in her house, and the broadcast of this material
Channel 4 said that careful consideration was given to the way the footage, which
showed some of the girls creating a ‘haunted house’, was included and presented
within episode one. It stated that when Sophia became upset she was spoken to and
comforted by the crew and the chaperones. It also said that she was only upset for a
few minutes and was carefully monitored by the chaperones, psychologist and her
mother following the incident. The broadcaster said that, in addition, Sophia and her
parents viewed this material before broadcast and were entirely happy with its
inclusion and the way it was presented.
Channel 4 stated that the broadcast of this material was justified by context for a
number of reasons: it was a significant event that showed the dynamic that was
developing within the girls’ group; the audience knew that adults were present
throughout and were monitoring the children, along with the parents (Sophia’s mother
was shown within this section of the programme); the footage of Sophia being upset
was kept brief and viewers could hear a female adult member of the crew speaking
with Sophia; and immediately following the footage of Sophia crying, Taisha and
Charley were shown being questioned about their actions by a member of the crew.
• concern regarding bullying behaviour towards certain children, in particular the
behaviour of some of the girls towards Lorna and the treatment of the younger
children during the ‘haunted house’ incident, and the broadcast of this material
Channel 4 said that it was important that the series should be “an honest portrayal of
what happened during the two weeks”. It also said that there was a significant
educational value and public interest in including footage showing children exhibiting
bullying behaviour, its effect on others and the way in which it was handled and dealt
with.
With regard to the argument that took place between Lorna, Taisha and Charley on
the first night, Channel 4 said it was important to include this as it was this argument
and the divisions it created that largely shaped the girls’ group over the next few
days. Channel 4 said that during the arguments the crew and chaperones intervened,
stopped Taisha and Charley from continuing to bother Lorna and took Lorna to one
side to ensure she was all right. It continued that Taisha and Charley were made to
settle down and were asked to reflect on what had happened. The chaperones then
saw to it that all the girls went to bed and that Lorna was left alone to sleep. Channel
4 also said that in the days following this argument the programme-makers,
12

19 October 2009

chaperones, clinical psychologist and the parents were all conscious that there were
tensions between Taisha, Charley and Lorna. Therefore, they were closely
monitoring the children’s behaviour, particularly Lorna’s, to ensure they were not
suffering any ill-effects. Channel 4 stated that in spite of the conflict with Charley and
Taisha, Lorna was continuing to enjoy herself and at no time did she request to
leave.
With regard to bullying behaviour generally, Channel 4 stated that as above the
programme-makers, chaperones, psychologist and parents were constantly
monitoring events, discussing matters and intervening where appropriate. It said that
interventions were made on the second day following the ‘haunted house’ incident.
Channel 4 said that there were a number of elements included within the programme
to remind and reassure viewers that events were being overseen by adults and that
the children, including Lorna, were being adequately protected. For example, viewers
knew that adult production crew were present and were explicitly told earlier in the
programme that both chaperones and parents were close by, monitoring events and
ready to intervene if necessary. Viewers were also shown the parents visiting their
children on site and speaking to their children about their behaviour.
• concern that the environment the children were placed in during this episode was
potentially dangerous, e.g. access to dangerous utensils and sharp objects,
garden tools (such as rakes) and water pistols filled with paint. Complainants were
also concerned by the possible hunger of the younger children as they were not
able to cook for themselves
Channel 4 said that an experienced health and safety officer was contracted for the
duration of pre-production and production. Any objects that were considered an
unacceptable risk to the children were removed. It said that any objects that
remained, e.g. kitchen equipment and gardening tools, were considered by the health
and safety advisor to be acceptable, with adults present to constantly monitor events.
The broadcaster stated that there was a strict rule that a chaperone was always
present when children were in the kitchen. It also said, further to ensure their safety
in the kitchen, the programme-makers contracted a chef who runs a cookery school
for children, to assist the children with cooking. With regard to the paint, Channel 4
said that this was supplied so the children could personalise their rooms, and when
the boys used it for the water pistols it was removed from both ‘villages’.
Channel 4 also stated that there was 24 hour paramedic and nurse cover in the event
that any children did become ill or were hurt in any way.
Channel 4 said that the children were never left to go hungry for extended periods of
time. It said that if chaperones felt at any time children needed to eat, they either
cooked a nutritious meal for them or arranged for the child to have food prepared by
the onsite catering team. Channel 4 said that “this happened regularly”. In addition to
this food, every fourth day, on ‘down days’, regular cooked meals were provided for
all the children. The broadcaster stated that in the first few days it became apparent
to the programme-makers that the boys’ group could not or would not cook for
themselves. Therefore, after a few days, it was decided that cooked meals should be
regularly provided for the boys’ group. Channel 4 also said that children were shown
eating food at various points throughout the series and were told specifically towards
the start of the series that: “The villages have been stocked with a full range of food,
both healthy and not so healthy”.
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• the treatment of the children who wanted to leave the ‘village’
Channel 4 stated that in all cases requests to leave were taken seriously. It provided
details of how decisions were made when a child asked to leave the ‘village’. These
procedures were applied to ensure the welfare of the children participating in the
series, irrespective of parental consent. These are outlined below.
Channel 4 stated that any decision was made very carefully with the welfare of the
child being the paramount consideration. It continued that when such issues arose
they were always carefully considered by the programme-makers and Channel 4, in
consultation with the chaperones, the clinical psychologist, parent/s and child. It said
that requests to leave by the children were referred up to senior producers who
would consult with Channel 4’s commissioning editor (and where necessary Channel
4’s legal and compliance team) and they would then assess each situation and make
a decision on how best to proceed. As part of its consideration Channel 4 said that
they consulted with the chaperones, the child’s parent/s, and the series’ clinical
psychologist to ascertain what impact the decision may have on the child and to
ensure that decision was in the child’s best interests and in no way detrimental to the
child’s welfare.
With regard to Sid, Channel 4 said when he first expressed a desire to leave this was
immediately referred up to senior producers and the Channel 4 commissioning editor.
The chaperone on location and the series psychologist discussed the issue with Sid
himself and his parents were consulted. It said that all parties involved were of the
opinion that Sid’s request to leave was based on the fact that he had been feeling
tired and hungry and missed his mother’s cooking. It said that the senior editorial
team in conjunction with the commissioning editor made the informed decision that it
was in the best interest of the child if he stayed but he would be closely monitored
over the evening and following day to see if there was a change in mood which might
mean further consultation on the issue was needed.
Channel 4 said that after Sid expressed a desire to leave again on day two it was
agreed on the advice of the chaperone and series psychologist that Sid should meet,
have dinner with and talk to his mother outside of the village about his desire to leave
the production. After doing this he appeared much happier and wanted to stay.
Following this, the senior producers and Channel 4’s commissioning editor took the
decision that it was in Sid’s best interests if he stayed for the time being.
Channel 4 said that on the third day, Sid woke up happy and played with the other
children. However, on seeing his mother later that day he became upset and asked
to leave. Channel 4 continued that the senior producers and Channel 4’s
commissioner editor were kept fully informed of the situation involving Sid as it
developed and, before making a final decision, they discussed the situation with Sid’s
parents and sought the view of the chaperones and series’ clinical psychologist who
had been monitoring him. It was unanimously agreed by all that it would now be in
Sid’s best interest for him to leave the village.
Channel 4 said that an important consideration at the time was what effect leaving
may have on Sid and how not completing the residency may affect him. After Sid left,
the programme-makers checked on the family that night, and the following day Sid
and his mother met for a debriefing session with the clinical psychologist. Channel 4
said that the programme makers kept up regular contact with the family to check on
Sid’s progress.
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With regard to Matthew, who also expressed a wish to leave the ‘village’, Channel 4
said that he changed his mind about wanting to leave several times during the first
few days and therefore the chaperones and psychologist, as well as his parents,
monitored him closely. The chaperones and clinical psychologist advised, having
received input from Matthew’s parents, that it would not be in his best interests to
leave at this point, particularly given the uncertainty about his attitude. Therefore the
senior producers and commissioning editor decided that Matthew should stay in the
‘village’ but be closely monitored in relation to this request. Channel 4 said that
Matthew was later observed by the chaperones as generally happy and excited to be
in the ‘village’.
• the presentation of the trailer for episode two, which featured at the end of
episode one. Complainants were concerned that the trailer depicted scenes of the
girls smoking what appeared at the time to be real cigarettes; the boys having
physical fights; and references to the use of a knife in a threatening way by the
one of the children
Channel 4 said that the footage included at the end of episode one was clearly a
‘tease’ for episode two. It said that viewers understand that teases contain material
intended to whet viewers’ appetites in order that audiences watch the next episode,
and to see the material in its proper, fuller context. With regard to the inclusion of
Taisha and Lizzie smoking fake cigarettes, Channel 4 said that the brief sequence
included in the tease showed Lizzie blowing the cigarette, rather than sucking on it,
and a strange puff of “smoke” coming out the end. It therefore considered “if viewers
were in any doubt about whether the cigarettes were real or not, at this point it
became clear to most that they weren’t”. With regard to the boys fighting, Channel 4
said that images were brief and one of the boys is seen being restrained by an adult.
With regard to the reference to the knife incident, Channel 4 said that the child
recounting the incident did not appear upset or distressed.
Channel 4 said that all the material contained within the trailer was justified in
context. It explained that the material was transmitted well after the watershed, close
to 22:00, on Channel 4; footage and references were non-graphic and accompanied
with the same playful music as in the rest of the programme; viewers had been
informed earlier in the programme of many of the safeguards in place; and “the
material was in a tease, so viewers would have known not to take the material
entirely at face value.” Channel 4 said that given all these factors, this footage would
not have exceeded the expectations of the vast majority of viewers.
iv. Episode two (broadcast 10 February 2009)
• concern from complainants for allowing the girls to undertake “inappropriate”
behaviour, including smoking fake cigarettes and gambling, and of this material
being broadcast
The broadcaster said that one of the main aims of this episode was to see how the
children behaved when they were given their own money to spend. Channel 4 said
that all the scenes in this episode fairly reflected events as they happened and the
programme explained that the children had visited a joke shop and purchased fake
cigarettes. Channel 4 went on to say that the footage included in episode two was
properly contextualised as part of the programme’s exploration into how the girls
would choose to spend the money they were provided with and how this would affect
the group. Channel 4 said that the programme did not endorse the children’s
behaviour and the programme concluded by including comments from some of the
children that money had had a negative effect on the group. Channel 4 therefore
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submitted that the scenes complained of would not have exceeded the expectations
of the vast majority of viewers.
• concern regarding the physical violence and aggressive behaviour between the
boys
Channel 4 stated that the boys’ group was very carefully monitored throughout and
crew and chaperones stepped in and intervened wherever necessary to control any
aggressive behaviour and prevent fighting. It continued that approximately half way
through the residence it was decided that the clinical psychologist should sit down
with each boy and discuss any aggressive behaviour within the group.
Channel 4 also said that the footage of fighting and aggressive behaviour that was
included in the programmes was brief, non-graphic and always contextualised.
Channel 4 said that the programme-makers always sought to reassure viewers by
showing glimpses of on-camera interventions, crew and chaperones that were
present at the time, and by frequently inter-cutting interviews with the parents of the
boys concerned. It said that for these reasons the footage included would not have
exceeded the expectations of the vast majority of viewers.
• concern regarding the bullying of Adetoro by the other boys, after the knife
incident
The broadcaster said that following the incident involving the cutlery knife and the
resulting behaviour of the other boys towards him, Adetoro was carefully monitored
by the programme-makers, chaperones, clinical psychologist and by his parents. It
said that Adetoro talked to the psychologist a number of times, and also spent time
with his parents. Channel 4 said that, through discussion with his parents and the
psychologist, Adetoro came to appreciate the reasons why the other boys were
treating him the way they were, for example, because of his earlier dominating
behaviour towards them, and his main concern was to win back the boys’ friendship
and approval. Channel 4 responded that after the incident Adetoro did resume his
position as one of the more dominant boys within the group and went on to continue
to enjoy the experience – as viewers saw in the programmes.
v. Episode three (broadcast 17 February 2009)
• objection by complainants for asking the children to skin and prepare dead
animals for food for the purposes of the programme, and of this material being
broadcast
With regard to the objections that the children were asked to skin and prepare dead
animals for food, Channel 4 said that the programme-makers contracted two
experienced scout leaders as consultants for the planned camping trips. Part of their
role was to advise on activities suitable for the children, bearing in mind the age
range of the group. Channel 4 said that the programme-makers were advised that
the skinning and preparing of dead animals for cooking would be a suitable
educational activity. Channel 4 added that there was no pressure on children to touch
or prepare the dead animals if they did not wish to and the children were being
overseen and carefully monitored by the crew, scout leaders and chaperones.
With regard to the possible offence caused to viewers from the broadcast of this
material, Channel 4 responded that the footage included in the programme fairly and
accurately portrayed events as they happened. It added that the sequence ended
positively by making clear to viewers that the experience had had a positive effect on
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the group, bringing the group closer together. Channel 4 stated that for these
reasons the material would not have exceeded the expectations of the vast majority
of viewers.
vi. Episode four (broadcast 24 February 2009)
• the treatment of Lorna by the some of the other girls when she did not do the
washing up after making a cake
Channel 4 stated that, following the argument between Lorna and the other girls, the
girls were split up. It said that Lorna was upset but spoke with the psychologist and
was comforted by members of the crew and chaperones, and she went to bed happy.
The broadcaster said that later that night, some of the girls, including Taisha, Charley
and Emma were spoken to and warned about their behaviour. All apologised to
Lorna the following morning.
Channel 4 said that at the start of part three of this episode, the programme showed
Lorna eating breakfast whilst Charley and some of the others washed up. It said that
the commentary explained that after a night’s sleep, the tensions between the girls
had subsided. Interviews with Emma, Charley and Taisha were then included, in
which they all appeared thoughtful and contrite about their behaviour. Following this,
Lorna was shown playing happily with Ryan. Channel 4 added that Lorna and her
mother were given the last word in the series, confirming and reassuring viewers that
the experience was a positive and educational one for Lorna.
Overall, Channel 4 concluded that there was a strong educational editorial
justification for commissioning and broadcasting this series. With regard to Rules
1.26 and 1.27, it stated that “all due care was taken with regard to the physical and
emotional welfare and the dignity of all contributors; that contributors were not
caused any unnecessary distress or anxiety and indeed there is no evidence to
suggest that any child was harmed by their involvement in the series”. With regard to
Rule 2.3, it concluded that “the programmes contained many elements which would
have reassured viewers that all due care was being taken with regard to the
children’s welfare; and that material included within programmes was always justified
editorially and by the context.”

Decision
Under the Communications Act 2003, Ofcom has a statutory duty to set standards for
the content of broadcast television programmes in a Code with which broadcasters
must comply. In setting standards for the content of broadcast television
programmes, Ofcom requires broadcasters to ensure that people under eighteen are
protected. Ofcom considers the standards it has set for the protection of children, as
set out in Section One of the Code, to be amongst the most important. These rules
require that broadcasters take due care over the physical and emotional welfare and
the dignity of children who take part or are otherwise involved in programmes, and
are aimed at preventing children from suffering any unnecessary distress or anxiety
as a result of being involved in a programme or by its broadcast.
Ofcom also requires broadcasters to ensure that “generally accepted standards” are
applied to the content of television programmes so as to provide adequate protection
from the inclusion of offensive or harmful material. Under Section Two of the Code,
broadcasters are required, in applying these generally accepted standards, to ensure
that material which may cause offence is justified by the context.
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One complainant claimed that Channel 4 breached legislation requiring children who
perform in certain circumstances to be licensed by the local authority. Channel 4 did
not seek a licence from the local authority in question because it considered it was
not necessary for it to apply for a licence in the circumstances. Ofcom’s role does not
extend to investigating allegations of potential breaches of licensing legislation.
Freedom of expression
When setting the standards in its Code, Ofcom must have regard to the need for
standards to be applied in a manner that best guarantees an appropriate level of
freedom of expression in accordance with Article 10 of the European Convention of
Human Rights, as incorporated in the Human Rights Act 1998. This is the right of a
broadcaster to impart information and ideas and the right of the audience to receive
them. Accordingly, Ofcom must exercise its duties in light of these rights and not
interfere with the exercise of these rights in broadcast services unless it is satisfied
that the restrictions it seeks to apply are required by law and are necessary to
achieve a legitimate aim.
Ofcom notes that Channel 4 is a public service broadcaster with a unique statutory
remit to broadcast a range of high quality and diverse programming. This
programming should in particular: demonstrate innovation, experiment and creativity
in the form and content of programmes; appeal to the tastes and interests of a
culturally diverse society; make a significant contribution to meeting the need for the
licensed public service channels to include programmes of an educational nature and
other programmes of educative value; and exhibit a distinctive character4.
Ofcom has carefully considered Channel 4’s right to freedom of expression and the
viewers’ right to receive information when weighing up all the factors in this case.
Relevant rules of the Code
As stated in the Introduction, Ofcom considered that the majority of the 180
complainants were concerned primarily about the safety and welfare of the children
who had participated in the series. Ofcom’s investigation concerned the following
Code rules in relation to both the general issues and the content of specific
programmes:
Rule 1.26:

“Due care must be taken over the physical and emotional welfare and
the dignity of people under eighteen who take part or are otherwise
involved in programmes. This is irrespective of any consent given by
the participant or by a parent, guardian or other person over the age of
eighteen in loco parentis”; and

Rule 1.27:

“People under eighteen must not be caused unnecessary distress or
anxiety by their involvement in programmes or by the broadcast of
those programmes”.

In addition, several complainants made clear that they had been offended by the
content and nature of the series, both generally and in relation to specific issues.
Ofcom’s investigation concerned the following Code rule:

4

Section 265(3) Communications Act 2003
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Rule 2.3:

“In applying generally accepted standards broadcasters must ensure
that material which may cause offence is justified by the context…
Appropriate information should also be broadcast where it would assist
in avoiding or minimising offence”.

Context includes various factors such as: the editorial purpose and content of the
programme; the service on which the material is broadcast; the time of broadcast; the
degree of harm or offence likely to be caused; the likely expectation of the audience;
the extent to which the nature of the content can be brought to the attention of the
potential audience for example by giving information; and the effect of the material on
viewers who may come across it unawares.

Rules 1.26 and 1.27
It is important to note that Ofcom does not prohibit the broadcast of factual
entertainment programmes of this nature (or, indeed, any nature) providing they
comply with the Code. The issues for Ofcom here were whether the programmes
breached Rules 1.26 and 1.27, which required that due care was taken over the
physical and emotional welfare and dignity of the children who took part, and that
those children must not have been caused unnecessary distress or anxiety through
their involvement or the broadcast of the series.
For participants aged under sixteen, the Code requires that broadcasters should
normally obtain consent from a parent, guardian or other person over eighteen or in
loco parentis. However, broadcasters’ obligations under Rules 1.26 and 1.27 apply
irrespective of such consent. Ofcom also understands, on the basis of expert advice,
that from an early age, depending on the individual, children are capable of indicating
their willingness to participate or be involved in a programme. Therefore, as part of its
consideration, Ofcom took into account that all the children who took part in the
series had been given detailed information about what might happen if they
participated, and had gone on to give their assent to participate. Ofcom also took into
account that informed consent was given by all of the parents of the children who
took part in the series.
Ofcom notes that, to date, it has not received any complaint or contact from any
parents of the children involved in the series that the children had been treated
unfairly and/or had their privacy infringed in the series (under Sections Seven and/or
Eight of the Code). In addition, Ofcom noted that Channel 4 confirmed that neither it
nor the production company, Love Productions, had received any negative feedback
from the children who took part in the series or their families from which it could
reasonably be inferred that they had not ensured due care of the children’s physical
and emotional welfare or dignity. Channel 4 also confirmed that there were not any
comments or feedback from which it could reasonably be inferred that any child had
been caused unnecessary distress or anxiety as a result of their involvement in or
broadcast of the series. Ofcom also took into consideration the documentary
evidence provided by Channel 4 of positive feedback from the parents of some of the
children involved in the production.
Ofcom has conducted research5 on the participation of children in non-fiction
programmes, and has published detailed guidance to accompany Rules 1.26 and

5

Children in programmes: An independent research report for Ofcom by Sherbert Research is available
at: http://www.ofcom.org.uk/research/tv/reports/children_in_programmes/

19

19 October 2009

1.276. This guidance, which is intended to assist broadcasters in their compliance
with Rules 1.26 and 1.27, is based on the findings of Ofcom’s research in this area
and was drafted with the assistance of child experts and child welfare groups. Its
research has demonstrated that both adults and children value and enjoy under
eighteens being represented in programming. Children form strong views and
feelings from a very early age and these deserve to be seen and heard in
programmes. However, the ability of participants to weigh up the potential long-term
consequences of participation can vary widely depending on age, maturity and
individual circumstances.
Central to Rule 1.26 is the concept of “due care”. Ofcom’s guidance makes clear that
“due” is used in the same way as in other areas of the Code. It indicates that the level
of care must be “appropriate to the particular circumstances”. Responsibility for
compliance rests with the broadcaster, who will need to decide what measures are
appropriate in the particular circumstances of individual programmes, genres and
formats. Relevant factors also include a participant’s age, maturity and capacity to
make judgements about participation and its likely consequences. With regard to
Rule 1.27, Ofcom’s guidance recognises that some genres and formats focus on
conflict and crisis and that these can often feature experiences that have caused, or
may cause, distress and anxiety. Therefore, broadcasters need to make very careful
decisions when involving under eighteens in such programmes.
The guidance also contains a wide range of considerations regarding the preproduction, production and post-production stages, and in relation to informed
consent and assent to participation. For example, Ofcom recommends that
broadcasters ensure that:
•
•
•
•

documented guidelines are developed for working with under eighteens, and
production staff are made fully aware of these;
appropriate background checks are made on an under eighteen’s social,
family, health and educational circumstances and, where appropriate, a
thorough risk assessment;
where they reasonably can, appropriate consultation is made with qualified
experts on the likely impact of participation, especially in extreme or unusual
cases; and
programme makers highlight to parents or guardians both the positive and
negative likely outcomes of their child’s participation.

A further consideration included in the guidance is that the level of care taken by
broadcasters to protect participants who are aged under eighteen is not always
evident to the audience. Therefore, in certain cases, referring in the programme to
the safeguards put in place could, if appropriate, help to reassure the audience that
the requirements of Rules 1.26 and 1.27 have been adhered to, and that the welfare
and well-being of child participants were one of the broadcaster’s central
considerations.
Ofcom notes that Channel 4 set out in detail a large number of safeguards it had put
in place through each of the stages of the production of Boys and Girls Alone.
Examples of these included:

6

http://www.ofcom.org.uk/tv/ifi/guidance/bguidance/
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Pre-production:
•
•

•
•
•

consultation with various experts, who advised on the appropriate age
range from which to select the children;
selection process included contact with schools and children’s groups,
interviews with the child and parents, and meetings with a clinical
psychologist, who carried out checks and evaluations of the children to
select those best suited to participate;
appraisal of all children by the clinical psychologist regarding the nature
and format of the series and the impact it may have on the children;
discussions between the programme-makers, the clinical psychologist
and the families regarding the positive and negative consequences of
taking part in the series; and
consultation with an educational psychologist to create an appropriate
environment for the children involved in the series.

During filming:
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

the children were monitored 24 hours a day by chaperones and
production crew or security - CCTV cameras were installed in every room
(apart from bathrooms) and outside area;
optional 24 hour monitoring and attendance by the parents;
four members of the production crew were in each ‘village’ during the day
and two overnight;
24 hour access to a clinical psychologist (the clinical psychologist spoke
to the children every day);
the use of experienced chaperones (a minimum of two per ‘village’ 24
hours a day), who were primarily responsible for the physical and
emotional welfare of the children, and who had the right and power to stop
filming immediately if it was in the best interests of the child;
24 hour paramedic/nurse cover;
employment of scout leaders for the camping trip;
employment of an experienced health and safety officer, who was
contracted for the duration of pre-production and production;
employment of a children’s chef to assist the children with cooking;
the use of detailed guidelines, protocols and intervention policies, which
detailed how the children’s welfare should be dealt with. All relevant
personnel were obliged to read and follow these;
daily reporting and referring-up procedures; and
a ‘down day’ every fourth day, when no filming took place, the children
were encouraged to relax and they were given three cooked meals.

Post-production:
•
•
•
•

the families were offered further sessions with the psychologist if required;
the families were invited to view relevant episodes prior to transmission
and make editorial changes where appropriate;
the programme-makers asked the families who took part in the series to
contact their children’s schools so they were made aware of when the
series was being broadcast;
Channel 4 offered support to the families to deal with press and publicity
issues arising from the transmission of the programmes; and
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•

the programme-makers/broadcaster maintained regular follow-up contact
with the families after the programmes were broadcast.

However, on the basis of the programmes as broadcast alone, it was clear to Ofcom
that the majority of the safeguards detailed by Channel 4 in its representations would
not have been apparent to viewers. This was especially true of episode one. In its
examination of the complaints made about individual incidents and issues in the
series, it was necessary for Ofcom to take into account the full range and type of
measures put in place by the broadcaster (both off-camera and those that were
apparent during the programmes as broadcast), together with other relevant factors,
such as freedom of expression and informed consent, as referred to above.
Ofcom’s consideration of each of the incidents and issues complained about, with
regard to Rules 1.26 and 1.27, is set out in detail below.
Specific incidents relating to Rules 1.26 and 1.27
• The broadcast of children being bullied and in distress
There were a number of complaints made about the broadcast of bullying and the
distress of certain children during the series. Ofcom appreciates that seeing children
as young as eight years old experiencing bullying and appearing distressed has the
potential to raise viewer concerns about the welfare of the children. In particular
these complaints referred to: the distress of eight year old Sophia during episode
one, who was shown to be upset after the older girls painted threatening graffiti in her
house; the bullying of Lorna during a water fight in episode one and when she did not
do the washing up after making a cake in episode four; and the bullying of Adetoro
on various occasions, including after he allegedly threatened another boy with a knife
in episode two.
With regard to the incident involving Sophia, Ofcom took into account the safeguards
Channel 4 had put in place, and examined how these had worked in practice after
this incident. In particular, Ofcom noted that following this incident, Sophia was
provided with support off-camera by the crew and chaperones, and was closely
monitored after the event by the chaperones, clinical psychologist and her mother.
Further, the other girls involved in the incident were spoken to about the matter.
Ofcom considered that the programme-makers dealt with this incident in an
appropriate manner, and also noted that the broadcaster had ensured that Sophia
and her family were content with the presentation of this incident before it was
broadcast.
The incidents of bullying of Lorna and Adetoro occurred at various times throughout
the series. Ofcom considered each of these events, and the broadcaster’s actions to
deal with them, very carefully. Ofcom notes that in each of these cases, there was
appropriate intervention by the chaperones off-camera and that, if necessary, the
other children who were involved were spoken to. Ofcom also notes that the children
were closely monitored by the chaperones, their parents and the clinical psychologist
at the time and for a number of days after each incident. Furthermore, the children
were able to speak to the psychologist if they wanted to and spend time with their
parents when necessary.
Ofcom took into account that, in accordance with Ofcom guidance, the programmemakers had talked through the likely potential negative consequences of participating
in the series, such as the possibility of bullying occurring during filming, with all the
children and families during the selection process. While Ofcom accepts that children
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are likely to have differing abilities to understand such information in advance, it was
nevertheless Ofcom’s view that the broadcaster took sufficient steps to ensure as far
as possible that the children and their families would be aware of the potential issues
that may result from participating in the series.
Ofcom also considered that providing Lorna, Adetoro and their families the
opportunity to view the programmes where they predominately featured before
transmission, was an appropriate way to ensure that any concerns the children had
about the presentation of the material were raised. Further, by providing follow-up
monitoring and taking other actions, such as notifying the children’s schools about
the transmission time of the programmes, in Ofcom’s view, the broadcaster took
appropriate actions to mitigate any possible distress on the part of the children
involved that may have resulted from the broadcast of such incidents.
As part of its consideration of these incidents, Ofcom also noted that Lorna, Adetoro
and their families had given positive feedback about their involvement in the series.
Ofcom considered what had occurred off-camera, and the measures the broadcaster
had put in place to prepare the children for what might occur during filming in
advance, and deal with such incidents at the time and afterwards, Ofcom concluded
that for these specific incidents there was no evidence to suggest that due care had
not been taken over the physical and emotional welfare of the children, or that they
had been caused unnecessary distress. However, Ofcom also noted that, from the
audience’s point of view, the majority of the actions taken by the broadcaster to
safeguard the children’s welfare would not have been apparent.
• The treatment of the children who wanted to leave the ‘village’
During episode one, two boys (Sid and Matthew) asked to leave the ‘village’. Some
viewers raised concerns about the treatment of these children, who they thought
were made to stay against their wishes. This was particularly the case with Sid, who
stated a number of times during episode one that he wanted to go home. In light of
Channel 4’s detailed explanation of what occurred, Ofcom considers that Sid and
Matthew’s requests to leave were considered carefully and appropriately by the
broadcaster, which had a clear set of procedures in place for such occurrences.
Ofcom also acknowledges that both children were closely monitored during the time
their requests were made by their parents and the clinical psychologist.
Ofcom noted that any decisions regarding Sid and Matthew’s participation and
welfare were made on the basis of the views of a number of people. This included
seeking not only the views of the child and their parent/s, but also taking into account
specific expert advice from the chaperones and the clinical psychologist. Therefore, it
was apparent to Ofcom that the senior producers and the Channel 4 commissioning
editor had processes in place to enable them to make informed decisions, in
determining the best interests of the children in such situations. Importantly, Channel
4 confirmed that, if it had been the case that a parent wished his or her child to stay
but the child wanted to leave and it was judged on the basis of expert advice that it
was overall in the best interests of the child that he or she leave the ‘village ’,
Channel 4 would have overruled the parent’s view to ensure that the child’s best
interests were protected.
In light of the above, Ofcom concluded that, with regard to the treatment of the
children who asked to leave the ‘village’, there was no evidence to suggest that such
requests were not taken extremely seriously or dealt with appropriately by the
broadcaster. Ofcom considered that there was no evidence that due care was not
taken of Sid or Matthew, or that they were caused unnecessary distress or anxiety
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because they were not permitted to leave the village immediately after expressing a
desire to do so. Ofcom also considered that there was no evidence to suggest that
the broadcaster did not regard the children’s best interests as paramount in taking
decisions about the welfare of the children.
• Concern regarding the physical violence and aggressive behaviour between the
boys
Complainants expressed concern about the broadcast of certain behaviour by some
of the boys during episode two of the series. This behaviour included fights and an
incident involving Adetoro waving a cutlery knife from a distance at another boy, TJ.
Ofcom took account of the safeguards Channel 4 had put in place in the event of
such behaviour occurring among the children. In particular, it noted the 24 hour
monitoring and intervention off-camera by crew and chaperones. Ofcom was
satisfied that sufficient safeguards had been put in place to protect the children, in
accordance with Rule 1.26.
As regards Rule 1.27, Ofcom noted that the physical violence between the boys was
addressed off-camera by the programme-makers and the clinical psychologist, who
talked to all the boys about their behaviour. In addition, as shown in the programme,
Adetoro and the other boys did later resolve their conflict. Taking this into account,
and the measures put in place by the broadcaster to safeguard the children and their
families post-transmission, as noted above, Ofcom considered that there was no
evidence from the broadcast of this material that this behaviour resulted in
unnecessary distress or anxiety.
• Concern that the environment the children were placed in during episode one was
potentially dangerous
Complainants were concerned in particular by the children’s access to potentially
dangerous utensils, sharp objects and water pistols filled with paint, as well as the
hunger of some of the children. As part of its consideration, Ofcom took into account
that a number of precautions were taken to ensure the children were not subject to
unnecessary risk, including employing a health and safety officer and 24 hour
paramedic and nurse cover. Ofcom notes that any objects that were being misused
by the children were removed and that there was a strict rule that if any child did any
cooking, a chaperone must be standing nearby watching closely.
With regard to the hunger of the children, Ofcom notes that it was stated during
episode one that “the villages have been stocked with a full range of food, both
healthy and not so healthy”. It is clear from Channel 4’s response that the children’s
eating habits were closely monitored by their chaperones. Further, Ofcom notes that
the children were helped by a chef to assist with their cooking and in addition to this
they were provided all meals every fourth day during the ‘down day’ or at any other
times when the chaperones believed it was necessary.
In light of the above, with regard to the environment provided for the children during
episode one, Ofcom considered that there was no evidence to suggest that due care
was not taken over the physical and emotional welfare of the children, or that they
were caused unnecessary distress. However, Ofcom noted that the majority of these
safeguards would not have been apparent to the audience.
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• Concern for allowing the girls to undertake “inappropriate” behaviour
A number of complaints were made to Ofcom about the broadcast of certain
behaviour by some of the girls during episode two of the series. In particular,
complainants cited the girls smoking fake cigarettes and gambling on slot machines
in an amusement arcade, and questioned whether this demonstrated a lack of due
care for the children.
However, Ofcom noted that the children were accompanied by adults on the
shopping trip who were willing and ready to intervene, if necessary. In addition, the
children decided to buy the fake cigarettes and use the slot machines of their own
accord, as part of their new responsibility to look after their own money, which was
the editorial focus of this particular episode. While Ofcom appreciates the concerns
that such behaviour may raise, we believe that on balance, this type of behaviour
would not exceed what might typically be expected from many children around the
age of twelve, and younger children in their company.
Therefore, Ofcom considered that the broadcaster managed this behaviour
appropriately and there was no evidence to suggest that due care had not been
taken over the physical and emotional welfare of the children, or that they were
caused unnecessary distress in this instance.
• Objection by complainants for the broadcast of children skinning and preparing
dead animals for food for the purposes of the programme
Some viewers complained about the distress of some of the girls when they were
asked to prepare the dead animals to eat during episode three. In Ofcom’s view,
Channel 4 had given careful consideration to this organised task, with the
employment of scout leaders to advise on a suitable and educational activity for the
children. Ofcom also notes that the children were being carefully monitored by the
scout leaders and chaperones throughout these activities. In addition, it was clear
that this was an optional activity and the children were not forced to participate if they
did not want to. Further, as shown in the programme, although some of the children
did appear to be upset initially by the activity, once they had the chance to observe
other children experiencing it, most did eventually join in, and went on to refer to it
positively. We consider that having the opportunity to participate in such activities
would not be unfamiliar to this age group. School children often go camping and in
such circumstances may well be exposed to such pursuits as cooking from the wild
and living outdoors.
In light of the above, Ofcom concluded that there was no evidence to suggest that
due care had not been taken over the physical and emotional welfare of the children,
or that they were caused unnecessary distress in this instance.
Conclusions regarding Rules 1.26 and 1.27
Ofcom has thoroughly investigated the background to and production of Boys and
Girls Alone with Channel 4’s full cooperation.
In Ofcom’s view, the safeguards outlined above are numerous and comprehensive.
Such measures illustrate that Channel 4 gave detailed and careful consideration
towards the protection of the children involved in the series, and to all manner of
eventualities that might arise during the course of the production. Ofcom had
particular regard to the very careful consideration given by the producers to the type
of children selected in terms of age, personality and background, and that all children
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were given informed consent by their parents to participate in the series. Ofcom also
acknowledges that, in accordance with Ofcom’s guidance, the programme-makers
sought advice from experts throughout the pre-production and production process,
including clinical and educational psychologists, and trained chaperones were
employed to monitor and supervise the children’s welfare.
It is clear from Ofcom’s investigation that decisions regarding the welfare of the
children were made by the broadcaster in view of the best interests of the child. The
evidence available to Ofcom shows the broadcaster had clear procedures in place
and sufficient expert advice to help it make informed decisions in determining the
best interests of the children, in accordance with Rule 1.26 of the Code. In addition, it
is clear from both the detailed documentary evidence Ofcom has been provided by
the broadcaster, and the confirmation that Channel 4 has received positive feedback
from all the participating families, that the children involved in the series enjoyed and
benefited from the experience.
Given this, and its consideration of the specific incidents outlined above, Ofcom
concluded that, taken together, these safeguards provided sufficient evidence that
overall the care provided for the children was appropriate in the circumstances and
that due care was taken by the broadcaster over the physical and emotional welfare
and dignity of the children who were involved in this series. The measures put in
place before, during and after the production of the programme were extensive and
demonstrated that Channel 4 had complied with the relevant rules of the Code
concerning child welfare. Ofcom also took into account that the parents and children
gave their full consent before and after the programme was produced, and there was
no actual evidence that the broadcaster had compromised the physical or emotional
welfare of the children participating.
As regards Rule 1.27, Ofcom was also satisfied that, on the basis of the evidence it
assessed during this investigation, the children were not caused unnecessary
distress or anxiety by their involvement or by the broadcast of the programmes.
Although the series included sequences showing some of the children temporarily
distressed or upset, or occasionally showing them in what may have appeared to the
audience to be potentially unsafe situations, it is clear to Ofcom that in reality the
likely risks to the children were in most cases negligible. In any event, any likely risks
were carefully managed by the broadcaster, in accordance with the Code and
relevant Ofcom guidance. Measures were in place from pre-production through to
giving support to the children after the series was broadcast to ensure that the
children received due care and were not caused unnecessary distress, in compliance
with Rules 1.26 and 1.27.
However, as detailed further below under Rule 2.3, despite there being such an
extensive range of measures in place to protect the child participants of the series,
the vast majority of these safeguards were not made clear to the audience.
Episodes one, two, three and four: Not in breach of Rules 1.26 and 1.27

Rule 2.3
Background
Ofcom received a number of complaints about the offence caused to viewers from
material broadcast throughout the series. The majority of such complaints were made
about episode one. Some complainants criticised the purpose of the series, stating
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that it was not in the best interests of the children and did not reveal anything to
viewers that they did not already know. Others raised the potential ethical issues of
involving young children in this type of reality/documentary programme and
questioned whether there was justification for broadcasting the bullying and distress
of some of the children.
As stated above, both the broadcaster and its viewers have rights to freedom of
expression, which includes the freedom to impart and receive information and ideas.
Children also have the right to participate in programmes so long as the broadcaster
ensures their welfare and complies with the requirements of the Code. Channel 4 has
a special statutory remit to innovate, and offer educational and distinctive
programmes. Against this background Channel 4, like all broadcasters, has the
editorial freedom to make programmes about any subject it chooses – including
challenging topics and programmes which in some viewers’ opinion may not
necessarily reveal anything new to the viewer – providing they remain within the
Code.
The Code does not prohibit the broadcast of potentially offensive material in any
circumstances. What is essential for compliance with the Code is the way in which
such material is transmitted by the broadcaster. As set out in the Code, material that
is potentially offensive may be broadcast as long as its inclusion is justified by the
context, so as to provide adequate protection to members of the public.
In terms of context and the editorial content of the series, Ofcom firstly took into
account that Boys and Girls Alone was presented as an observational documentary
series that was intended to be both educational and entertaining. Ofcom therefore
considered that viewers were most likely to have considered that the events
portrayed in the series reflected what had actually occurred, and the entirety of the
children’s experiences.
The series explored how children as young as eight years old would behave living
without their parents and making their own decisions. Given the editorial purpose of
the programme and the age of the children participating, Ofcom considered it likely
that the audience would therefore have expected to see that the children were being
adequately cared for and protected appropriately. Ofcom acknowledges that, when
broadcasting such programmes involving children, broadcasters generally
summarise, and are not required to enumerate in detail each and every measure put
in place to ensure compliance with the Code. Clearly, broadcasters must have the
editorial freedom to decide when and how it is most appropriate to do so.
Nonetheless, as already noted, Ofcom’s guidance accompanying Rules 1.26 and
1.27 states that in certain cases, referring in the programme to the safeguards put in
place could, if appropriate, help to reassure audiences that the welfare and wellbeing of child participants were one of the broadcaster’s central considerations.
Appropriate information about these safeguards therefore can help to adequately
protect viewers by mitigating the risk of being caused offence. Rule 2.3 also states
that “appropriate information should also be broadcast where it would assist in
avoiding or minimising offence”.
In light of this, Ofcom gave careful consideration to the potentially offensive material
broadcast in all four episodes in the series. It took into account what information was
provided to viewers in each episode of the series regarding the various safeguards
that were in place to protect the children. It also considered whether this information
was appropriate in terms of providing viewers with sufficient reassurance regarding
the welfare of the children, and therefore providing adequate protection to members
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of the public. Ofcom’s consideration of each of the episodes with regard to Rule 2.3
is set out below.
Episode one
Ofcom noted that episode one of the series was preceded with the following
information:
“Now on four, in a brand new series, it is life without mum or dad as two groups
of children have to fend for themselves. Boys and Girls Alone contains some
strong language and scenes of animal dissection.”
During the opening two minute sequence of this episode the narrator said:
“Imagine a world without grown-ups. A world governed by children, where every
decision is made by a ten year old. Two separate communities, one full of boys
and one full of girls, will find out what it’s like to live without parents. Will they rule
with wide eyed innocence, or has modern society made our children grow up too
fast? [shot of two children smoking what appeared to be real cigarettes]. Will
they be able to survive on their own? [shot of child skinning a rabbit] Or have we
created a nation of cotton wool kids? [shot of child crying saying he misses his
“cosy bed”] They have two weeks to create their new societies and try not to kill
each other along the way. [shot of boys fighting and girls arguing/crying] Who will
build a better world, the boys or the girls? And what can the communities they
create teach us about our own society?” [shot of child saying “fuck”]
Further, Ofcom noted that within the first two minutes of the programme viewers were
shown content which included the children:
•
•
•
•
•
•

apparently smoking;
fighting;
discussing bullying;
arguing;
describing the situation as a “living nightmare”; and
swearing.

This material presented in the opening minutes of the programme was broadcast
without any information regarding the welfare or safety of the children. The first
reference to any safeguards in place did not occur until approximately seven minutes
into the programme (see further below). Ofcom therefore considered this material to
be particularly challenging and had a clear potential to offend viewers.
It should be noted however that audiences are likely to expect opening scenes of
such programmes to contain a montage of material shown out of context in order to
give a flavour of the programme ahead. Ofcom therefore also had to consider the
content of the rest of the programme in terms of providing adequate protection from
offensive material.
Ofcom noted that there were various challenging elements broadcast throughout this
episode. In particular, the narrator told viewers that: “from now on they will only have
themselves and each other to rely on”; “the boys are finding it hard to survive…”; and
“those who are able to cook have been cooking but only for themselves”. This
episode also included content such as: various examples of the girls arguing and
screaming at each other, with certain girls ganging up on Lorna, who said at the end
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of day one “I thought I could last but it is only one day and I am already crying”; boys
arguing, fighting, swearing and getting upset; Sophia upset after the older girls
painted graffiti in a house; Sid and Matthew asking to leave; and Sid locking himself
in the bathroom as a result of having to stay.
Ofcom also noted that the trailer for episode two, which featured at the end of
episode one, included a montage of shots showing the children:
•
•
•
•
•
•

engaged in a physical fight;
missing home;
upset;
angry;
smoking what appeared to be real cigarettes; and
discussing an incident involving the threatening use of a knife.

This material was presented with no background information provided to viewers
regarding the incidents. In addition, the narration over the shot of the children
smoking asked the question “is money the root of all evil?” which, in Ofcom’s view,
could have implied that the children were engaged in some wrongdoing. Ofcom
considered that this had the potential to be misinterpreted by viewers and could have
suggested that the children, who were between eight and twelve years of age, had
been permitted to smoke real cigarettes as part of the programme.
Taking account of the editorial purpose and format of the programme, the age of the
children involved, and the specific examples of editorial content throughout this
episode, many of which showed the children unhappy and in distress, Ofcom
considered that, overall, the episode included a significant amount of challenging
material, and clearly had the potential to offend viewers.
Ofcom therefore next examined to what extent this potential offence had been
justified by its context. In particular, Ofcom considered the nature and amount of
information relating to the children’s welfare the broadcaster had provided to the
audience during this episode as a means of avoiding or minimising any potential
offence, in accordance with Rule 2.3 of the Code.
Ofcom noted that, after a series of challenging scenes at the opening of the
programme, as set out above, the first reference to the protection of the children’s
welfare occurred at approximately seven minutes into the programme. The narrator
stated that: “the boys and girls will be observed by their parents… they will also be
monitored by trained chaperones who will only step in if a child’s safety is
compromised”. Viewers were also informed in the second half of the programme that
“the children can go home at any point with their parent’s agreement”.
Ofcom noted that the information provided to viewers regarding the supervision of the
children varied throughout the first episode. For example the narrator stated at
various times that the children would be living without parents. However, the narrator
also stated in episode one that “ten boys and ten girls are discovering what life is like
without adult supervision” and said that they were experiencing “life away from
school and grown-ups…”. One of the children, Charley, also stated that “there are no
adults so we get to do what we want” [emphases added].
Ofcom took into account that there were various examples throughout this episode of
the chaperones or camera crew intervening with the children and shots of the
children talking to adults when they were distressed. For example: an adult is heard
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asking Sid “is there anything else you can eat?” after he could not boil a kettle;
viewers saw an adult take a rake off a child when a fight almost happened between
two boys; Taisha and Charley were asked “do you just let them go hungry?” by an
adult after they would not cook for the younger girls; Sid was shown talking to his
mother after he asked to leave; Sophia was shown talking to an adult after she was
scared by the graffiti; and at the end of the episode all the parents went into the
‘villages’ to talk to their children about their behaviour.
Other information about safeguards given to viewers in this episode included
examples such as:
•
•
•

•

viewers were informed that “the villages have been stocked with a full range
of food, both healthy and not so healthy”;
within the first 15 minutes of the episode parents were shown twice in the
viewing room watching footage of their children;
various parents were interviewed about how their children were coping, in
particular Lorna and Taisha’s mothers were asked about their daughters after
their arguments and Sophia’s mum talked about her daughter after she was
upset by the graffiti; and
Sid was shown leaving the village at the end of the episode.

Ofcom therefore considered that at times during the episode, viewers would have
known that the children could talk to adults if they were upset or distressed and that
trained chaperones would only intervene if a child’s safety was compromised.
Viewers would also have understood that the children were being monitored by their
parents and could leave with their parents’ agreement. However, at other times
during episode one, there were several occasions when viewers were likely to have
understood that the children were unsupervised by adults and were involved in
potentially unsafe situations such as smoking and fighting.
As a result of these facts and circumstances, and in view of what the audience would
have understood about the editorial purpose of the programme, it was Ofcom’s view
that many viewers were likely to consider there to have been a fairly limited selection
of measures to protect the children. In contrast, it was clear from Ofcom’s
investigation that, in fact, numerous other safeguards had been put in place to
protect the safety and welfare of the children. Having analysed carefully the content
of this episode as broadcast (and summarised above), Ofcom was of the view that
the audience would have been unaware of the majority of these safeguards,
including:
Pre-production:
•
•

•
•

consultation with various experts, who advised on the appropriate age range
from which to select the children;
selection process including contact with schools and children’s groups,
interviews with the child and parents, and meetings with a clinical
psychologist, who carried out checks and evaluations of the children to select
those best suited for the series;
appraisal by the clinical psychologist regarding the nature and format of the
series and the demands it would have on the children;
careful consideration of a selection criteria in order to select children with
appropriate personalities;
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•
•

discussions between the programme-makers, the clinical psychologist and
the families regarding the positive and negative consequences of taking part
in the series; and
consultation with an educational psychologist to create an appropriate
environment for the children involved in the series.

During filming:
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

the children were monitored 24 hours a day by chaperones and production
crew or security - CCTV cameras were installed in every room (apart from
bathrooms) and outside area;
optional 24 hour monitoring and attendance by the parents;
four members of the production crew were in each ‘village’ during the day and
two overnight;
24 hour access to a clinical psychologist (the clinical psychologist spoke to
the children every day);
the use of experienced chaperones (a minimum of two per ‘village’ 24 hours a
day), who were primarily responsible for the physical and emotional welfare of
the children, and who had the right and power to stop filming immediately if it
was in the best interests of the child;
24 hour paramedic/nurse cover;
employment of scout leaders for the camping trip;
employment of an experienced health and safety officer, who was contracted
for the duration of pre-production and production;
employment of a children’s chef to assist the children with cooking;
the use of detailed guidelines, protocols and intervention policies, which
detailed how the children’s welfare should be dealt with irrespective of the
parents’ wishes. All relevant personnel were obliged to read and follow these;
daily reporting and referring-up procedures; and
a ‘down day’ every fourth day, when no filming took place, the children were
encouraged to relax and they were given three cooked meals.

Post-production:
•
•
•
•
•

the families were offered further sessions with the psychologist if required;
the families were invited to view relevant episodes prior to transmission and
make editorial changes where appropriate;
the programme-makers asked the families who took part in the series to
contact their children’s schools so they were made aware of when the series
was being broadcast;
Channel 4 offered support to the families to deal with press and publicity
issues arising from the transmission of the programmes; and
the broadcaster maintained regular follow-up contact with the families after
the programmes were broadcast.

Ofcom accepts entirely that it would be disproportionate and unnecessary for
broadcasters to give full details on air of each and every step taken behind-thescenes to involve the children in a particular programme. However, it was clear to
Ofcom that viewers of episode one would not have been aware of the overall extent
and level of protection provided to the children with regard to their physical and
emotional welfare. In particular, Ofcom noted that the audience of this episode had
no knowledge that the broadcaster had implemented a careful and thorough
selection process, consulted with various experts, including child psychologists, at all
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stages of the production, and allowed the children to relax away from the cameras
every fourth day.
Ofcom found no evidence that Channel 4’s intention was to deceive viewers
regarding the safety and welfare of the children in the programme, as evidence by
the fact that some information had been included in the programme about the
safeguards in place. However, Ofcom considered that by providing such limited
details of the numerous safeguards in place to protect the children involved, viewers
were not provided sufficient information – and so context - regarding the protections
that the broadcaster had put in place.
As regards the trailer for episode two, Ofcom accepts that given the purpose and
style of ‘teasers’ or trailers there may be a certain amount of audience expectation
that such material is seen out of context and therefore does not provide all the facts.
However, as noted above, this particular trailer included some challenging content,
including children as young as eight years old apparently smoking and discussing a
knife incident with no background information provided to viewers regarding the
incidents. Ofcom did not accept Channel 4’s argument that viewers were likely to
have realised that the cigarettes were, in fact, fake. In Ofcom’s opinion, taking into
account that the shots in question were fairly brief and framed in a mid-shot therefore
little detail of the cigarette was shown, many viewers were likely to have assumed
that the cigarettes were real. Further, this trailer was shown at the end of the
programme, after a significant amount of other challenging content, and some key
pieces of information regarding the safety of the children had only been provided to
the audience almost one hour previously at the beginning of the episode. Given this,
and taking into account that viewers were told limited information regarding the
extent of the safeguards in place, as noted above, Ofcom considered that the
presentation of this trailer may have resulted in unnecessary offence being caused to
some viewers.
Broadcasters are reminded that factual programmes involving children must be,
where appropriate, carefully balanced against the need to make clear to the audience
what measures were in place to protect those children. As stated above, Ofcom
accepts that it would be disproportionate and unnecessary for broadcasters to
provide full details of all the safeguards it had in place to protect the physical and
emotional welfare of the children. Notwithstanding this, broadcasters must take
account of Ofcom’s published guidance on this point. In particular, in accordance with
Rule 2.3, they should inform viewers adequately, through whatever means they
consider to be most appropriate, about the measures they have put in place to
ensure compliance with Rules 1.26 and 1.27, to help prevent or minimise
unnecessary offence being caused to viewers. In some cases, for example, it may be
sufficient to cross refer to programme websites for further details of measures in
place to safeguard participants.
This is particularly the case for programmes involving young children who have been
put in situations that appear to the audience to be unsafe. Broadcasters must
balance the editorial narrative of the programme with providing adequate information
so as to protect viewers from offensive material.
In this case, Ofcom concluded that, given the editorial purpose of the series and the
context of this particular episode, the information provided to the audience by the
broadcaster during the first episode about the welfare of the children was insufficient
to reassure viewers that the children were being cared for and protected
appropriately. In Ofcom's view, this resulted in the material having greater potential to
offend viewers. Even taking into account Channel 4’s remit to produce innovative and
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distinctive programmes, and the sometimes challenging and provocative style of its
programmes, Ofcom considered that this episode would have exceeded the likely
expectation of the majority of the audience. As such, Channel 4 did not apply
generally accepted standards to ensure that this material was justified by context.
Therefore adequate protection was not given to the audience of offensive material
and this episode of the series was in breach of Rule 2.3 of the Code.
Episode one: Breach of Rule 2.3
Episodes two, three and four
Ofcom considered the editorial content of the remainder of the series. It noted that
these episodes contained some content that caused offence to some viewers. In
particular, this included a sequence in which Adetoro was said to have threatened TJ
with a cutlery knife, and another sequence in which the girls smoked fake cigarettes
and “gambled” at slot machines during their shopping trip.
However, Ofcom considered that in these episodes such potentially offensive
material was appropriately contextualised and limited. For example, after TJ accused
Adetoro of threatening him with a knife, the narrator explained to viewers that “from
ten feet away Adetoro has just harmlessly waved a cutlery knife in TJ’s direction, but
that’s not how he [TJ] saw it”. In Ofcom’s opinion, it was made clear to the audience
that the children were not harmed at the time of the incident, that any potential harm
was mitigated appropriately by the presence of the adults supervising off camera,
and that the boys appeared calm when they later discussed the incident.
Likewise, during the sequence in which the girls were seen smoking and playing on
slot machines, the narrator informed the audience that the cigarettes were fake and
had been bought by the girls from a joke shop and, overall, the editorial purpose of
the sequence was clear, namely reflecting exactly what the girls had chosen to do on
their shopping trip and illustrating how some of the younger girls gave into peer
pressure.
In addition, Ofcom noted that these three episodes showed less challenging material
and greater resolution. The children were shown getting along with each other,
forming friendships and learning to cope more independently without their parents.
For example: in episode two the boys were shown becoming more confident and
sharing the money they were given in this episode so they could all enjoy a day out
together; in episode three the girls finally bonded on the camping trip and some of
the girls apologised to Lorna for their previous behaviour towards her; and in episode
four the parents and children reflected on the experience and what they had learnt
about themselves and each other.
Ofcom also assessed the general information provided to viewers in these episodes.
At the beginning of episodes two and four, the narrator stated that “the children will
be observed by chaperones who will step if their safety or welfare is compromised.”
Other information was also provided to the audience, for example, when the children
were away on a camping trip the narrator informed viewers that “whilst they are away
chaperones will report back on how the boys and girls are coping on their outward
bound adventure”. Likewise, after the sequence involving the knife incident, viewers
were told that “after an emotional day Adetoro has taken some time out with his mum
and dad”. Ofcom took into account that such information provided viewers with more
reassurance, specifically about how the welfare and well-being of the children were
being protected, rather than just their physical safety.
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In light of all the above factors, Ofcom considered that the information given to the
audience of episodes two, three and four about the safeguards in place to protect the
children was fairly limited compared to the extent of the safeguards that were, in fact,
in place. However, given that the level of potentially offensive material was much less
in these episodes and the greater contextualisation of the content that some viewers
found challenging, Ofcom concluded that there was sufficient information provided in
the broadcasts to reassure viewers that the children were being cared for and
protected appropriately. Therefore, in Ofcom's view the material broadcast which
caused offence to some viewers would not have exceeded the likely expectations of
the majority of the audience and was justified by the context. Ofcom therefore
concluded that Channel 4 had applied generally accepted standards and these
episodes were not in breach of Rule 2.3 of the Code.
Episodes two, three and four: Not in breach of Rule 2.3

Conclusion
The Communications Act 2003 (“the 2003 Act”) requires Ofcom to set standards to
ensure that persons under the age of eighteen are protected7. In reaching a decision
in this case, Ofcom was required to balance the right to freedom of expression of
Channel 4 and its audience against the need to ensure appropriate restrictions on
that right in order to comply with the standards set out in the Code. It is essential in
Ofcom’s opinion for Channel 4 and other broadcasters to continue to enjoy the
editorial freedom to make factual programmes about issues involving children and for
children to be able to take part. Ofcom’s viewer research in this area has
demonstrated how much children and their parents value children’s right to have a
voice, and the programmes reflect this. It must be balanced in turn however by the
requirement to comply with the Code and in particular the need to ensure appropriate
protection for the children participating.
Welfare of the child participants
Ofcom acknowledges that a number of viewers found this series challenging. Some
were concerned that young children between eight and twelve years of age appeared
to have been left largely to their own devices in a potentially dangerous environment
without adequate adult supervision. Ofcom’s detailed investigation has, however,
concluded that this was not in fact the case.
It is a central duty for a broadcaster making any programme involving children to
ensure that due care is taken of their welfare, irrespective of any consent given by
the child or parent, and that the child is not caused unnecessary distress or anxiety.
To supplement these rules, Ofcom has published detailed guidance to assist
broadcasters. In Ofcom’s opinion the broadcaster and programme-makers in this
case employed an extensive range of measures and procedures to ensure
compliance with the Code, and that the guidance was adhered to. On balance, it was
Ofcom’s view that, in these particular circumstances, Channel 4 implemented all the
measures that could reasonably have been expected in producing such a
programme to ensure due care for the children and protect them from unnecessary
distress or anxiety. Therefore, having carefully assessed and considered all the
evidence available to it, Ofcom has concluded that Rules 1.26 and 1.27 were not
breached.
7

Section 319(2(a)) Communications Act 2003
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Audience offence
Ofcom acknowledges that a number of viewers were offended by some of the
content broadcast in this series. This was particularly the case with the first episode,
which led to the majority of complaints made about Boys and Girls Alone. The
programme was presented as an observational documentary and therefore
audiences would have understood that they were viewing material that reflected real
events involving the children. It is clear from the complaints that a number of viewers
believed children as young as eight years old were involved in potentially unsafe
situations.
As stated above, Ofcom’s investigation found that this was not in fact the case and
the broadcaster did apply due care to the welfare to the children and they were not
caused unnecessary distress or anxiety from their involvement in the programme or
by its broadcast. In Ofcom’s view, in this case the key issue in relation to whether the
programme breached the rules on offence was the manner in which Channel 4
presented the challenging material in this series to the audience, taking into account
its editorial purpose and the age of the children involved. Ofcom recognises the core
importance of broadcasters’ right to maintain editorial independence of the nature
and content of their programmes, and that it would be disproportionate and
unnecessary for broadcasters to give full details to viewers of all the safeguards it
had in place. It is Ofcom’s view, however, that Channel 4 - and all other broadcasters
- should be particularly mindful of the sensitivities of viewers with regard to factual
programming of this nature involving children. Therefore they must balance the
editorial narrative of the programme with providing adequate information so as to
protect viewers from offence that may result from withholding such information.
Ofcom found no evidence that Channel 4’s intention was to deceive viewers
regarding the safety and welfare of the children in the programme. However, Ofcom
concluded that given the editorial purpose of the series and the context of episode
one, the information in this specific episode about the safeguards in place was
insufficient to reassure viewers about the welfare of the children who participated in
the programme.
Episodes one, two, three and four: Not in breach of Rules 1.26 and 1.27
Episode one: Breach of Rule 2.3
Episodes two, three and four: Not in breach of Rule 2.3
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