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Classifying Discrimination

28

This research has exemplified the significance and concern with which people in the UK regard discrimination, racism in
particuar, both within society and in media content. Discrimination has long been a core classification consideration for the
BBFC, and one which we have explored through previous research projects - most recently as part of our 2019 guidelines
research in which we examined various forms of discrimination and racism in different contexts, as well as specific groups
considering trans issues.

The past two years have seen a number of movements dedicated to raising awareness and combatting racism and
discrimination rise in the public consciousness. Media organisations have responded in a variety of ways, seeking to inform
and protect their audiences to limit distress or offence. To maintain our trusted position as the UK regulator of film and
video, we carried out this research to ascertain the views of people in the UK regarding issues of racism and discrimination
in films, series, music videos etc.; how we should assign age ratings to this content; and how we can best inform viewers of
what material is contained therein.

The results of the research show considerable support for BBFC classification decisions on content containing racism and
discrimination, and that we are getting it right when it comes to our ratings. Participants recognised the value in our
approach, whereby the full context of a given moment in a film / series, etc., is taken into account as we assess all the
‘aggravating’ and ‘mitigating’ factors.

A key finding from the project has been that some people, especially parents, can be identified as either ‘protectors’ or
‘preparers’. Those in the former group typically veered on the side of caution when they recommended an age rating for a
particular film or clip they were shown, preferring that examples of racist and discriminatory behaviour are rated slightly
higher, so as not to expose their children to such material. By contrast, ‘preparers’ believe there is value in showing children
examples of racism and discrimination to ‘prepare’ them for the behaviour and attitudes they may experience or witness.

For the BBFC, when considering both perspectives, we must always assess the context in which such content appears,
especially with regards to the ‘aggravating’ and ‘mitigating’ factors that may support a higher classification or help defend a
lower one. Violent and threatening behaviour, or use of particularly offensive language, for instance, will always aggravate
an instance of discriminatory or racist behaviour. However, clear condemnation of the behaviour, sympathy with the victims,
or a documentary or historical setting can all work as ‘mitigating’ factors that help frame the sequence and potentially gives
the content educational value for younger viewers.
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Standards Evolve

29

An area of much discussion over the past two years has been the contemporary perception of material from the past -
whether silent films from the early days of cinema, 1940s melodramas, 1960s sitcoms, 1970s exploitation cinema, 1980s teen
movies, and so on. As society changes and evolves, language and behaviour that was once commonplace takes on new
meaning to modern viewers: material that once considered anodyne may now raise issues of harm and offence that UK
audiences want to be warned about.

A large part of the work the BBFC does involves viewing, or re-viewing, older films / series that are either being reissued or
receiving their first UK cinema or home media release. Part of our role is assessing these older, potentially ‘dated’, titles
through the standards of our current guidelines. This research project has therefore been invaluable in gauging people’s
attitudes towards older content today, and finding the correct response to the sometimes challenging material they contain.

The research shows that audiences are often adept at understanding older films / series as ‘a product of their time’. While
this does not always excuse offensive or potentially harmful behaviour, it is important to consider the context - such as the
historical period being depicted - and the intent behind it. Some films, for instance, contain instances of ‘assumed racial
identities’, in which an actor of one ethnicity portrays another in a highly derogatory manner. In another, the intention may
have been to portray the character respectfully, but the casting may still cause offence, or be perceived to be harmful, to
some - albeit less than the overtly derogatory portrayal. When considering context, we must therefore consider both the
intent and the age of the film / series. There may be occasions in which we will raise an older film / series to a higher
category if it is (re)submitted to us, but in others the research shows we can retain the existing category - for example, a U or
PG - but people would like the potentially offensive content to be noted in our ratings info.

A key finding in these and other cases is the desire to make viewers aware of what racist or discriminatory content occurs in
a film, series, etc., so they can choose what’s right for them or their children. For parents, this is important knowledge to
have, so that that they can have conversations with their children to contextualise and frame behaviour or language from the
past that should not be emulated today.

Finally, an important finding of the research is the degree of empathy people in the UK have with others. In most cases
where viewers may not have been personally offended by a use of language, discriminatory stereotype or similar in a piece
of content, they are conscious of how another person directly affected by it could be. Again, this finding points to the value
of BBFC ratings info in informing and guiding viewers to view what’s right for them.
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Updating Our Policies
The research shows support for current BBFC policies and that we are largely getting it right in how we
classify racism and discrimination. The findings have also helped to reinforce what factors are
‘aggravating’ or ‘mitigating’. However, there are key areas in which, as a result of this research, we will be
updating our policies:

Language
1. It is highly unlikely that the ‘n-word’ will be permitted in any content rated lower than 12A/12,

except in exceptional circumstances in which there is an overwhelming volume of mitigating
factors.

1. Historical racial / racist language may continue to be permissible at PG, as long as they are 
contextually justified (for example, historical context) and not accompanied by aggravating factors 
(for example, violence, threat).

1. It is unlikely that any instances of racist / racial or discriminatory language will be acceptable at U 
unless there is exceptional contextual justification. 

Ratings info
1. We will use the term ‘racial language’ to describe reclaimed, peer-to-peer or certain historical

uses of racial terms. Racist use of the ‘n-word’ will be described as ‘racist language’, or be
covered under the term ‘racism’ in short ratings info.

1. We will use the term ‘discriminatory stereotypes’ to signal instances of stereotyping or assumed
racial identities.

1. We will use the phrase, ‘an actor in make-up portraying a different ethnicity’, or a variation upon it,
rather than using terms such as ‘blackface’ or similar phrases for other racial identifies.
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