
Channel 4’s response to Ofcom’s call for input on their Review of the rules 

for mandatory daytime PIN protections. 

Channel 4 welcomes the opportunity to respond to Ofcom’s call for input to their Review of 

the rules for mandatory daytime PIN protections. 

Channel 4 agrees with Ofcom that section one of the Broadcast code which sets out the 

standards for the protection of Children and other vulnerable viewers is among the most 

important parts of regulation placed on broadcasters. As such, Channel 4 would urge 

extreme caution as Ofcom look at options to change this part of the code.  

It is reassuring that Ofcom states that these standards continue to be a priority for Ofcom 

and that this review does not seek to question the effectiveness of the watershed.  However,  

Channel 4 is concerned that the options discussed by Ofcom in this review, if implemented, 

do risk undermining the principle and effectiveness of the watershed – which, as Ofcom 

acknowledge has proven to be effective over many years and remains well understood by 

viewers.  

“The watershed exists to protect children from television content that is unsuitable for them. 
Ofcom’s research demonstrates that the watershed is still the most recognised and valued 
tool for parents to achieve this aim.”1 
 
The Watershed is a well understood policy intervention which draws a clear line between 
when content is safe for Children to view and when content is more focussed towards adults. 
The introduction of PIN protections would only serve to blur that line.  Over time, we believe 
this could erode understanding and public confidence in the watershed as a means of 
determining which content is suitable for children. 
 
Introducing PIN protections, which would inevitably be taken up by some channels but not 

others, would create a confusing patchwork of regulation and far from increasing protections 

for children may even increase the likelihood of their exposure to adult content. Within the 

early-evening schedule channels would be able to opt-in and out of the ‘transition to adult 

material’ that operates up until the watershed. Pin protection may also be used to show 

stronger pre-watershed programming, more suitable for 7 or 8pm, earlier in the day. This 

patchwork of rules will only create confusion for viewers moving between channels and 

undermine audience expectations. 

Whilst it is reassuring that Ofcom claim that any PIN protection measures will be “robust” it 

is far from clear what the technical specifications of these protections would be. Given that 

entering a PIN number each time you switch to a new channel would introduce a substantial 

amount of friction for viewers it is likely that both Channels and Viewers would seek to 

minimise this friction by entering the PIN as few times as possible (perhaps as little just 

once on first accessing the channel) or by making the PIN as easy to enter as possible 

(0000, 1234) both of these outcomes would inevitably reduce the effectiveness of PIN 

numbers as a protection whilst also undermining the watershed. 

Channel 4 believes that if Ofcom is looking to review the regulations placed on broadcasters 

to give them greater flexibility on when they can schedule programming they should also 

                                                           
1
 Review of the rules for mandatory daytime PIN protections, Ofcom, 2016 

http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/consultations/mandatory-daytime-PIN-protections/summary/PIN_Call_for_Inputs.pdf


consider providing clear and standardised guidance on the existing rules, which are not 

always consistently applied, rather than introducing new elements which risk further 

confusing viewers. For example, Ofcom might consider providing guidance on the use of 

programme labelling as a means of informing viewers about whether the contents of a 

programme are appropriate for all to view. This would enable Channels to reduce 

unnecessary editing of films, which often compromises the viewing experience while still 

protecting children and vulnerable viewers from inappropriate content. 

As Ofcom identifies, the introduction of mandatory daytime PIN protections would also 

directly advantage vertically integrated Pay TV platforms such as Sky and Virgin, and in 

doing so unfairly disadvantage Free to Air (FTA) platforms which do not have the same 

ability to roll out hardware or software upgrades to enable PIN access. The introduction of 

PIN controls would therefore create an uneven playing field giving Pay Channels additional 

functionality and flexibility which better enables them to compete by giving them the 

freedom to schedule content which others cannot before the Watershed. 

Enabling Pay TV channels to show adult content pre watershed, whilst FTA channels are 

unable to take advantage of the same technology could have several potential negative 

competitive impacts including; 

 Making the FTA platform less attractive to Channels – who would have greater 
freedom to schedule content on Pay platforms with PIN protection. Channels would 
also have to run two separate versions of the same channel, with different 
programme edits and different scheduling, in order to run on both FTA and pay 
platforms – increasing overheads and distribution costs. 

 Making the FTA platform less attractive to viewers – who would be able to see a 
greater range of content, unedited, at different times of the day. Indeed if, as above, 
Channels are discouraged from continuing to run on FTA platforms without PIN 
protection Pay platforms would also have a greater range of channels – making FTA 
platforms far less attractive to viewers. 

 Disadvantage FTA Channels by enabling Pay TV channels to schedule competitive 
adult content against pre watershed content. E.g. Pay TV channels would be able to 
show uncut versions of 15 certificate films while FTA channels are limited to offering 
a highly edited and far less attractive version of the same film. 

 
Channel 4 believes that Ofcom should undertake a more detailed analysis of the likely 
impacts on FTA platforms and Channels before moving further with this review. Channel 4 
believes that the benefits of introducing PIN protections, which would only be used by a 
minority of Channels, are outweighed by the risks of undermining the Watershed and 
harming the competitiveness of FTA platforms.   
 
Channel 4 is also concerned that whilst Ofcom are seeking to achieve their stated viewer 
expectation of “comprehensive and broadly homogenous regulation across traditional 
broadcast TV and catch-up services” the introduction of PIN protections would only serve to 
detract from this aim. Indeed enabling PIN protections, which could only be implemented 
by pay TV platforms, and would be available on some channels and not others, adds a layer 
of complexity to existing regulations, muddying the water and creating confusion by 
splitting Channels into two differently regulated buckets, those who only show adult 
content after the Watershed, and those who are able to show it before if it is placed behind a 
PIN.  
 



Channel 4 would also like to highlight that while Ofcom note that parents believe it is 

important to have tools to protect children online because of the lack of existing regulation, 

Channel 4 applies the same high standards to both its online and offline content – 

effectively homogenising the regulatory protections in terms of harm and offence across all 

of our services. 

Channel 4 believes it is right that Ofcom seeks to periodically review the regulations that 

apply to broadcasters to ensure they are fit for purpose and seeking to offer broadcasters 

additional flexibility in how they can schedule programmes while maintaining protections 

for children is a welcome aim. However, Channel 4 believes it would be wise for Ofcom to 

wait until the technology has caught up to the extent that any solutions to achieve these 

dual aims can be rolled out across all platforms and will provide genuine protection to 

children and other vulnerable viewers rather than creating an uneven playing field by only 

benefitting vertically integrated pay platforms and risk undermining existing protections 

such as the watershed. 

 


