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Summary 
 

The 2016 Paralympic Games was hosted by Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. The Paralympics 
aims to make for a more “inclusive society” where all the people, regardless of with or 
without impairment, live equally. The authors explored how broadcasting could 
contribute to attaining this goal, by recording the coverage of the Rio games aired on 
Channel 4 and NHK to analyze the scale and content of their broadcasts.  

Channel 4 and NHK both allocated the largest-ever airtime to Paralympic 
coverage and fully utilized their digital services including the Internet along with 
broadcasting. Both broadcasters also share in common that they provided easy-to-
understand explanations of the rules and classification—a unique feature of the 
Paralympics. Meanwhile a distinctive difference was that Channel 4 featured a large 
number of people with impairment as presenters and commentators. How to introduce 
Paralympians’ profiles also differed: NHK focused on their athletic abilities as sports 
persons while Channel 4 told athletes’ stories including how they had overcome the 
impairment.  

On the whole NHK devoted to broadcasting the Paralympics as a “sports event” 
just like the Olympics. On the contrary, the approach taken by Channel 4 was to 
portray Paralympians’ humanity with an aim to make the Paralympics more resonated 
with the viewers. Besides, almost every night Channel 4 inserted a report that would 
provoke thoughts on issues related to people with impairment and society during its 
night-time live coverage. The broadcaster’s decision to schedule the report during 
prime time for family viewing not only conveyed the excitement of sports but also 
raised a question on society and presented Paralympic coverage’s potential to evoke 
public awareness for social reform for building a more “inclusive society.”  

 
 
I. Introduction 

 
The Paralympic Games held in Rio de Janeiro concluded on September 18, 2016. The closing 
ceremony was broadcast in real time in Japan on September 19 at 8:00 a.m., but do viewers 
recall the Tokyo 2020 handover ceremony and Japan's performance? This part of the ceremony 
started with the handover of the Paralympic banner, the playing of the national anthem of 
Japan—host of the 2020 games—followed by a presentation that opened with the words "Thank 
you," displayed on a screen in a wide range of languages, for support after the Great East Japan 
Earthquake. Up to this point, the ceremony paralleled any closing ceremony of the Olympic 
Games, but the performances that followed signified a desire1) that the Tokyo Paralympics 
would be a positive switch for disabled people to begin a new life. It featured a total of 19 
dancers, including nine with and 10 without disabilities (of which, four of the latter were 
accompanists), and depicted how interaction between individuals with and without disabilities 
generates a positive cycle, transforming people and society.2) In addition, the fact that the 
performance did not feature any current or former Paralympic athletes also conveyed the 
message of a desire to change society as a whole through the 2020 Tokyo Games. 

These images were broadcast throughout the world and probably seen by several billion 
people. Even now they continue to be accessed repeatedly on the Internet. The Paralympics 
might have a tenth as many viewers as the Olympics; nevertheless, the many people throughout 
the world who saw this performance doubtless had their expectations raised for the 2020 Tokyo 
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Paralympics. 
Few studies have taken as their subject the relationship between the Paralympics and the 

media. Research relating to broadcasting during the 1964 Tokyo Paralympics, however, 
indicates that programs were presented with a focus on reassimilating persons with disabilities 
back into society. Research and analysis focusing on newspapers indicates that since the 2000 
Sydney Games, articles about the Paralympics appeared more often in the sports pages, rather 
than the social pages (Yamada 2016, pp. 43-44). 

From these existing surveys and research, it is possible to see that—while differences 
exist between the types of media that cover the Paralympics—as the Paralympics accumulate 
more history, the media approach is changing from one in which parasports are depicted as a 
tool for conquering disabilities in order to return to society, to one in which Paralympians are 
treated as athletes and the Paralympics regarded as a sports event, just as the Olympics are. 
During its coverage of the closing ceremony, NHK featured British Paralympian and medalist 
Emma Wiggs commenting, "I hope people will view Paralympians as athletes," which makes 
apparent that that is what Paralympians themselves desire. 

But are the Paralympics to be focused on only as a sports festival? While the International 
Paralympic Committee (IPC) regards it as important to enable participating athletes to perform 
to their fullest potential, it also aims to thoroughly convey the capabilities of those Paralympians 
to redefine the limits of the possible, and by smashing preconceptions relating to persons with 
disabilities, to change people’s ways of thinking and attitudes relating to the disabilities they 
have. 

With the 2020 Tokyo Games in view, the Paralympic vision articulated by Japan at the 
closing ceremony was in accord with this IPC movement. This essay aims to find out how this 
vision can be expressed in Paralympic broadcasts. In search of possible answers, we decided to 
take Japanese and British broadcasts of the Rio de Janeiro Paralympics as our subject of analysis. 
 
 
II. Research Objectives 

 
Before considering the Paralympics in conjunction with broadcasting, it is desirable to first take 
up the original goal of the Paralympics and its modern significance. The IPC, the governing 
body for the Paralympics, defines its ultimate aspiration as, "To make for a more inclusive 
society for people with an impairment through para sport."3) The Paralympics are seen as going 
beyond the category of sports—not just as a parasports festival—but as a social transformation 
movement to create and realize a society in which all can live in equality, that is, an inclusive 
society. 

The term Paralympics became popular with the 1964 Tokyo Games, coined as a 
portmanteau of paraplegia and Olympics. But as the scope of participation enlarged, the name 
was formalized in 1985 as a combination of the para as in parallel (from the Greek preposition 
para, meaning standing alongside or coexisting with) and Olympics.4) The concept of standing 
alongside (that is, equal to, or on a par with) embodied in para connects to the creation of an 
inclusive society. We set out to discover how this concept be expressed in broadcasts, and how 
such broadcasts can contribute to the realization of an inclusive society.  

With an inclusive society defined as a society in which everyone, regardless of disability, 
can participate, that is, a society that has realized equality and parity, we decided to analyze the 
broadcasts in terms of the following two theses. 
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The role of broadcasts in promoting realization of an inclusive society 
Thesis 1. The Paralympics are broadcast in the same manner as the Olympics, as sports 
Thesis 2. The Paralympics are a tool for social transformation toward an inclusive society 

Thesis 1 asserts that broadcasters should treat the Paralympics as sports—not specifically 
as disability sports, but one that persons with or without disabilities—anyone—can enjoy 
watching; and that this approach reflects the "para" concept. Thesis 2 asserts that by 
broadcasting the Paralympics, the "para" concept is conveyed to viewers through images and 
sound, dispelling fixed and pre-existing concepts concerning disabilities and those who have 
them, and viewers are given an opportunity to change their attitudes toward people and that can, 
in turn, foster a general social transformation. Thesis 2 takes Thesis 1 as its foundation, and 
both take a new look at the significance of the Paralympics and inclusive society in relation to 
broadcasting. The question then is, how can one validate the thesis that a Paralympic broadcast 
is a "sports broadcast"? What actual practices allow one to assert that a Paralympic broadcast 
could lead to social transformation toward an inclusive society? In the next section, we explain 
the framework of our research into Rio Paralympics broadcasts. 
 
 
III. Summary of Rio Paralympic Broadcasts and Subject of Research  

 
According to the IPC, the 2016 Rio de Janeiro Paralympic Games were broadcast to a record 
154 nations via radio, television, and a variety of Internet-based digital platforms, and were 
seen by a total of 4.1 billion viewers worldwide. Broadcast hours devoted to the Rio Paralympic 
Games exceeded the combined totals for the 2008 Beijing and 2012 London Paralympic 
Games.5) 

Entities that broadcast the Paralympics vary according to countries and regions of the 
world.6) European entities tended to be public broadcasters, while in North America, coverage 
was provided by commercial broadcaster NBC in the US, and in Canada, by a consortium of 
the public broadcaster CBC and the Canadian Paralympic Committee. In South America, which 
was hosting its first Paralympics, coverage was provided by Globo, the leading commercial 
broadcaster, as well as America Movil of Mexico. In Africa, coverage was provided by Super 
Sport, the sports channel of MultiChoice, the continent's largest commercial broadcaster. 
Australian commercial broadcaster Seven Network provided a record amount of coverage, far 
more than it did during the 2012 London Games. In recent years, most major commercial 
broadcasters have tended to cover the Paralympics, and total hours of coverage have increased 
with each Paralympics since the Beijing Games of 2008. 
 
III-1 Comparison of Japanese and British Paralympic broadcasts 
It appears that the Paralympics began to be seen as valuable, attractive content for commercial 
broadcasters from the 2012 London Games onward. British domestic broadcasts of the London 
Paralympic Games were shifted from conventional public broadcaster BBC to advertising-
supported Channel 4, and its coverage was widely praised for going beyond the competition 
venues and signaling the Games’ potential as a driving force for social transformation by 
changing people’s attitudes and responses toward persons with disabilities. For example, 
leading international ratings research company Nielsen stated that "The 2012 London Games 
prompted change in the views of people living in Britain with regard to persons with 
disabilities," and the company's research immediately after the Games indicated that 68% of 
respondents were moved by the Paralympics, while 48% expressed a desire for more 
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Paralympic coverage.8) In addition, British research companies BDRC and YouGov also 
surveyed attitudes relating to persons with disabilities living in Britain and taking part in 
Paralympic sports.9) They found that 65% of viewers felt that the Paralympic coverage had a 
positive impact on their view of persons with disabilities; 68% had their view of parasports 
favorably influenced by Paralympic coverage; 82% felt that athletes with disabilities were just 
as talented as able-bodied athletes; and 64% felt that the Paralympics were just as good as the 
Olympics. Percentages of those holding these positive views were even higher among those 
who watched Channel 4 coverage. 

Our analysis compares Paralympic coverage by NHK to that of Channel 4, which, among 
the many broadcasters from around the world, made its Paralympic broadcasts a success, and 
whose coverage is considered a model for modern Paralympic broadcast coverage. Moreover, 
with its experience broadcasting the London Paralympics in its own country, and having also 
broadcast the Rio Games in 2016, we believed that comparison with Channel 4 would be useful 
in investigating not simply how sports broadcasting should be, but also how broadcasting could 
contribute to the Paralympic movement promoted by IPC—particularly for NHK, which will 
be the host broadcaster for the 2020 Tokyo Games.  
 
III-2 Channel 4 
Before explaining our research methodology in detail, we would first like to profile Channel 4 
briefly. 

As its name indicates, Channel 4 was the fourth British terrestrial television broadcaster 
to be established, in November 1982, after two BBC channels and commercial broadcaster, ITV. 
Channel 4's distinctive characteristics are 1) it is a public entity established by law, that is, a 
publicly-owned corporation of the British government; yet 2) it carries advertising as a means 
of commercial funding, and in its 35 years of operation has never been supported by public 
funding; 3) it does not maintain in-house production capabilities, and commissions nearly 100% 
of its production to independent producers and production companies; unlike its mainstream 
BBC and commercial television ITV predecessors, it acts as an alternative channel; 4) it caters 
to interests of a culturally diverse society; furthermore, 5) the content and form of its programs 
are innovative, experimental, and creative. 

Channel 4 reaches the entire nation through five channels offering a broad range of 
programming that includes news and reportage, education and culture, and entertainment.10) It 
boasts an average annual viewer share of 11%, with especially high support from viewers aged 
16 to 35. 
 
III-3 NHK and Channel 4 Paralympic programming  
The Rio de Janeiro Paralympic Games were held over a period of 12 days, from September 7 
to 18, 2016. A total of approximately 4,400 athletes representing 159 nations and regions as 
well as a team consisting of refugee and asylee athletes, participated in the Games. A total of 
132 athletes from Japan participated, while the UK total was almost twice as large, at 251. 

Table 1 shows NHK and Channel 4 programming during the Games. NHK delivered a 
record 133 hours of broadcasting, while Channel 4's total was 154 hours. Both broadcasters 
offered a variety of digital services, including video and text information via dedicated Internet 
sites, as well as mobile terminal apps. In particular, NHK used the Rio Games as an 
experimental occasion for new digital services, and provided ultra-high-definition broadcasts 
of highlights and live streaming of all 13 competitions with International Signal. In total, these 
services amounted to approximately 780 hours. 
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Also, NHK's General TV channel (NHK G) was used as a main channel for Paralympic 
broadcasting, a first for NHK. Channel 4 also used its main channel (Channel 4) for 
broadcasting while using its subsidiary channel More4, to broadcast additional footage from 
Channel 4's relay broadcast, or footage from the previous day featuring UK competitors that 
could not be broadcast in a relay program on Channel 4. 

Special programs from the two broadcasters differed. Channel 4's "The Last Leg" began 
in 2012 as a studio-produced entertainment program for the London Games. It is currently a 
regularly-scheduled program that is familiar to viewers. The program features an Australian 
comedian with a disability, and of the other two presenters one other also has a disability. At 
the same time, the NHK program "Minna de ouen! Rio Paralympics [Let's All Root for Rio 
Paralympians!]" actively incorporates accessibility features for persons with hearing or visual 
disabilities including closed captions, sign language, and voiceover commentary, to help these 
people deepen understanding of parasports ahead of the 2020 Tokyo Games. 
 

Table 1. Broadcast Programs of the Rio Paralympics 
NHK  Channel 4 

Rio Paralympics (NHK G),  
News: Good Morning, Japan & 
Paralympics (NHK G) 
 Approx. 03:30 - 10:00 
Rio Paralympics (NHK G) 
 Approx. 13:00 - 15:00 
Rio Paralympics (BS1) 
 Approx. 16:00 - 18:00 

Relay 
program 

Paralympics 2016 (Channel 4) 
13:00 - 18:00  

(19:00 on Saturdays & Sundays) 

21:00 – 01:00 
Paralympics 2016 (More4) 

09:15 – 11:15 (11:20 occasionally) 
18:00 – 19:00 (except Saturdays & 
Sundays; from 17:30 on September 17) 

Paralympics Time (NHK G) 
 22:00 slot 

Compilation 
of highlights 

Highlights with Clare Balding (Channel 
4) 

19:30 – 20:00 
Minna de ouen! Rio Paralympics  
(E TV) 
 20:00 – 20:45 

Special 
program 

The Last Leg: Live from Rio  
(Channel 4) 

20:00 – 21:00 
 
 
IV. Research Methodology 

 
IV-1 Analysis of Japanese and British relay programs  
Of the programs broadcast by NHK and Channel 4 during the Rio Paralympics shown in Table 
1, the following relay programs were selected as the object of analysis: Rio Paralympics and 
Good Morning Japan & Paralympics from NHK, and Paralympics 2016 from Channel 4, for 
two reasons. First, over the term of the Rio Games, NHK broadcast approximately 10 hours of 
related programming daily, but the majority of this programming was allocated to relay 
coverage of competition. This was the first time since it began broadcasting the Paralympics 
that NHK placed such emphasis on the actual games, meaning that the results of our analysis 
could potentially be reflected in relay programs of the 2020 Tokyo Games. Second, in those 
relay programs, the entire competitions were broadcast from beginning to end, including the 
results for most of the games. As a sports program presenting a competitive event, this format 
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is also general for the Olympics and other sports tournaments (baseball, soccer, etc.), and we 
believe that makes it suitable for validating the aforementioned Thesis 1, that Paralympics 
broadcasts can be classified as sports broadcasts. 
 

Table 2. NHK and Channel 4 Relay Programs Analyzed 
NHK 
Rio Paralympics 
Good Morning, Japan & Paralympics 

 
Channel 4 
Paralympics 2016 

  Broadcast 
channel 

Broadcast 
start time 

Broadcast 
end time    Broadcast 

channel 
Broadcast 
start time 

Broadcast 
end time 

Oct 9 (Fri) 
NHK G 

3:30 9:30   
Oct 8 (Thus) 

Channel4 
13:00 18:00 

13:05 15:00   20:30 1:00 
22:41 23:55   More4 18:00 19:00 

BS1 16:00 17:39   

Oct 9 (Fri) 
Channel4 

13:00 18:00 

Oct 10 (Sat) 
NHK G 

3:30 9:30   21:00 1:00 
13:50 15:00   

More4 
9:15 11:15 

BS1 16:00 17:41   18:00 19:00 

Oct 11 (Sun) 
NHK G 

4:00 11:00   
Oct 10 (Sat) 

Channel4 
13:00 19:00 

13:05 15:00   21:00 1:00 
BS1 17:00 18:41   More4 9:15 11:15 

Oct 12 (Mon) 
NHK G 

4:00 11:00   
Oct 11 (Sun) 

Channel4 
13:00 19:00 

13:05 15:00   21:00 1:00 
BS1 16:00 17:50   More4 9:15 11:15 

Oct 13 (Tues) 
NHK G 

1:x15 3:30   

Oct 12 (Mon) 
Channel4 

13:00 18:00 
4:00 9:30   21:00 1:00 

13:05 15:00   
More4 

9:15 11:15 
BS1 16:00 17:47   18:00 19:00 

Oct 14 (Wed) 
NHK G 

4:00 9:40   

Oct 13 (Tues) 
Channel4 

13:00 18:00 
13:05 15:00   21:00 1:00 

BS1 17:00 17:50   
More4 

9:15 11:15 

Oct 15 (Thus) 
NHK G 

3:30 9:45   18:00 19:00 
15:20 16:00   

Oct 14 (Wed) 
Channel4 

13:00 18:00 
BS1 17:00 17:50   21:00 1:00 

Oct 16 (Fri) 
NHK G 

3:30 9:47   
More4 

9:15 11:20 
13:05 15:00   18:00 19:00 

BS1 17:00 17:50   

Oct 15 (Thus) 
Channel4 

13:00 18:00 

Oct 17 (Sat) 
NHK G 

3:30 9:35   21:00 1:00 
13:50 15:00   

More4 
9:15 11:20 

22:38 0:08   18:00 19:00 
BS1 17:00 17:50   

Oct 16 (Fri) 
Channel4 

13:00 18:00 

Oct 18 (Sun) 
NHK G 

3:30 9:00   21:00 1:00 
13:15 15:10   

More4 
9:15 11:20 

BS1 
16:00 17:45   18:00 19:00 
20:50 22:33   

Oct 17 (Sat) 
Channel4 

13:00 17:30 
      21:00 1：00 
      

More4 
9:15 11:20 

      17:30 19:00 
      

Oct 18 (Sun) 
Channel4 13:00 18:15 

      More4 9:15 11:15 
Note: Broadcast start and end times are based on a 24-hour clock (0:00 to 23:59). 
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Note that a "relay program" may present competition both in real time and as prerecorded 

content. In this investigation, "relay program" refers to both live and prerecorded content of 
competition.11) 

During the term of research, all Rio Paralympic relay programs were taped for analysis—
NHK programs in Tokyo, and Channel 4 programs in London from the main channel, Channel 
4 (Table 2). NHK relay programs were broadcast on two channels, NHK G and BS1; during 
the term of the Rio Games, NHK G used multicasting during the morning hours, with regular 
programming (the News: Good Morning, Japan news program and the morning drama series 
Daddy Sister the lifestyle information program Morning Market, etc.) broadcast on the main 
channel, and Paralympic competition on the subchannel. With the start of News: Good Morning, 
Japan, whose regular broadcast time had been moved forward for the term of the Rio Games, 
broadcasting of relay programs that started in the early morning was switched to the subchannel, 
and program taping was also switched accordingly. 
 
IV-2 Term of Research 
Research methods were applied to the period of the Paralympic broadcasts. This was a 10-day 
term from September 9 (Friday) to 18 (Sunday), 2016 (Japan time), corresponding to an 11-day 
period from September 8 (Thursday) to 18 (Sunday), UK time.12) 

Coverage of the opening ceremony (September 8 Japan time, September 7 UK time) and 
the closing ceremony (September 19 Japan time, September 18 UK time) was excluded from 
the analysis. 
 
IV-3 Analytical Methodology 
Before coding the recorded data, content classification standards were established, as presented 
in the box below. Both channels covered multiple events and athletic contests13) during long 
programs. Fundamentally, coding was carried out by event (e.g., for swimming: men's 100-
metre freestyle, women's 100-metre freestyle, etc.). 

NHK programs were coded by five individuals from this Institute, including Watanabe 
and Nakamura, while Channel 4 programs were coded by Watanabe and Nakamura alone. In 
cases where the appropriate code was unclear, the content was evaluated in terms of each coding 
item. 
 
 

Coding Items and Classification Standards 

a. Broadcast framework 

1) Date, time of broadcast  2) Live or prerecorded  3) Competition relayed 
Broadcast days and times (broadcast start and end times) were confirmed and daily broadcast duration 
measured for each relay program under analysis. In addition, each aspect required to characterize the 
broadcast framework was confirmed, including whether footage used during the program was live or 
prerecorded, the type of event covered, etc. During the programs, a few minutes of news (NHK) or 
commercial messages (Channel 4) were inserted. For this investigation, program duration was calculated as 
the difference between program end and start times, with no effort made to deduct the duration of any inserted 
news or commercial messages. 
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b. Participants 

Participants were present in the studio where event rules were explained and athletes profiled before the 
events, as well as at the event venue where competition took place. They were thus classified on the basis of 
their location and the role they fulfilled. Participants were also broadly divided into individuals with and 
without disabilities.  
1) Studio   Location            1 Home country 
       2 Rio 

Presenter Gender            1 Male 
       2 Female 
    Physical status   1 Without disability 

       2 With disability 

  Guest  Gender   1 Male 
       2 Female 

    Physical status  1 None with disability  

       2 All with disability  
       3 With and without disability 

    Event expertise  1 Specialist 

       2 Non-specialist 
Studios were classified as located either in the home nation or in Rio. Studio location is one relevant 

indicator of the scale of Paralympic coverage. Presenters appearing in the studios are responsible for hosting 
the program. Guests included former athletes, individuals with competitive experience, and others with 
specialist expertise in a given event who provided commentary. Other guests included coaches, family 
members, supporters, and others with a connection to participating athletes. As such, we added a 
specialist/Non-specialist classification to reflect event knowledge. As an approach suited to an inclusive 
society, we classified presenters and guests by gender as well as physical status (presence or absence of 
disability). 
2) Event venue  Play-by-play Gender 1 Male 
 announcer 2 Female 

 Physical status  1 Without disability 

               2 With disability 
       3 Unknown 

  Commentator Gender   1 Male 

       2 Female 
    Physical status  1 Without disability 

       2 With disability 

       3 Unknown 
    Event expertise  1 Specialist 

        2 Non-specialist 

 Participating  Gender 1 Male 
 Athlete 2 Female 

Participants at the event venue included play-by-play announcers and commentators to present the 
event, as well as the participating athletes. Of course, some of the individuals connected with the athletes, 
such as coaches, family members, and supporters occasionally appeared as guests in the venue, but coding 
focused on the three categories of play-by-play announcers, commentators and participating athletes. During 
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the relay programs covering the event, live reporting and commentary were often provided in voiceover 
format only, making it impossible to determine the physical status of the speaker. In such cases, physical 
status was classified as unknown. 

 
c. Constituent elements 
1) Event briefing  Rules briefing   1 Yes 
       2 No 

   Classification briefing  1 Yes 

       2 No 
   Briefing method    1 Prerecorded content (live action) 

       2 CG, animation 

       3 Still image (incl. paper boards) 
       4 Small screen (any images) 

       5 Commentary only 
To validate Thesis 1, that the Paralympic broadcasts are sports broadcasts, we focused on whether or 

not information was being provided to enable viewers to understand the Paralympics as sports, such as 
briefings covering the rules for an event. Certain Paralympic events share their names with Olympic events 
but are governed by different rules,14) and these rules must be understood if the events are to be viewed as 
sports. 
In addition, the parasports genre employs distinctive divisions of athletes into competitive classes based on 
type and degree of disability. These classification systems enable athletes to compete on the same level with 
others having the same type of disability, to ensure the fairness of competition. 

In addition to looking at whether or not the program included rule briefings and classification briefings, 
we also picked up as coding items the methods used to support those briefings. After dividing the methods 
broadly into images or commentary only, we also broke down the images by type. While still images included 
photographs, charts, maps, etc., occupying the entire television screen, boards with lettering or images held 
by participants (paper boards) were often shown in close-up, therefore occupying the entire screen, and were 
included in still images. Small screen images, and separate small-screen images inset in the main screen, 
were not further broken down by type (moving or still). 
2) Athlete profiles Present     1 Yes 

        2 No 

   Profiling method    1 Prerecorded content (live action) 
        2 Still image (incl. paper boards) 

        3 Small screen (any images) 

        4 Commentary only 
 Content 1 Origin of disability 

  2 Degree of disability 

  3 Family background 
  4 Encounter with the sport 

  5 Experience in the sport 

  6 Other 
Along with event briefing, the element listed before this, we focused on how participating athletes 

were portrayed. We selected profiling method as well as content as coding items, including experience in the 
sport, origin and degree of disability, and the athlete's family background. 
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V. Analytical Results 
 

V-1 Broadcast scale and actual broadcast hours 
Table 3 shows the scale and actual hours of Paralympic broadcasts by NHK and Channel 4. 
NHK broadcast a total 133 hours over its three channels (NHK G, E TV, and BS1). Of this, 74 
hours were live broadcasts.15) This was a record total for NHK's Paralympic broadcasting. For 
Channel 4, the Rio Paralympics marked a record amount of broadcasting from an international 
location, with Channel 4 and More4 together broadcasting a total 154 hours of programming. 
While NHK relayed nine Rio Paralympic events, Channel 4 broadcast all 22 events. This 
difference in broadcast scope apparently reflects both the difference in the number of 
participating Japanese and British athletes, and the fact that British athletes competed in every 
event of the Rio Games, leading to a larger number of events broadcast. 

Next, Figure 1 shows the total daily broadcast hours of relay programming by day, for 
NHK and Channel 4 during the Games. NHK's totals varied by day, but Channel 4's total hours 
of broadcasting were nearly level across the duration of the Games, except for September 8, the 
first day of competition, and September 18, the final day. 

NHK provided live games during the late night and morning hours, and prerecorded 
content for programs in the afternoon hours. Prerecorded content was aired in the afternoon for 
events that could not be included in the morning broadcast, and some events that had been 
broadcast live in the morning were rebroadcast in the afternoon programs. Channel 4 used live 
event footage for programs broadcast in the afternoon and evening, but for morning broadcasts, 
it used prerecorded footage of events featuring British athletes that could not be included in 
programs on the previous day. Figure 2 shows total broadcast hours of relay programs using 
live footage and those using prerecorded content. 

Channel 4 broadcast more hours of live footage than NHK, which may have been due to 
the time difference with Rio. The time difference between Japan and Rio is 12 hours, with night 
and day reversed. The time difference with Britain is 4 hours, allowing Channel 4 to present 
events taking place in Rio in real time from afternoon into evening. The live broadcasts were 
of events being aired for the first time, the fact that Britain had more participating athletes than 
Japan, and, as shown in Table 3 (p. 12), the larger number of events covered than Japan, are 
other possible factors reflected in Channel 4's greater total of live coverage. 

NHK had more hours of programs using prerecorded content. The reason for this, as 
stated previously, was likely because, although both broadcasters used prerecorded content to 
broadcast events that could not be included in their live programs, NHK also rebroadcast events 
during its afternoon program that it had presented already as live footage. Live footage was 
broadcast in Japan late at night and early in the morning, during hours when viewing was 
difficult for most. As such, afternoon programs featured prerecorded content as a service to 
viewers who had missed the live coverage. At the same time, this reuse of prerecorded content 
increased exposure and to and thus awareness of Paralympic events, which cannot be said to be 
widely recognized in Japan. 
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Figure 1. Daily Broadcast Hours, Rio Paralympic Relay Programs (September 2016) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Table 3. NHK and Channel 4 Broadcast Scale and Actual Broadcast Hours 
NHK  Channel 4 

NHK G, E TV, BS1 Broadcast channel Channel 4, More4 

133 hours Total broadcast hours 154 hours 

Para athletics, cycling, goalball, 
judo, Para powerlifting, Para 
swimming, wheelchair 
basketball, wheelchair rugby, 
wheelchair tennis 

9 sports Relayed sports 

Archery, Para athletics, boccia, 
canoe, cycling, equestrian, 
football 5-a-side, football 7-a-
side, goalball, judo, Para 
powerlifting, rowing, shooting, 
sitting volleyball, Para 
swimming, table tennis, 
triathlon, sailing, wheelchair 
basketball, wheelchair fencing, 
wheelchair rugby, wheelchair 
tennis 

22 sports 
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Figure 2. Total Broadcast Hours, Live Programs and Relay Programs using 
Prerecorded Content 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
V-2 Relay Program Patterns 
Just as in the Olympics, Paralympic relay programs followed the basic pattern shown in Figure 
3. After an introduction and guide to the event by presenters and others in the studio (located 
in the broadcaster's home facility or a specially established studio, perhaps near the event venue), 
play-by-play announcers and commentators at the event venue covered the event proceedings. 
The program then returned to the studio setting to deliver the competition results. When 
multiple events were presented over an extended period of time, this pattern was repeated 
regardless of whether the event was presented live or was prerecorded. In terms of this pattern, 
there was no significant difference between NHK and Channel 4,16) but differences were 
observed between studio locations and participant mix, mainly due to the fact that all of Channel 
4's Rio Paralympic relay programs were broadcast from Rio de Janeiro. 

NHK announcers at its Broadcasting Center in Shibuya, Tokyo served as presenters for 
the programs, leading the programs in connection with the event venues in Rio, where play-by-
play announcers and commentators provided voiceover-only coverage (Figure 4). The same 
pattern was observed for NHK, both for programs broadcast on NHK G in the late night and 
early morning, as well as programs broadcast in the afternoon, although the former presented 
the events live and the latter with prerecorded content. 

Channel 4 differed from NHK by locating its presenters in studios it set up in Rio (Figure 
5). These included a main studio in Rio's Olympic Park as well as an on-site relay studio in the 
Olympic Stadium, where athletics events were held; in the Olympic Aquatic Stadium, covering 
swimming events; and in Lagoa Stadium for rowing events. Presenters and guests were present 
in each studio, and as shown in Figure 5, the main studio could be connected directly to studios 
in the event venues (Relay 1), or, in some events, the main studio could be connected to the 
event venue via an on-site relay studio (Relay 2). In the latter case, types of information 
provided by the main studio and on-site relay studios differed, with a broad outline of events 
presented from the main studio, and such content as highlights of that day's competition and 
atmosphere from the event venues supplied by the on-site relay studio. Coverage of actual 
competitions was provided in voiceover-only format by play-by-play announcers and 
commentators, in the same approach as that used by NHK. 

By differentiating the use of its main studio and on-site relay studios, Channel 4 
communicated a sense of what it was like to be in Rio, such as scenes of people visiting Olympic 
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Park and the excitement in the event venues. The channel also made an effort to communicate 
the visual reality of the site during the relay programs, for example, with a large window 
situated behind the presenters' table in the main studio affording a view of Olympic Park, and 
on-site relay studios having their respective event venues visible in the background.  
 

Figure 3. Basic Pattern of Sports Relay Programs 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4. Basic Pattern of NHK Relay Programs 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 5. Basic Patterns of Channel 4 Relay Programs 

Relay 1 
 
 
 
 

Relay 2 
 
 
 
 
 
V-3 Participants 
Observing the participants from the standpoint of Thesis 1 (p. 4), "The Paralympics are 
broadcast in the same manner as the Olympics, as sports," both NHK and Channel 4 used the 
same approach for their Olympic relay programs, with presenters and specialist guest 
commentators in their studios, while in the event venues, play-by-play announcers and 
commentators provided voiceover coverage only. A difference was observed, however, in the 
number of presenters, with NHK always having one presenter located in the main studio in all 
of its programs, while Channel 4 used different numbers of participants in its main and on-site 
relay studios. In its main studio, Channel 4 used a pair of presenters for its two afternoon 
programs and one for its evening program, while the on-site relay studio used five presenters. 

For its guest commentators, NHK used former Paralympic athletes and medalists (in Para 
athletics, Para swimming, wheelchair basketball, and wheelchair rugby), as well as athletes with 
Olympic experience (athletics, swimming) who were involved with parasports. Channel 4, on 
the other hand, followed a policy of using former parasports athletes only. For example former 
Paralympians, including medalists, in Para athletics, Para swimming, wheelchair rugby, cycling, 
and sitting volleyball, and a gold medalist from past Winter Paralympics. In addition to its 
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commentators, Channel 4 leveraged the advantage of locating its studios in Rio by featuring 
family members of athletes who were present in Rio to cheer them on, as well as medalists 
whose Rio events had concluded. A journalist from the Daily Telegraph, Britain's largest-
circulation daily broadsheet newspaper, also appeared. Beginning with the first relay program 
and nearly every day afterward, he appeared at the opening of the 13:00 -16:00 program, 
providing not so much commentary on the events as commentary on the significance of the 
Paralympics, including historical background, the social situations of the athletes, and the 
present and future of parasports, with different content each day from a journalist's standpoint. 
It could be said that compared to NHK, Channel 4 featured a diverse range of guests in addition 
to its game commentators. 

In addition, differences in presenter attributes clearly differentiated the two broadcasters 
(Table 4). Looking at gender, NHK used one male presenter for its late night to early morning 
program, and one female or male presenter for its afternoon program. Channel 4 was observed 
to use more female presenters than NHK; for example, one of Channel 4's main studio 
presenters for its afternoon program was female, and its evening program was entirely led by a 
female presenter. Two of the five on-site relay presenters were also female.  
Moreover, all of NHK's presenters were without disabilities, but of Channel 4's total of 10 
presenters in its main and on-site relay studios, six were persons with disabilities, with some in 
wheelchairs. This was the largest number of presenters with disabilities in UK broadcast history, 
and the large number of women and persons with disabilities—persons who could be regarded 
as socially disadvantaged—appearing on camera during the on-site relay programs was a 
notable point in considering the best approach to Paralympic broadcasts and the inclusive 
society. 
 

Table 4. NHK and Channel 4 Presenters 
 Channel Program name Broadcast time Presenter 

N
H

K
 

NHK G 

Rio Paralympics 

3:30 – 10:00 
(approx.) 1 male W/o disability Good Morning, 

Japan & 
Paralympics 

Rio Paralympics 13:00 (approx.) – 
15:00 1 female or 1 male W/o disability 

BS1 Rio Paralympics 16:00 – 18:00 
(approx.) *No presenter 

C
hannel 4 

 Channel 4 Paralympics 2016 

13:00 – 16:00 

M
ain studio 

2 males 
 

Both w/ 
disability 

O
n-site relay 

3 
males

 
2 

females 
 

3 w/o 
disability 

 
2 w/ 

disability 
16:00 – 18:00 

(19:00 on 
Saturdays) 

1 male 
1 

female 
 

Both w/ 
disability 

21:00 – 1:00 1 female W/o disability 

More4 Paralympics 2016 
9:15 – 11:15 

(sometimes until 
11:20) 

*No presenter 

Note: Broadcast times are based on 24-hour clock (0:00 to 23:59). 
More4 programs beginning at 18:00 (except Saturday and Sunday; September 17 only, from 17:30) were 
shortened due to the extension of Channel 4's relay program. 
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V-4 Rule briefings 
To compare how rule briefings were carried out during the relay programs, we examined the 
proceedings for the nine events that NHK and Channel 4 covered in common (Table 5). We 
classified briefings into those that employed prerecorded content and still images to visually 
illustrate the rules of the event, and those that did not make use of such visual tools, relying 
instead on comments from presenters, commentators, and others. For eight of the nine events 
(excluding power lifting), NHK visually enhanced their briefings with prerecorded content and 
still images. For each of the nine events, Channel 4's briefings consisted solely of comments 
from commentators and others. The same tendency was observed for the other events Channel 
4 covered in addition to the nine it covered in common with NHK. 

Some viewers see certain parasports for the first time in the Paralympics. As such, they 
must first understand the sport in order to enjoy it. We therefore examined the timing of rule 
briefings. As an example to illustrate the differences between NHK rule briefings and those of 
Channel 4, we will use the rules of wheelchair rugby. 

Wheelchair rugby became an official Paralympic event with the 2000 Sydney Games. 
Four members from each side attempt to carry a special round ball to their opponents' goal. 
"Tackling"—physical contact between wheelchairs of opposing players—is allowed, and 
because of the forceful nature of such contact, the sport is also known as "murderball." The 
rules are specific to this sport; for example, in addition to the special characteristics of the ball, 
teams include both male and female players, and forward passing is allowed. 

How were these wheelchair rugby briefings carried out? Japan's first wheelchair rugby 
match during the Rio Paralympics took place on September 15, 2016. Table 6 shows the 
broadcast flow for NHK. There was a five-minute rule briefing before the game from 8:06 to 
8:11, with the studio presenter using still images to explain the rules. When the second match 
took place the next day, a prerecorded video was used to explain the rules. 

Britain's first wheelchair rugby match was held on September 14. Channel 4's broadcast 
took place from a special studio in Rio, and featured two presenters and the former captain of 
the UK team, at the time of the London Games, as a commentator. Table 7 shows the broadcast 
flow. First, the former captain answered questions from the presenters, and pointed out that 
wheelchair rugby, and its key elements such as passing and tackling before scoring a goal, was 
one of the fastest-moving events in the Paralympic Games. Then, after a prerecorded video 
introducing the members of the British team, the flow returned to the special studio and 
explanations were given on the main aspects of competition, techniques for winning, and 
profiles of key players, but no explanation of the rules. Instead, rules were explained after the 
match began, as part of the commentary delivered from the event venue. There was no use 
whatsoever of prerecorded content, still images, or other visual tools.  

Comparing the rule briefings provided by the two broadcasters, NHK used still images, 
prerecorded content, and other material to make its rule briefings visually easy to understand, 
and always did so before the match began, while Channel 4's briefings consisted of commentary 
only, and were not necessarily provided prior to the match. Overall, compared to Channel 4, 
NHK's briefings can be considered more meticulous. 
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Table 5. Rule Briefings for Rio Paralympic Relay Programs 
 NHK Channel 4 
Para athletics a b 
Cycling a b 
Goalball a b 
Judo a b 
Para powerlifting b b 
Para swimming a b 
Wheelchair basketball a b 
Wheelchair rugby a b 
Wheelchair tennis a b 

a: Briefing with prerecorded content or still images 
b: Commentary only 
 

Table 6. Wheelchair Rugby Opening Match: September 15 Broadcast Flow, NHK 
Time Broadcast content 
7:33 

Para athletics 
Studio (live) Athletics summary 

7:36 Relay (live & prerecorded) Athletics 
8:04 Studio (live) Athletics summary 

8:06 

Wheelchair 
rugby 

Studio (live) Rule briefing 

8:11 Studio (live) 
Elimination round 

grouping 
Leading athlete profiles 

8:14 Relay (live & prerecorded) 
Elimination round 
Japan vs. Sweden 

9:26 Relay (live & prerecorded) 
Interviews with Ogino, 
head coach and Ike, 

player 
 
Table 7. Wheelchair Rugby Opening Match: September 14 Broadcast Flow, Channel 4 

Time Broadcast content 
13:18 Advertisement 

13:22 

Wheelchair rugby 

Studio (live) Competition main points 
13:23 Prerecorded content British team player profiles 

13:24 

Images: From studio 
(live) to playing field 

 
Sound: studio (live) 

How to advance to next round 
Profile of leading athletes' 
distinctive characteristics 

13:27 Relay (live) 
Elimination round 

Britain vs. Australia 

13:41 Advertisement 
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V-5 Classification Briefings 
We now turn to briefings on the distinctive Paralympic classification systems. This information 
is necessary if Paralympic competition is to be understood as sport. The Paralympic Games 
classify athletes based on type and extent of disability. For example, for track events of the Para 
athletics, athletes are classified using a system like that shown in Table 8. As a result, more 
than 10 versions of the men's and the women's 100 metres were held. 
The LEXI computer graphics system was developed by Paralympic swimming gold medalist 
Giles Long to convey these complex classification systems visually. Its first use at the London 
Games was as two-dimensional computer graphics, but for the Rio Games the system was 
upgraded to three dimensions. LEXI was used for coverage of six events: Para athletics, cycling, 
football 7-a-side, Para swimming, wheelchair basketball, and wheelchair rugby, with each 
nation dubbing the system into its local language. 
Use of LEXI by NHK and Channel 4 was roughly similar. Of the nine events both broadcasters 
covered in relay programs (p. 12), NHK used LEXI for four events, while Channel 4 used it for 
five. 

Table 8. Para Athletic Track Contest Classifications 
Jsk Disability type, extent 

T11 - T13 Visual disability 
T20 Intellectual disability 

T31 - T34 Cerebral palsy, wheelchair 
T35 - T38 Cerebral palsy, ambulant 
T40 - T41 Short stature 
T42 - T47 Amputee or impaired function, ambulant 
T51 - T54 Non-cerebral palsy wheelchair 

 
 
V-6 Portrayal of athletes 
Looking at the methods used to portray the athletes, both broadcasters used prerecorded content 
to introduce the athletes before the events were broadcast, with NHK featuring 20 athletes in 
six of the nine events it covered, and Channel 4 covering 76 athletes in 14 of all 22 events. The 
significant difference in the number of individual athletes covered is likely a result of the 
difference in the number of participating athletes from each nation. As for duration of the 
prerecorded content, NHK's content was around one minute on average, while Channel 4's 
content varied by athlete but averaged around two minutes. 

What, then, did this prerecorded content convey about the athletes? To show the 
difference between how athlete profiles were conveyed by NHK and Channel 4, we will focus 
on NHK's video profile of Para swimmer Takayuki Suzuki, and Channel 4's profile of table 
tennis competitor Will Bayley.17) The content of these broadcasts is shown in Tables 9 and 10, 
respectively.  

The comments featured in Suzuki's video profile were objective, and narration was 
provided by a male presenter. In the profile, Suzuki is depicted as an athlete engaged in 
specialized training to increase his speed by any amount. In his interview, Suzuki looks toward 
the interviewer, who appears to be next to the camera, and states his goals for the Rio 
Paralympics. In Bayley's profile, he directly addresses the viewers behind the camera, 
describing his childhood, his disability, how he became involved with table tennis as well as 
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how his participation in the London Games opened a path for other athletes with disabilities, 
and his desire to be remembered as a great athlete. 

The profile included an interview with Bayley's coach, but this was shot differently, with 
the coach directing his responses to the interviewer next to the camera, rather than directly to 
the camera as was the case with Bayley himself. 

Video profiles of other athletes displayed differences similar to those observed between 
NHK's Suzuki profile and Channel 4's Bailey profile. Both approaches conveyed the athlete's 
humanity, but NHK's profiles put more weight on the athletic aspect of the individuals, while 
Channel 4's profiles focused on the athlete’s personal background and thoughts. 
 

Table 9. NHK: Prerecorded Profile, Takayuki Suzuki (Para swimming) 

Item Visual Comment Duration 
(sec) 

1 Suzuki swimming and making his 
turn 

Suzuki is the world record holder in 
the 50-metre breaststroke. 7 

2 Suzuki warming up, poolside Suzuki's arms and legs have been 
disabled from birth. 5 

3 Suzuki swimming in the Beijing 
and London Paralympics 

Suzuki took gold at Beijing. He 
aimed for gold in London but won 
bronze. It was a bitter 
disappointment. 

12 

4 Suzuki training to improve his 
form 

He aims for gold again by improving 
his starting form. 9 

5 Interview with Suzuki in pool "I think the main thing is how fast I 
can swim the first 25 metres." 5 

6 
Suzuki's time displayed on an 
electronic scoreboard at an 
international meet in June 

International swim meet in June. He 
successfully makes a fast start and 
beats his target time of 50 seconds. 

9 

7 Suzuki swimming 
Suzuki is making steady progress 
and accelerating toward the peak of 
his sport. 

8 

Total: 55 seconds 
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Table 10. Channel 4: Prerecorded Profile, Will Bayley (table tennis) 

Item Visual Comment Duration 
(sec) 

1 Bayley training 

"I was born with a condition affecting all four 
limbs. It affects the movement of my joints. I had 
loads of operations on my legs, straightening 
them out and rebuilding them, basically." 

25 

2 Bayley speaking to the 
camera 

"My grandma bought me a table tennis table 
when I was eight years old and used it as 
rehabilitation. When I was 17, 18, I played full-
time and took it really seriously and gave it 
everything I could." 

30 

3 Bayley competing at the 
London Paralympics 

"After London, that changed a lot of people’s 
perceptions, what they thought of Paralympic 
sport." 

21 

4 
 
Bayley speaking to the 
camera 

"They just think you are a hobby player and 
doing it for a bit of fun. I think that is starting to 
go now and people are taking you a bit more 
seriously. There are so many more disabled 
players playing table tennis since London 2012." 

49 

5 Interview with Greg 
Baker, Bayley's coach 

"We will use him to help the future athletes 
coming through, use his energy and his 
character and personality that he has. That will 
get more people willing to take part in table 
tennis and wanting to take medals for us on the 
bigger stage." 

20 

6 Bayley speaking to the 
camera 

"I’d like to be remembered as a great sportsman 
who…not too much about my disability, just 
somebody who was really good at table tennis. 
Amazing at table tennis. Oh, that boy was great 
at table tennis. Not, oh, that boy was disabled 
and 
he could play table tennis. No, that boy is a 
brilliant table tennis player. It would be nice to 
just be known as that." 

30 

Total: 2 minutes 55 seconds 
 
V-7 Differences in constituent elements of relay programs 
As pointed out previously, the broadcasters' relay programs followed a pattern, with Channel 
4's pattern differing from NHK's in such aspects as inserting on-site relays from event venues 
(pp. 13-14). In fact, Channel 4's relayed programs included some elements that were absent 
from those of NHK. One of these was a program presented by Clare Balding broadcast every 
evening between 9:00 p.m. and 1:00 a.m. 

Ms. Balding covered both the Olympics and Paralympics in London in 2012 and in Rio 
in 2016.  That is, she appeared on two channels—BBC for the Olympics and Channel 4 for 
the Paralympics—and in effect, became the face of the Olympic and Paralympic Games for 
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relay program viewers in Britain. 
Nearly every evening during the course of the Games, Ms. Balding gave a brief report on 

a different theme at the outset of the 9:00 p.m. program. Looking at those themes shown in 
Table 11, one can see that as the end of the Games drew closer, the themes delved progressively 
more deeply into the social challenges facing persons with disabilities. An approach to these 
sorts of themes was completely absent in NHK's relay programs. 
 

Table 11. Channel 4: Clare Balding Report Themes 
Broadcast day Theme 
Sept 8 (Thurs) Success stories of an athlete who won a total of 13 gold medals 
Sept 9 (Fri) A young and promising, first-time Paralympic athlete  
Sept 11 (Sun) A wheelchair tour of Rio's streets by a wheelchair-using reporter 
Sept 12 (Mon) What the Paralympics bring to the children of Brazil 

Sept 13 (Tues) Story of a policeman in a wheelchair whose life was changed by his 
encounter with sport 

Sept 15 (Thurs) Partnerships that those with visual disabilities need in daily life 

Sept 16 (Fri) Moving stories of athletes saddled with disabilities who became gold 
medalists 

Sept 17 (Sat) Profiles of severely disabled athletes coping with ever-present physical 
distress  

 
 
VI. Paralympic Broadcasts in Japan and Britain:  

Examination of the Results 
 
Thus far we have examined the results of our analysis of Paralympic relay programs broadcast 
by NHK and Channel 4. Let us now summarize and discuss those results in light of the two 
theses we established to consider the role of broadcasting in the realization of an inclusive 
society. 
 
Thesis 1. The Paralympics are broadcast in the same manner as the Olympics, as sports  
In terms of Thesis 1, one can say that both NHK and Channel 4 broadcast the Paralympics in 
the same manner as the Olympics, as sports relay programs. From the scope and amount of their 
Paralympic broadcasts, one can appreciate that both broadcasters devoted an unprecedented 
amount of coverage to the events of the Games. However, by establishing a dedicated main 
studio in Rio de Janeiro as well as on-site relay studios at each event venue, for example, 
Channel 4 created a broadcast structure with more depth than that of NHK. This may be 
attributable to insufficient resources on the part of NHK for covering the Paralympics 
immediately after having covered the Olympic Games, as well as the fact that the 12-hour time 
difference between Rio and Japan caused competitions to take place at hours inconvenient for 
many viewers in Japan. 

Further, in view of the fact that compared to the Olympics, the Paralympics are more 
likely to feature events and rules that viewers are encountering for the first time, both 
broadcasters provided rule briefings as well as briefings concerning the distinctive classification 



22 
 

systems used in the Paralympics, so that viewers could understand the events. Such briefings 
are necessary for all viewers to understand and enjoy the Paralympic Games as sports, and both 
NHK and Channel 4 met those needs in their relay programs. 
 
Thesis 2. The Paralympics are a tool for a social transformation toward an inclusive 

society 
However, a closer look at relay program content from NHK and Channel 4 reveals certain 
differences. Table 12 shows the special characteristics of, and differences between, the two 
broadcasters. One reason that the UK's Channel 4 was chosen from among the many Paralympic 
broadcasters as an object of comparison with NHK, was that Channel 4's coverage of the 2012 
London Games had a considerable impact on society as well as on viewers (see p. 35). 
Consequently, clues to Thesis 2 should be found among these differences.  

First of all, it is worth noting that the majority of Channel 4's Rio Paralympics presenters 
had disabilities. A policy of using presenters with disabilities for Paralympic broadcasts was 
adopted for Channel 4's first Paralympics broadcasts from London in 2012, and the channel 
invested time and money to identify and train these individuals in advance. For the Rio Games, 
this policy was expanded to employ persons with disabilities behind the scenes, in program 
production, and as a result of their efforts, approximately 15% of the production team consisted 
of people with disabilities. 

The second difference was the way athletes were portrayed during the relay programs. 
Comparing whether they were portrayed as athletes or as individuals, NHK foregrounded their 
athleticism and efforts to go faster, higher, longer, and stronger, just as Olympic athletes do. 
NHK thus appeared to have portrayed the Paralympians in the same way they portrayed 
Olympians, and to have broadcast the Paralympics as sports to a greater degree than did Channel 
4. In contrast, Channel 4 had the athletes express their thoughts in their own words about the 
Paralympics and their goals, it also did not hesitate to address their disabilities directly, and had 
them speak about what engagement in sports meant to them. During its relay programs, Channel 
4 did not only portray the aspect of Paralympians as athletes, but gave viewers opportunities to 
experience the different ways that persons with disabilities view those disabilities. Moreover, 
because the athletes spoke directly to the camera, viewers presumably received a stronger sense 
that the athlete was sending them a message in person.  

The third difference is that while the broadcast framework was a relay program of 
Paralympic competition, the inclusion of coverage such as Balding's reports, which went 
beyond sports to convey the significance of the Paralympics and examined directly the social 
problems faced by persons with disabilities, was not seen in NHK's replay programs. By not 
only conveying each precious moment of drama in the wide range of events taking place every 
day during the Paralympics, but also using the Games as an opportunity for providing reports 
that direct viewers’ attention forthrightly to the deep social problems behind the heroic 
performances playing out there, Channel 4 prompted viewers to share awareness of those 
problems and pointed to the possibility that such awareness could result in changing attitudes 
regarding social transformation toward an inclusive society. These reports occupied most of the 
first 30 minutes of the program starting at 9:00 p.m. This is prime time in Britain, and many 
households are watching, including children. As such, broadcasting these daily reports from 
Ms. Balding, a well-known British sportscaster, is likely to have had a significant impact across 
generations.  
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Table 12. NHK and Channel 4 Relay Programs: 
Distinctive Features and Differences 

NHK  Channel 4 

Live broadcasts from late night to 
early a.m. 

Afternoon broadcast is 
prerecorded 

Relay content 

Live afternoon and evening 
broadcasts 

Prerecorded broadcast the 
following morning 

Studio location: Tokyo 
(NHK Broadcasting Center) 

*No studio in Rio 
Studio location 

Special studio set up in Rio 
On-site relay from event venue 

Male presenter, with female 
presenter also present in 

afternoon broadcast 
Presenter attributes 

Five presenters, male and female, 
including individuals with 

disabilities 
Presenters with disabilities also 

present 
for on-site relay 

Commentators include Paralympic 
medalists and former 

Paralympians, para-athletes, and 
former Olympic athletes 

 

Guest diversity 

Commentators include 
Paralympic medalists and other 

para-athletes, family members of 
participating athletes, and 

journalists 

Visually easy-to -grasp still 
images, prerecorded content, and 
other materials always presented 

before events 

Rule briefing 

Briefings given verbally, without 
use of prerecorded content or still 

images 
No briefing before some events 

Use of LEXI Classification briefing Use of LEXI 
Use of prerecorded content 

Focus on individual as athlete 
Athlete profiles 

Use of prerecorded content 
Focus on individual's humanity 

 
 
VII.  Topics for Future Research 

 
Japan will hold its second Paralympics in 2020 in Tokyo, following the first Paralympics of 
1964. The 1964 Games can be seen as the first Positive Switch: an attitude change in the 
participating athletes with disabilities. During the closing ceremony of the 2016 Paralympics, 
Japan sent the world a powerful message that it hoped to achieve a second Positive Switch at 
the 2020 Games, in which people with as well as without disabilities can work together to build 
an inclusive society. To investigate how broadcasting can support the achievement of this major 
objective, we attempted an analysis of the Rio Paralympic broadcasts, with Channel 4 and NHK 
as objects. Channel 4 does not have experience broadcasting major domestic sports events in 
the UK. It committed itself to making its Rio Paralympic coverage the biggest event in its 
history, with a goal of changing the way the British perceive and understand disabilities as well 
as parasports. It also maintains a vision of differentiating the Paralympics from the Olympics, 
and we believe that this policy characterized its Rio Paralympic broadcasts―for example, in its 
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extensive use of persons with disabilities as presenters, as well as its use of such individuals 
behind the scenes in program production. This can be understood as a movement toward 
creating an inclusive society that utilizes the Paralympics, and as one of the legacies of the 
Games. How did Channel 4 decide to make these efforts, which go beyond the responsibility 
of broadcasters to create and broadcast quality programming? What led to such a decision? 
Channel 4 also differed greatly from NHK in its portrayals of the athletes, not only in the way 
the Paralympians were directed―it spoke directly to the viewers―but also in the content itself, 
which presented the stories behind their disabilities. The stories of triumph over disability were 
moving, strengthened viewers' empathy for the athletes, and increased interest in the 
Paralympic broadcasts. Consequently, these portrayals must have increased the number of 
viewers. Yet at the same time, a broadcaster who also wants to satisfy the athletes' desire to be 
seen as such, in the same way as Olympic athletes, is likely to be presented with a dilemma. 
What sort of discussions, then, did Channel 4 and the Paralympians engage in to reach 
agreement regarding the manner of their portrayal? Many questions remain. 

This investigation carried out an analysis restricted to relayed event programs broadcast 
during the 12 days of the Rio de Janeiro Paralympics. However, the Games were also featured 
in related programs and regular broadcasts. As a topic for future research, we would like to 
consider the best approaches for NHK's broadcasts of the 2020 Tokyo Games through an overall 
examination of Channel 4's Paralympic coverage, including the facts behind that coverage.  
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Notes: 
1) "'Positive Switch' is Theme of Flag Handoff Ceremony, Featuring Dancers with Disabilities." Sankei News, 
September 10, 2016. 

2)  Video: "'Positive Switch'―Dance Performance by Performers with Disabilities in Rio: A Participant's 
Perspective." Paraphoto, dated September 27, 2016. Viewed June 7, 2017.  

3) The Tokyo Organising Committee of the Olympic and Paralympic Games, July 2016: "Tokyo 2020 Action & 
Legacy Plan 2016." https://tokyo2020.jp/jp/games/legacy/items/legacy_report.pdf  

Viewed May 1, 2017. For English-language version, see International Paralympic Committee, 2015: “Strategic 
Plan 2015 to 2018.” 
https://www.paralympic.org/sites/default/files/document/150619133600866_2015_06+IPC+Strategic+Plan+201
5-2018_Digital.pdf  

Viewed May 1, 2017. 
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4) For a more detailed account, see IPC website (https://www.paralympic.org/the-ipc/history-of-the-movement) 
and JPC website (http://www.jsad.or.jp/paralympic/what/history.html). Both viewed May 9, 2017. 

5) “Rio 2016 Paralympics smash all TV viewing records." IPC press release, March 16, 2017. 

6) “Record number of broadcasters for Rio 2016." IPC press release, September 5, 2016. 

7) In Brazil, public broadcaster TV Brazil provided a portion of the Rio Paralympics. 

8) “Para-Sports Report 2016/Nielsen Report" (http://nielsensports.com). Viewed May 25, 2017. 

9) “Research: C4’s Paralympic coverage changes attitudes." Channel 4 press release, September 8, 2012. Viewed 
May 15, 2017. 

10) All five of Channel 4's channels are broadcast and transmitted via terrestrial, satellite, cable, and IPTV 
platforms.  

11) Prerecorded content could include an entire event prerecorded from start to finish, and content played back 
from the beginning while being recorded (and either shown to its conclusion or switched to live content in the 
middle), but if such content was bookended by live studio broadcast content, it was classified as a relay program. 

12) The difference in the broadcast period for event relay programs for the two broadcasters is due to the time 
difference between their respective home nations and Rio de Janeiro (-12 hours difference between Japan and Rio, 
-4 hours between Britain and Rio). The last day of the Games, September 18 in Rio, included events in the daytime 
and the closing ceremony in the evening. September 18 was thus the last day of event relay programs for both 
NHK and Channel 4. 

13) Due to the athlete classification by disability, the Rio Paralympics included 528 athletic contests in 22 events 
(see p. 18 for more information on classification systems). "Event" refers to such sports as athletics and swimming, 
while "athletic contest" for athletics includes specific competitions such as men's 100 metres, women's 100 metres, 
etc., or for swimming men's 100 metres freestyle, women's 100 metres freestyle, etc. 

14) For example, in Paralympic judo, contestants begin the match with a hold on each other's collar and sleeve. 
Wheelchair rugby is termed "rugby," but with numerous differences, such as the shape of the ball and the ability 
to pass it forward. 

15) This figure for NHK live broadcasts includes relay coverage of competitions as well as the opening and closing 
ceremonies. 

16) In NHK's case, programs on NHK G were broadcast with this basic pattern. BS1 programs did not feature 
studios, but went straight from computer-generated program titles to the event venue before the start of competition. 
After the end of the match and interviews with the athletes and others, the program concluded with competition 
highlights. In this section, we focus on NHK G (for NHK) and Channel 4 (for Channel 4) broadcasts. 

17) Takayuki Suzuki placed fourth in the 150-metre individual medley (SM4) and the 50-metre breast stroke (SB3). 
Will Bayley won first place in the men's singles table tennis (Class 7). 

 

 

Source quoted and consulted: 
Yamada, Kiyoshi: "Disability-sport and Broadcasting: Looking Ahead to the Tokyo 2020 Paralympic Games." 
The NHK Monthly Report on Broadcast Research, NHK Broadcasting Culture Research Institute (December 2016) 


