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ONGOING DEBATES

Why are so many development stories linked to images of
disaster? What motivates filmmakers to cover international
stories? What will bring television audiences to such
content? Drawing on interviews held with independent
filmmakers, broadcaster staff and commissioning executives
in the UK, this paper aims to contribute to the debate around
how best to provide information and create interest in other
parts of the world. 

Why make programmes with development
content, and for whom?
This research focused on programmes, not news reports,
featuring developing countries or development themes. The
programmes referred to could be in any format including
drama, documentary, entertainment and children’s TV. 

In an audience driven market, high ratings are the
indicators of a successful commission. What do filmmakers
and broadcasters perceive as the audience’s expectations of
development programming? The general view in these
interviews is ‘dull’ or ‘gory’, with an overriding sense of
hopelessness. Yet, ‘We have to be on guard on making
assumptions of the audience. We can be surprised by what
people express passion about’. (Broadcaster)
The above quote offers a word of warning against restricting
such a vast theme to one response. However, some of this
perception is explained by the belief that current affairs is
the ‘home’ for all international stories. An increasing
reliance on current affairs is supported by 3WE’s research
for The World on the Box (Dover and Bartnett 2004), which
found a rise in overall hours of current affairs coverage of
developing countries, in contrast to a fall in number of hours
across genres. The current affairs approach to stories creates
a self-perpetuating route for development as disaster.
Programme-makers, attempting to win commissions and
believing that hard-hitting stories are the ones that get made,
pitch proposals with these criteria. Or they are encouraged to
redirect and redraft their proposals to appeal to current
affairs.

Any idea that emerges and goes to a broadcaster about
development will get shunted to current affairs. What may
be a more elegiac film becomes hard current affairs –
leaving out a lot of nuance and the good bits.
(Independent)

90% of the ideas received for Africa Lives were gloom,
disaster, misery, famine, technical trade issues...stuff that’s
not going to light up an audience. (Broadcaster)

If the commissioning opportunities are so narrow, or
perceived as such, what are the incentives for trying to make
and broadcast programmes beyond news and current affairs?
The answer is summed up by one interviewee: ‘None
whatsoever other than personal curiosity’. (Independent)
Amongst all interviewees the perception is that there is no
business case for making international programming,
particularly those featuring developing countries. In the
increasingly competitive and commercial television industry,
neither broadcasters nor programme-makers choose to make
international programmes on the basis of commercial gain. 

What mitigates against international programmes is that
people don’t commission them. This leads to us self-
censoring our output, there are only so many struggles
you want to have. It is a commercial imperative not to
focus specifically on international stories. (Independent)

The audience isn’t watching international programmes,
filmmakers are finding fewer opportunities and the output in
number of hours is shrinking. An important development in
this is the introduction of digital free-to-air BBC4. Shifting
international programmes to a digital channel, most often
BBC4, with a smaller audience and consequent lesser
commercial significance, affects filmmakers and the
programmes they can make.

It’s squeezed outside seasons and ending up on a channel
watched by 90,000 at best. This is a major disincentive as
the money is less, the exposure is less, the decision-
making process is slower, the best filmmakers are less
keen, the programmes are therefore less good, and it
becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. (Independent)

Broadcasters do commission international programmes,
including those with development content. Filmmakers
continue to try to research and pitch them. If there is no
commercial incentive why persevere? Interviewees expressed
a range of motivations, from personal interest in
international relations, a sense of responsibility, to the need
for programmes ‘with soul’. 

Programme-makers often spend months and even years
researching and pushing a potential film. This has to be done
on the back of other projects, as once again, the lack of
commercial interest doesn’t bring in funding to cover the
time spent developing the project. One example cited was
that of Leslie Woodhead who has received an OBE for his
contribution to television. He made Cry from the Grave in
1999, which was used as evidence against Milosevic at the
International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia in
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the Hague. The film was made for £300,000 and widely
praised. A follow-up film was finally made in 2005 for
£160,000 and the smaller budget meant it had to be shot on
DV, mainly by Woodhead himself. It took nine months to
raise this funding from 7 broadcasters. The film was
transmitted on BBC4. 

Personal commitment, rather than commercial
enthusiasm, is just as significant amongst commissioning
editors. Personal links to developing countries can provide
the passion and insight a new programme idea demands. 

My own background as British born of African descent
has given me a different perspective on it. Obviously I’m
more interested, I’d say to a much greater extent than
most of my colleagues. (Broadcaster)

So in spite of, rather than inspired by, the lack of audience
and commercial interest, international programmes including
those featuring development content are made and
transmitted. 

Working with the development sector
For several filmmakers the smaller budgets have led to
closer working relationships with NGOs, who work in the
areas they are trying to film and who know the issues.
However, relatively few work with NGOs at the moment and
it appears to be both an underdeveloped working relationship
and also one that reveals certain tensions.

Independent filmmakers and production companies who
work with NGOs do so for specific reasons. One is
budgetary, but beyond this there is also a sense of
responsibility, in wanting to portray the story accurately and
to the people at the centre of the film. 

I work through local organisations, largely due to budget
restrictions. Given the opportunity I would go there
myself. However it is the safest way to get a true picture
of what is going on in the country, rather than from what
we in London think is happening in the country.
(Independent)

Other filmmakers are less willing to work with NGOs for
fear of being inappropriately perceived by local people as
part of the NGO, and so being ‘no longer neutral’. A further
cause of tension, more frequently expressed was one of
mistrust, often by both sides. 

There is a lack of trust between the development industry
and the media, coming from the development side. It is a
major hurdle in trying to portray accurate pictures of
development. (Independent, working exclusively and
successfully with development content)

Several broadcasters mentioned the potential material within
development agencies. As time and money spent on research
has been reduced broadcasters need the individual human
stories around which to tell the bigger issues. It is the people
working directly with those affected who have the leads. But
what seems to hinder this is the gap between the
expectations of development workers and what the

filmmakers and broadcasters sense will work as a narrative.
The films have to appeal to a general audience. 

For development activists they have to understand the
audience is not as passionate as they are. They have to be
lured in. There have to be compromises – it might seem
trivial and shallow but that is the way it will happen.
(Independent)

One interviewee has been participating in an initiative
introducing BBC programme-makers and commissioners to
NGO representatives. For the interviewee this has been a
positive experience, breaking down some of the tensions
whilst also producing the opportunity for both groups to
learn, understand and hear other points of view. 

NGOs interact with news teams generally, who are in and
out. They berate us TV people first, then we go ‘you’re
single-minded and boring’. We can then engage in much
better dialogue. (Broadcaster)

Broadcasting and development are both sectors demanding
high levels of personal commitment and passion.
Understanding and recognising the different skills and
knowledge could produce stories that will hold a previously
unengaged audience. 

The key challenge is how to engage the most talented
programme-makers with some very difficult issues and
problems. They have to find their own passion. We can
create a benign environment for it. (Broadcaster)

Broadcasters need the new and the innovative. Programmes
about lives in less developed parts of the world could and
should feature a broad range of experiences and new voices.
As this research suggests, finding the finance to develop
them is increasingly difficult. One possible route is to build
better working relationships between filmmakers and the
NGOs, not only with broadcaster staff but also the
independent sector. 

Perhaps most significantly and practically, for all
interviewees whether specifically committed to featuring
development content or not, the word ‘development’ and the
images it evokes are deeply problematic. It is perceived as a
dry, worthy and rather distant concept. International issues
on the other hand seem ‘interesting, exciting and engaging’.
So there’s at least one clear piece of advice. Don’t pitch your
programme proposal with ‘it’s about development’. That
would be a disaster.
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