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GUIDE TO THE VIDEO RECORDINGS ACT
INTRODUCTION
This guide is intended to assist members of the VSC to comply with the Video
Recordings Act 1984 (as amended) and the Labelling Regulations in respect of both
videos and DVDs (‘video/s’) and video games (‘games’)
It is neither an official Government publication nor an authoritative statement of the
law. In attempting to interpret the Act, and the Regulations in less formal language
some loss of precision is inevitable.
Retailers are highly recommended to access and use the VSC online e-learning staff
training programme which is only available to paid up members of the VSC. Using the
programme and taking the test will go a long way towards ensuring proper compliance
with the law and avoiding costly mistakes. It may also provide the retailer with a ‘due
diligence’ defence to a criminal prosecution in the event that a member of staff makes
an unfortunate mistake.
If any problems or questions arise in connection with the Act or the Regulations the
VSC will be pleased to offer advice and guidance. Please remember that whether you
are involved in the rental or sale of videos or games the Act and Regulations apply
to you.

The BBFC symbols used in this Guide are owned by the BBFC and are used with their permission
The PEGI symbols used in this Guide are owned by ISFE and are used with their permission.

2

PRODUCTS TO WHICH THE ACT APPLIES

VIDEO

The Act applies to the supply of videos. All videos (other than those which are exempt)
have to be legally classified and it is a criminal offence to supply them if they have not.
This applies both to the supply to the retailer and the sale or rental by the retailer to a
customer.

GAMES

The Act also applies to the supply of games (other than those which are exempt). Again
this applies both to the supply to the retailer and the sale or rental by the retailer to a
customer.

EXEMPT VIDEOS

There are certain exemptions for videos which if taken as a whole are designed to be
informative, educational or instructive or are concerned with sport, religion or music.
Such products do not need to be legally classified.
However such videos will lose their exemption if “to any significant extent” they depict
human sexual activity, gross violence towards humans or animals, human genital
organs, urinary or excretory functions or techniques likely to be useful in the commission
of offences. They will lose their exemption if they are likely “to any significant extent” to
stimulate human sexual activity or “to any extent” to stimulate violence towards humans
or animals. They will also lose their exemption if “to any significant extent” they depict
criminal activity which is likely “to any significant extent” to stimulate or encourage the
commission of offences.
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PRODUCTS TO WHICH THE ACT APPLIES

It is evident therefore, that the Act does not cover such videos as those which deal
innocuously with cookery, golf tuition, orchestral music and the like but programmes
on such subjects which dwell upon the hunting and killing of animals before cookery,
nudists playing golf or an opera involving a prolonged scene of someone’s eyes being
gouged out would probably not be exempt. It is also clear that any video showing
such things as how to break into a car, how to construct a bomb or which encourage
house-breaking would not be exempt.
The decision as to whether a video is exempt must be made by the distributor or
other supplier. There is no method to ensure exemption in advance. The VSC can offer
advice on the subject and will adopt a policy of erring on the side of caution. If there is
any doubt whatsoever as to whether a video is exempt the video should be submitted
for classification.

EXEMPT GAMES

There are certain exemptions for games which if taken as a whole are designed to be
informative, educational or instructive or are concerned with sport, religion or music.
Such products do not need to be legally classified.
There are also exemptions for games which do not contain any of the following:
• Depictions of violence towards human or animal characters whether or not the
violence looks realistic and whether or not the violence results in obvious harm.
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PRODUCTS TO WHICH THE ACT APPLIES

• Depictions of violence towards other characters where the violence looks realistic.
• Depictions of criminal activity that are likely to any extent to stimulate or encourage
the commission of offences.
• Depictions of activities involving illegal drugs or the misuse of drugs.
• Words or images that are likely to any extent to stimulate or encourage the use of
alcohol or tobacco.
• Words or images that are intended to convey a sexual message.
• Swearing.
• Words or images that are intended or likely to any extent to cause offence whether
on the grounds of race, gender, disability, religion or belief or sexual orientation or
otherwise.
A game containing any of the matters listed above will however remain exempt
provided that the designated authority (the VSC trading as The Games Rating
Authority) has confirmed in writing that any such game is suitable for persons under
the age of 12. In practice this confirmation will usually be indicated by the fact that the
game has been rated with either a PEGI 7 or PEGI 3 advisory rating.
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THE OFFENCES WHICH THE ACT CREATES

There are certain circumstances which do not constitute an offence under the Act,
such as supplies not in the course of business and exports, but generally the following
offences are created by the Act:
1. Supplying or offering to supply an uncertificated video or game.
2. Possessing an uncertificated video or game for the purpose of supply.
3. Supplying or offering to supply a video or game to a person below the age specified
in its classification.
4. Supplying or offering to supply a “Restricted 18” video or game on premises other
than a licensed sex shop.
5. Supplying or offering to supply a video or game which is not labelled with its
classification in accordance with the regulations (e.g. symbol does not appear
in colour).
6. Supplying or offering to supply a falsely labelled video or game (e.g. where a video
or game which has an 18 classification is labelled as 12).
These offences apply in respect of videos or games that are not exempt
from classification.
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PENALTIES

Conviction on the first two of these offences can result in unlimited fines and
imprisonment for up to two years. For the fifth offence it can result in a fine of up to
£5,000. On all the others the penalty can be a fine of up to £5,000 and imprisonment
for up to six months.
The Act provides the authorities with special powers of search, seizure and arrest.
Directors, managers, secretaries or members of limited companies can be prosecuted
personally if an offence is due to their neglect.
Where there is a conviction for breach of the law the videos or games concerned as
well as other associated illicit products can be forfeited.
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CLASSIFICATION CATEGORIES FOR VIDEOS

Videos which
are required to
be classified will
be classified in
one or other of
the following five
general
categories:
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CLASSIFICATION CATEGORIES FOR VIDEOS

The wording used above to describe each classification is the wording which must
appear on the packaging for videos (see below).
It is important to note that videos classified PG or U may be supplied to persons of
any age. The U and PG certificates are advisory and not prohibitive. The 12, 15 and 18
classifications restrict supply to the persons who have reached the stated age.
It should be noted that there is a Restricted 18 (R18) classification. Any video or game
given this classification can only be supplied in a licensed sex shop.
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RATING CATEGORIES FOR GAMES

Games will be rated
in one or other of
the following five
general
categories:

General Viewing
Suitable for all.

Parental Guidance

General viewing but some content may be
unsuitable for young children under 7

12 Suitable only for persons of

12 years and over. Not to be supplied to any
person below that age.

16 Suitable only for persons of

16 years and over. Not to be supplied to any
person below that age.

18 Suitable only for persons of

18 years and over. Not to be supplied to any
person below that age.
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RATING CATEGORIES FOR GAMES

It is important to note that games rated 3 or 7 may be supplied to persons of any
age. These classifications are advisory and not prohibitive. The 12, 16 and 18
classifications restrict supply to persons who have reached the stated age.
It should be noted that any game attracting a Restricted 18 (R18) classification will be
classified as a video.
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WHAT DO THEY REALLY MEAN?

The following more general descriptions may be of assistance:

VIDEOS

This means that the film or programme can be seen by people of all ages.
There will be nothing unsuitable for children and the whole family might well enjoy it.

This stands for Parental Guidance which means that parents might wish to check up
on the film or programme before showing it to their younger children. If it’s an action
film it might have some violence. If it’s romantic it might have some sexy scenes or
very brief nudity. It might also have some of the milder swearwords.
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WHAT DO THEY REALLY MEAN?

This means that the film or programme is unsuitable for anyone younger than 12.
It is an offence for a shop to supply a 12 video to anyone below that age. 12 films
and programmes may have stronger moments of violence or references to teenage
experience but nothing gratuitous. There may also be swearwords that you wouldn’t
hear in a PG video.

This means that the film or programme is unsuitable for anyone younger than 15. It
is an offence for a shop to supply a 15 video to anyone below that age. 15 films may
have a fairly adult theme or contain scenes of sex, violence or drugs which, while
not being particularly graphic, are unsuitable for younger teenagers. They may also
contain some sexual swearwords.
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WHAT DO THEY REALLY MEAN?

This means that the film or programme is only suitable for adults (persons who have
reached the age of 18 or over). It is an offence for a shop to supply an 18 video to
anyone below that age. An 18 film will certainly have an adult theme and might well
contain strong scenes of sex or violence which could be quite graphic. It may also
contain some very explicit language which will frequently mean sexual swearwords.
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WHAT DO THEY REALLY MEAN?

The following more general descriptions may be of assistance:

GAMES
This rating is
advisory only.

The content of games given this rating is considered suitable for all age groups. Some
violence in a comical context (typically Bugs Bunny or Tom & Jerry cartoon-like forms
of violence) is acceptable. The child should not be able to associate the character on
the screen with real life characters, they should be totally fantasy. The game should
not contain any sounds or pictures that are likely to scare or frighten young children.
No bad language should be heard and there should be no scenes containing nudity or
any scenes referring to sexual activity.
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WHAT DO THEY REALLY MEAN?

This rating is
advisory only.

Any game that would normally be rated at 3 but contains some possibly frightening
scenes or sounds may be considered suitable in this category. Some scenes of partial
nudity may be permitted but never in a sexual context.

This rating is
mandatory.

12 rated games must not be supplied to anyone below the age of 12.
Video games that show violence of a slightly more graphic nature towards fantasy
characters and/or non realistic violence towards human looking characters or
recognisable animals, as well as video games that show nudity of a slightly more
graphic nature or sexual innuendo or posturing will fall into this category. Any bad
language in the category must be mild and fall short of sexual expletives.
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WHAT DO THEY REALLY MEAN?

This rating is
mandatory.

16 rated games must not be supplied to anyone below the age of 16.
This rating is applied once the depiction of violence (or sexual activity) reaches a stage
that looks the same as would be expected in real life. More extreme language, the
encouragement of the use of tobacco and drugs and the depiction of criminal activities can
be included in this category.
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WHAT DO THEY REALLY MEAN?

This rating is
mandatory.

18 rated games must not be supplied to anyone below the age of 18.
This adult rating is applied when the level of violence reaches a stage where it becomes
gross violence and/or includes elements of specific types of violence. In general terms it is
where the level of violence is so visually strong that it would make the reasonable viewer
react with a sense of revulsion. This rating is also applied where the level of sexual activity is
explicit which may mean that genitals are visible. Any game that glamorises the use of real
life drugs will also probably fall into this category.
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CONTENT DESCRIPTORS FOR GAMES

Content descriptors shown on the
back of the packaging for games
indicate the main reasons why a
game has received a particular age
rating.

Game contains bad
language

There are nine such descriptors:

Game contains depictions
of, or material which may
encourage, discrimination

Game refers to or depicts
the use of drugs
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CONTENT DESCRIPTORS FOR GAMES
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Game may be
frightening or scary
for young children

Game depicts
sexual behaviour
or references

Games that encourage
or teach gambling

Game contains depictions
of violence

Game depicts nudity
in a sexual setting

Game can be played online

CONTENT DESCRIPTORS FOR GAMES

The meanings of the content descriptors should be interpreted in the context of the
PEGI age ratings they accompany.
The violence descriptor will mean more extreme and graphic violence when it
accompanies an 18 rating than when it accompanies a 12 rating.
The language descriptor will mean relatively mild swearing when it accompanies a 12
rating but will mean sexual expletives when it accompanies a rating of 16 or 18.
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PACKAGING AND LABELLING - VIDEOS

THE LABELS FOR VIDEOCASSETTES AND DVDS

The appropriate symbol and unique title must be shown on label on the videocassette
itself or the DVD disc. Unique title means the particular title under which the video is
classified and the classification registration number.

PACKAGING FOR VIDEOCASSETTES AND DVDS

The appropriate symbol must appear on the front of cases for videocassette
and DVDs.
The appropriate symbol combined with the official legal explanation of its meaning
must appear on the back of cases for videocassettes and DVDs. The exact wording
to be used for the explanations of the symbols is that shown above under the heading
“Classification Categories”.
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PACKAGING AND LABELLING - GAMES

THE LABELS FOR GAMES

The appropriate symbol and the unique title must be shown on the label of the disc
or other storage device (this includes memory sticks, cartridges, SD cards and other
electronic devices). Unique title means the particular title under which the game is
rated and the rating registration number

PACKAGING FOR GAMES

The appropriate symbol with the content descriptors must appear on the back of the
case. The appropriate symbol must also appear on the front of the case if it is less
than 2 centimetres in width.
Where the spine of the case is 2 centimetres or more in width the
appropriate symbol must appear on the spine.
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PACKAGING AND LABELLING

SIZE AND COLOURING FOR VIDEOS

Whether on the cases, sleeves, packaging or labels the symbols and, where required,
the explanatory wording must conform to a number of minimum requirements.
The letter in the U symbol must appear in black or white and be set on a green
coloured triangular shaped background. The letter must be a capital and at least 5mm
in height.
The letters in the PG symbol must be capitals at least 5mm in height appearing in
black or white and be set on a yellow coloured triangular background.
The figures in the 12 or 15 symbol must be at least 5mm in height, in red and be set on
a white coloured circular background.
The figures in the 18 symbol must be at least 5mm in height, in black or white and be
set on a red coloured circular background.
Where on the back of the case it is necessary for the symbol to be accompanied by
the explanatory wording both the symbol and the wording have to be shown within a
single rectangular frame. In the explanatory wording capitals must be used for all the
letters in the words “UNIVERSAL” and “PARENTAL GUIDANCE”.
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PACKAGING AND LABELLING

SIZE AND COLOURING FOR GAMES

Whether on the cases, sleeves, packaging or labels the symbols and, where required,
the content descriptors must conform to a number of minimum requirements.
The figures in all the symbols must in white, be at least 5mm in height and set in a
rectangular background. For the 18 symbol the rectangular background shall be red
coloured, for the 12 and 16 symbols the rectangular background shall be orange
coloured and for the 3 and 7 symbols the rectangular background will be green
coloured.
Where on the back of the case it is necessary for the symbol to be accompanied by
a content descriptor/s both the symbol and the descriptor/s must be shown within a
single rectangular frame.

MULTI-CONTENT DISCS & VIDEOCASSETTES

Where a disc or videocassette comprises several but separately classified or rated
items (videos, games, trailers or a combination thereof) the disc, videocassette and
packaging must be labelled with the most restrictive classification or rating.
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PACKAGING AND LABELLING

Examples:

A disc (and associated packaging) containing a 15 classified video and a 12
classified video must be labelled as a 15 video
A disc (and associated packaging) containing a 16 rated game and a 12 rated game
must be labelled as a 16 game
A disc (and associated packaging) containing a 16 rated game and a 15 classified
video must be labelled as a 16 game.

If there is more than one most restrictively classified video or rated game then the disc
and packaging can be labelled with the classification or rating for any one of the most
restrictively classified videos and rated games.

Examples:

A disc (and associated packaging) containing 2 games (one rated 16 and the other
18) and 2 videos (a 12 trailer and an 18 classified film) must be labelled as either the
18 rated game or the 18 classified video.

It should be noted that dual labelling must not be used (in the example
above either the 18 video classification or the 18 game rating must be
used, but not both).
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PACKAGING AND LABELLING

It should also be noted that care must be taken to ensure that compliance with the
packaging regulation does not contravene other consumer protection legislation.

Example:

A disc containing an 18 classified video trailer and a 12 rated game must be labelled
as an 18 video in order to comply with the packaging regulations. As this will have
the potential to be misleading advice should be taken as to what else should be
included on the packaging in order to avoid contravention of consumer
protection laws.

It should be further noted that a disc (and associated packaging) comprising a PEGI
3 or 7 rated game together with video (e.g. trailer, film) classified U or PG must be
labelled with the U or PG.

Example:

A disc (and associated packaging) containing a PEGI 7 rated game and a video
trailer classified U must be labelled as a U rated video.

27

PACKAGING AND LABELLING

Legal requirements:
Front of case
BBFC age logo
Correct colour
Figure cannot be less than 5mm in height

Back of case
Age logo must be
correct colour
Figure cannot be less
than 5mm in height
Legal words must be included
Consumer advice to be included
BBFC age logo, legal words & consumer
advice must be in a rectangle
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Not To Scale

PACKAGING AND LABELLING

Not To Scale

Legal requirements:
DVD Disc
Age logo must be correct colour
Figure cannot be less than 5mm in height
Unique title (title & number) must be on disc
(will be found on BBFC certificate)

29

PACKAGING AND LABELLING

Legal requirements:
Front of case
PEGI age logo
Correct colour
Figure cannot be less than
5mm in height

Back of case
PEGI age logo
Correct colour
Figure cannot be less
than 5mm in height
PEGI descriptors must be shown
PEGI age logo & descriptors must
form or be in a rectangle

30

Not To Scale

PACKAGING AND LABELLING

Not To Scale

Legal requirements:
Small Electronic devices
e.g. - SD card, Nintendo cartridge
PEGI age logo must be correct colour
Figure cannot be less than 5mm in height
Unique title (title & number) must be on
disc (will be found on VSC certificate)
and must be legible
Different number for each platform

Legal requirements:
Video game disc
PEGI age logo must be correct colour
Figure cannot be less than 5mm in height
Unique title (title & number) must be on
disc (will be found on VSC certificate)
Different number for each platform
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