
 
 
 
Directors UK welcomes the opportunity to respond to the BBC’s Editorial Guidelines consultation.  
 
We would like to raise awareness of areas brought to our attention by Directors UK members which 

fall under Question 2: Do they set out appropriate editorial standards for those making 

BBC programmes and content? 
 
Section 4: Impartiality 
 
It is our members’ concern that the BBC needs to be able to draw a distinction between opinion and 
facts and to enable programme makers to act on this distinction. Under the impartiality rules in the 
current Editorial Guidelines requiring a ‘balanced debate’, there was concern that the BBC has 
allowed people with opinions at odds with scientifically verifiably facts to have far too much 
prominence. In a fast-changing world of “fake” news it is ever more important that facts and truth 
are upheld, and the BBC has a significant role to play in this. An opinion is not a fact, and as such it is 
important that the new Editorial Guidelines are clear on this and the implementation of them does 
not oblige programme makers to falsely create a debate between something which is verifiably 
factually accurate and someone who simply has an unsubstantiated differing opinion, in order to 
meet impartiality criteria.  
 
Section 5: Harm and Offence 
 
The portrayal of violence is always going to be divisive and there is no perfect solution to address it. 
Directors in drama have identified an area of concern when seeking editorial policy advice in relation 
to drama portrayal of harm or violence. 
 
The issues are largely related to the process of seeking and acting on editorial policy advice in a 
timely and clear fashion; and a perceived ‘language barrier’ between the articulation of the creative 
vision by the programme making teams and the interpretation/visualisation of a programme or 
scene, before it has been made, by the editorial policy teams. In our members experience these can 
result in expensive and time-consuming delays in decisions affecting the production of the 
programme. 
 
The process of making any programme is to take powerful and emotive subject matter and put it 
into a production flow. Part of that flow is about communicating to everyone who is involved, from 
design through to editorial policy, how it will eventually be realised. It is essential that decision 
makers in that process understand the programme making language and are involved early enough 
to anticipate the productions intention before it is in its final form.  
 
We have heard example of productions seeking guidance from editorial policy on potentially 
sensitive scenes relating to harm and offence, where the advice given was unclear. The production 
teams find themselves shooting alternatives without clear direction of what would pass editorial 
policy. The guidance then changes from that which has been given on the day of the shoot in 
response to seeing the rushes, to what is then seen in the edit. This intervention is too late in the 
process to be practical, with edit schedules offering directors little time to react constructively. 
 
For example, in continuing drama, character development and change are essential tools in the 
story-telling process. A familiar or popular character experiencing a crisis which makes them behave 
in an extreme way is always vulnerable to editorial ‘discomfort’ from those outside the programme 
itself. Problems arise, particularly in on-going series drama, where characters can become ‘softened’ 



by the editorial guidance process in order to protect the series from any out-of-context criticism. The 
outcome is often that programme makers are required to “play it safe” and the processes of 
character development subsequently becomes hampered.  
 
The BBC rightly must have an editorial policy to address the issue of harm and offence, and one that 
can radically and rightly react to events in the real world - in particular where events can suddenly 
make fictional events offensive or inappropriate. But this must be balanced by the knowledge and 
insights of the production team to ensure that any changes are proportionate and practical i.e. can 
be implemented in a timely and programme-appropriate way.  
 
The key to resolving this issue is to ensure that the new guidelines create clarity and efficiency in the 
editorial policy process, whilst maintaining and enabling responsible and good story telling, through 
a shared understanding of the language of production. 
 
 
About us:  
 
Directors UK is the professional association of UK screen directors. It is a membership organisation 
representing the creative, economic and contractual interests of over 7,000 members — the 
majority of working TV and film directors in the UK.  
 
Directors UK collects and distributes royalty payments and provides a range of services to members 
including campaigning, commercial negotiations, legal advice, events, training and career 
development. Directors UK works closely with fellow organisations around the world to represent 
directors’ rights and concerns, promotes excellence in the craft of direction and champions change 
to the current landscape to create an equal opportunity industry for all. 
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