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Introduction

1.The British Board of Film
Classification (BBFC) is an 
independent, non-governmental body
funded through the fees it charges to
those who submit films and video
works for classification. Here, and
throughout the Guidelines, video
works are taken to include video
games, and films and programmes
released on DVD or Blu-ray, or 
distributed by means of download 
or streaming on the internet.  

2.The BBFC classifies films on behalf
of the local authorities who license
cinemas under the Licensing Act 2003. 

3.The BBFC classifies video works
which are released as video 
recordings under the Video
Recordings Act 1984. (The video
games covered by the VRA are those
whose exemption is forfeited under
section 2(2) because they depict
human sexual activity, gross violence
or other matters of concern.) 

4.The BBFC classifies video works
which are distributed other than as 
a video recording (for example, by
means of download or streaming 
over the internet) under a voluntary
scheme called BBFC.online.

5.The BBFC will not classify material
which it believes to be in breach of
the criminal law.

6.Where possible the BBFC will 
carry out its responsibilities through
appropriate use of the classification
categories, particularly in order to
protect children from any harm
which may be caused. If necessary,
however, the BBFC may cut or even
reject a film or video work. The
BBFC’s approach to material which 
is unacceptable at any category is 
set out in the ‘Intervention’ section 
of these Guidelines on page 32.
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7. In line with domestic administrative
law principles and the requirements 
of the Human Rights Act 1998, there 
is a particular need to make the 
classification criteria clear. This is 
fulfilled by the publication of these
Guidelines and their availability on
the BBFC website (www.bbfc.co.uk) 
or directly from the BBFC. (Contact
details can be found on the back cover.)

8.The BBFC Classification Guidelines
reflect all these considerations and are
the product of public consultation with
children and adults, research and the
accumulated experience of the BBFC 
over many years. The Guidelines, 
and the BBFC’s practice in applying
them, have particular regard to any
changes in public taste, attitudes and
concerns; changes in the law; or new 
evidence from research or expert
sources; and will be reviewed 
periodically.

9.The Guidelines, however, are not 
a legal document and should be
interpreted in the spirit of what is
intended as well as in the letter. They
cannot be a comprehensive account 
of everything that may at any time 
be of concern. Should issues arise
which are not specifically covered
here, they will be dealt with by the
BBFC on their merits and in line with
the standards expressed and implied
in these Guidelines.

10. Responsibility for the Guidelines
and for their interpretation rests with
the BBFC and is subject to normal
considerations of fairness and 
reasonableness.

11.The BBFC undertakes to provide
guidance on the interpretation of
these Guidelines on request. 

12. Before allowing a child to view 
a work, parents are advised to 
consider carefully the classification,
together with any accompanying
Consumer Advice. 
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caused by, for example, desensitising
a potential viewer to the effects of 
violence, degrading a potential 
viewer’s sense of empathy, 
encouraging a dehumanised view 
of others, suppressing pro-social 
attitudes, encouraging anti-social 
attitudes, reinforcing unhealthy 
fantasies, or eroding a sense of 
moral responsibility. Especially with
regard to children, harm may also
include retarding social and moral
development, distorting a viewer’s
sense of right and wrong, and limiting
their capacity for compassion

3. whether the availability of the 
material, at the age group concerned,
is clearly unacceptable to broad 
public opinion. It is on this ground,
for example, that the BBFC 
intervenes in respect of bad language. 

In assessing legal issues, potential
harm or acceptability to broad public
opinion, the BBFC takes account of
relevant research and expert opinion.
However, such research and expert
opinion is often lacking, imperfect,
disputed, inconclusive or contradictory.
In many cases the BBFC must 
therefore rely on its collective 
experience and expertise to make a
judgement as to the suitability of a
work for classification, or for 
classification at a particular category.

General Principles

The detail of the Guidelines is 
contained in the following pages. 
But it is right to set out here the 
general underlying grounds on 
which the BBFC exercises the broad
discretion conferred on it. There are
two guiding principles:

• that works should be allowed 
to reach the widest audience 
that is appropriate for their 
theme and treatment

• that adults should, as far as 
possible, be free to choose 
what they see, provided that it 
remains within the law and is 
not potentially harmful.

When applying these guiding 
principles, there are three main 
qualifications:

1. whether the material is in conflict
with the law, or has been created
through the commission of a 
criminal offence

2. whether the material, either on 
its own, or in combination with other
content of a similar nature, may
cause any harm at the category 
concerned. This includes not just 
any harm that may result from the 
behaviour of potential viewers, but
also any ‘moral harm’ that may be 
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The objectives of the Licensing Act
are: 

• the prevention of crime 
and disorder

• public safety 
• the prevention of public nuisance
• the protection of children 

from harm. 

The Video Recordings Act 1984
Video works (including films, TV 
programmes and video games) 
which are supplied on a disc, tape or
any other device capable of storing
data electronically must be classified
by the BBFC unless they fall within
the definition of an exempted work. 

When considering whether to award 
a classification certificate to a work,
or whether to classify a work at a 
particular category, the BBFC is
required by the Act to have special
regard (among the other relevant 
factors) to the likelihood of works
being viewed in the home, and to any
harm that may be caused to potential
viewers or, through their behaviour,
to society by the manner in which the
work deals with:

• criminal behaviour 
• illegal drugs 
• violent behaviour or incidents 
• horrific behaviour or incidents 
• human sexual activity. 

      Legal Considerations

Human Rights Act 1998
Among the rights established under
this Act are the right of respect for
private and family life, and the right
to freedom of expression. When 
classifying works, the BBFC will 
have regard to the impact of any 
decision on the rights of any relevant
person. The Act permits such 
restrictions on freedom of expression
as are prescribed by law and are 
necessary in a democratic society, 
in the interests of national security,
territorial integrity or public safety,
for the prevention of disorder or
crime, for the protection of health 
or morals, for the protection of the
reputation or rights of others, for 
preventing the disclosure of 
information received in confidence,
or for maintaining the authority and
impartiality of the judiciary.

The Licensing Act 2003
Cinemas require a licence from the
local authority in which they operate.
The licence must include a condition
requiring the admission of children
(under 18) to any film to be restricted
in accordance with the 
recommendations of the BBFC or 
the licensing authority. 
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In considering these issues the BBFC
has in mind the possible effect not
only on children but also on other 
vulnerable people.

The Obscene Publications Act 
1959 & 1964
It is illegal to publish a work which is
obscene. A work is obscene if, taken
as a whole, it has a tendency to
deprave and corrupt (ie, make 
morally bad) a significant proportion
of those likely to see it. However, no 
offence is committed if publication 
is justified as being for the public
good on the grounds that it is in the
interests of science, art, literature 
or learning or other objects of 
general concern. 

Criminal Justice and 
Immigration Act 2008
It is illegal to be in possession 
of an extreme pornographic image.
An extreme pornographic image is
one which is pornographic and 
grossly offensive, disgusting 
or otherwise of an obscene character,
which features an apparently real
person, and which portrays, in an
explicit and realistic way, an act
which: threatens a person’s life;
results, or is likely to result, in 
serious injury to a person’s anus,
breasts or genitals; involves 

sexual interference with a human
corpse; or involves bestiality. Works
classified by the BBFC under the
Video Recordings Act are excluded
from the scope of the offence.

The Protection of Children Act 1978
It is illegal to make, distribute, show
or possess indecent photographs or
pseudo-photographs of a child. It is
also illegal to make, distribute, show
or possess indecent images of 
children which have been derived
from a photograph or pseudo-
photograph (for example, by tracing).
A child is defined as a person under 
the age of 18.

The Sexual Offences Act 2003
It is illegal to expose oneself with
intent to cause alarm or distress – this
offence augments the common law
misdemeanour of indecent exposure.
The Act also prohibits a person
recording the private act of another,
where the intention of the recording 
is for the sexual gratification of 
himself or a third party and where the
recorded party has not consented to
so being filmed.  

The Public Order Act 1986
It is illegal to distribute, show or 
play to the public a recording of 
visual images or sounds which are 

6

53841 BBFC guidelinesMay 09 v2:1  1/6/09  16:34  Page 8



7

The Tobacco Advertising 
and Promotion Act 2002
It is illegal, in the course of a 
business, to publish a tobacco 
advertisement.

Other unlawful material
In carrying out its responsibilities,
the BBFC will have regard to whether
the material itself appears to be
unlawful in the United Kingdom, 
or has arisen from the commission 
of an unlawful act.

threatening, abusive or insulting if 
the intention is to stir up racial hatred
or hatred on the grounds of sexual 
orientation, or if racial hatred or
hatred on the grounds of sexual 
orientation is likely to be stirred up. 
It is also illegal to distribute, show 
or play to the public a recording of
visual images or sounds which are
threatening if the intention is to stir
up religious hatred.

The Cinematograph Films 
(Animals) Act 1937
It is illegal to show any scene 
‘organised or directed’ for the 
purposes of the film that involves
actual cruelty to animals. This Act
applies to the exhibition of films 
in public cinemas but the BBFC also
applies the same test to video works.
For the purposes of this legislation
and The Animal Welfare Act 2006, only
vertebrates which are domesticated
or otherwise under the control of man
are defined as ‘animals’.

The Animal Welfare Act 2006
It is illegal to supply, publish or show
or possess with intent to supply a
video recording of an ‘animal fight’
that has taken place within Great
Britain since 6 April 2007.
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Consumer Advice is a brief 
description of the content which
determined the classification 
of a film, DVD or video game. 
As well as noting particular issues
such as violence, sex, language,
drugs or any other matters likely to
be of concern, it can also highlight
themes, such as suicide, or contexts,
such as comedy or fantasy, which can
influence the strength of the material.
At the junior categories Consumer
Advice can also warn of behaviour
which may be potentially harmful if
copied, or highlight content, such as
characters in dangerous situations,
which might frighten or upset 
younger viewers.

Consumer Advice indicates the
strength of individual issues by using
the terms ‘mild’, ‘moderate’, ‘strong’
and ‘very strong’, across the 
categories.  For example, language 
at ‘U’ and ‘PG’ is likely to be ‘mild’
while at ‘15’ and ‘18’ language can 
be ‘strong’ and ‘very strong’. Where 
relevant, the frequency with which
the issue appears in the work is 
also indicated.

Consumer Advice

The BBFC’s Consumer Advice enables
the public to make informed choices
about the films, DVDs and interactive
works available to them. 
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