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12 May 2010
Professor John Britton
Director of UKCTCS
School of Community Health Services
The University of Nottingham
Clinical Sciences Building
City Hospital
Hucknall Road
Nottingham
NG51PB

Dear Professor Britton,
TOBACCO BRANDING IN FILMS

Thank you for your letter of 04 May to David Cooke about tobacco and tobacco branding in films. I
am replying on his behalf. It may help if I begin by outlining how the BBFC makes its classification
decisions.
All BBFC classification decisions are made in accordance with the criteria set out in our published
Guidelines. These Guidelines, introduced in 2000 and revised and updated in 2005 and 2009, are
based on nearly 100 years of experience and expertise in the regulation of the moving image
(including the classification of over 270,000 individual films and video works), and are informed by
very substantial research exercises designed to ensure that our policies are broadly in line with
public opinion . The public consultation that informed the latest version of the Guidelines involved
over 8,700 members of the public, with fieldwork taking place in the second half of 2008 and the
first quarter of 2009.
Beyond this, the BBFC will not classify material which it believes to be in breach of the criminal
law.
Other than in advertisements for tobacco, which are outlawed by statute, images of tobacco
smoking are not in conflict with the law or created through the commission of a criminal act. When
considering films containing images of tobacco smoking, the BBFC therefore takes into account
the issues of potential for harm and public acceptability.
In its approach to representations of tobacco use, the BBFC recognises a legitimate concern over
the appropriateness of some such representations for younger viewers, as the Guidelines make
clear:
"Where smoking, alcohol abuse or substance misuse feature to a significant extent in works which
appeal to children, this will normally be indicated in the Consumer Advice and/or Extended
Classification information.
Classification decisions will also take into account any glamorisation of such activities"
The BBFC notes that this approach is in line with the recommendation of the 2008 BMA Board of
Science report 'Forever Cool: the influence of smoking imagery on young people' which suggested
that:
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"The British Board of Film Classification should take pro-smoking content into consideration for the
classification of films, videos and digital material in the UK. This should consider whether the
depiction of smoking is condoned, encouraged or glamorised in the absence of editorial
justification"
Although scenes of smoking are rarely, if ever, the sole issue in a film, they have contributed to a
decision to award a higher category to a number of films. The same would also apply to films in
which tobacco products are given undue promotion. Any film which could potentially cause harm
through encouraging smoking through tobacco imagery would be awarded an appropriate,
restrictive classification.
As well as a more restrictive classification, smoking is regularly noted in the Consumer Advice
provided by the BBFC. With the cooperation of the industry, such Consumer Advice, in the form of
a sentence beginning 'Contains .. .. .. ', appears on film posters, in cinema listings and on TV
adverts for cinema films. This brief information is supported by more detailed description of film
content, including the context in which scenes of smoking occur, on both the main BBFC website
(www.bbfc.co.uk) and the dedicated BBFC website for parents (www.pbbfc.co.uk) . Parents who
wish to prevent their children from seeing scenes of smoking in cinemas therefore have every
opportunity to do so.
The proposal to classify for adults only what are quite broadly and loosely defined images of
"tobacco imagery" risks undermining public confidence in the classification system, because it
fails to acknowledge the strength of public opposition to a policy of classifying at '18' any film
containing smoking. This has been confirmed in the qualitative research elements of two major
consultation exercises carried out by the BBFC in the past five years, which have concluded :

"the idea that films might be rated for smoking was rejected forcefully and without exception "
and

"smoking was never spontaneously raised as a classification issue and when prompted, there was
no support for raising classifications on this basis.
These quantitative research findings from 2005 and 2009 are backed up by qualitative research
undertaken in 2009 to inform the latest review of the BBFC's Classification Guidelines.
Respondents who had viewed a film or DVD in the previous four weeks were reminded of the
classifications of the films and DVDs they had viewed and asked to state whether they agreed with
the classification or, if they disagreed with the classification, to state whether they thought it is was
too high or too low. There was overwhelming support for the classification awarded by the BBFC in
each case - including where a film contained images of tobacco smoking and had been classified
below '18'. For example the following 'new release' films all contain images of tobacco use by
fictional characters:
% Agreed with

% Considered

Classification

Classification too low

96%

3%

for a Day (PG)

98%

0%

I Loved You So Long (12A)

100%

0%

Lakeview Terrace (15)

94%

1%

Title

Mamma Mia! (PG)
Miss Pettigrew Lives

conUd.
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Rachel Getting Married (15)

95%

2%

Revolutionary Road (15)

94%

1%

Incendiary (15)

94%

6%

The classification at '18' of these films purely on the basis of tobacco use, and regardless of the
context in which the tobacco use occurred would clearly be completely at odds with the
expectations of the audiences for those films. It is difficult to see how the classification of Mamma
Mia! at '18' would achieve anything other than bringing the whole system into disrepute.
I note your caveat that films depicting real historical figures who smoked should not be classified
'18'. However, I fear that this exception would prove difficult to operate in practice. In particular I
wonder about the nature of the evidence that would have to be provided in order to establish that a
character was 'a historical figure' and, if so, to establish that they 'actually smoked'.
In our view, your policy recommendation would be a disproportionate measure which would result
in scenes of smoking, a legal activity, being classified at a higher category than many scenes of
illegal drug use, mugging, assault, robbery and even murder. I believe that your proposed policy
reflects a fundamental misunderstanding of the extent to which a modern classification system
must adopt a graded approach to portrayals of activities which are of concern and, in doing so,
must take account of both the detail of the portrayal and the context in which it occurs.
We are satisfied that the BBFC's Guidelines with respect to images of tobacco imagery and use in
films are proportionate; take due account of the available evidence of harm; and reflect the clear
wishes of the public.
I would be happy to meet you to discuss this further if you would find it helpful. Please feel free to
get in touch either by telephone or e-mail.
Yours sincerely,

0j~David Austin
Senior Policy Adviser
BBFC
Tel: 07507842726
E-mail: daustin@bbfc.co.uk

