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Kijkwijzer!
The Dutch Self-Classification System

For some time now there has been an ongoing discussion

cording to new experience and feedback. The NICAM

in Germany on how youth protection should react to the

does not only take the providers into consideration, but

increasing media convergence. In accordance with an

also tests the audience’s satisfaction with the system. One

interstate treaty, the Voluntary Self-Regulation of the

thing that has become clear is that parents and teenagers

German Film Industry (FSK) and the Entertainment Soft-

are not interested only in the classification result but also

ware Self-Regulation (USK) are working together with the

in the reasoning behind the rating. As a first step, the so-

Superior State Agencies for Juvenile Affairs on the basis

called Kijkwijzer was created. This is a collection of easily

of the Law for Protection of Minors. The Voluntary Self-

understandable and amusing pictograms which give an

Regulation of Television (FSF) and the Voluntary Self-

idea of the potentially harmful content that can be expect-

Monitoring of Multimedia Providers (FSM) are officially

ed.

recognized by the Commission for the Protection of Minors

It is without question that this system has its advan-

in the Media (KJM). The legal guidelines are sophisticat-

tages. It is easy, manageable, and financially realistic for

ed, but complicated. For this reason, it is nearly impossi-

the providers and the state – and it can be used for all me-

ble for the various self-regulatory organizations to use and

dia content without any hurdles. But can something like

accredit each other’s classification results. It is all the more

this really work? Isn’t it naïve to put so much trust in the

interesting to take a look at other European countries’

providers’ self-classification? Can the complex youth pro-

youth protection systems and to study how they are han-

tection criteria really be reliably handled by a formalized

dling the rapid change in media offerings and distribution

questionnaire? Can one really do without the evaluators’

channels.

discussion and their various subjective perspectives with-

In 2001, the Netherlands reinvented their youth pro-

out risking the quality of the result?

tection system. It was probably the most radical change

The FSF board of trustees wanted to get a better look

in Europe. At this time the Filmkeuring was dissolved. It

at this and visited NICAM in March, 2009. For one full day

had been a part of the ministry responsible for cultural

the trustees reviewed and discussed groundwork, the ex-

and social services and was comparable to the German

periences with providers, the public and the audience, as

FSK in respect to its tradition and evaluation process. The

well as the regular scientific appraisal of the question-

Netherlands Institute for the Classification of Audiovisual

naires. After a short introduction, the board members had

Media (NICAM) took its place and faced the challenge of

the opportunity to rate a trailer using the questionnaire.

creating, managing and possibly controlling a regulatory

The result was consistently an approval for age 12 and up,

system based on self-classification, which was to operate

even if a following discussion showed that the reasonings

for all audiovisual media. With persuasiveness and a bit

were extremely varied.

of gentle pressure, the state managed to get the media

Even if everyone found the NICAM system to be very

providers and distributers to integrate themselves into the

likeable and pragmatic, skepticism still prevailed for some.

system – ranging from the movie industry to the public

Others, on the other hand, prioritized the pragmatic ad-

service television networks. The classification itself is no
longer performed by neutral committees of specialists,

vantages over their doubts concerning details – after all
the German system isn’t perfect either. tv diskurs presents

but rather by the providers themselves based on an ex-

the NICAM and reports on the standpoints ranging from

plicit questionnaire. The goal was to design the question-

approval to skepticism.

naires so precisely that there would be little leeway for the
providers when entering their answers. The questions were

Joachim von Gottberg

developed by scientists and are constantly adjusted ac-
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Pragmatic Self-Classification
with Expert Moderation
The German and Dutch Models for Protection of Minors

Joachim von Gottberg
Since February 2001 there has been a completely new

A Lack of Trust: Self-Regulation in Germany

youth protection system in the Netherlands. The
Netherlands Institute for the Classification of Audiovisual
Media, NICAM, made a break from much that seems
sacred to us in Germany. Rather than viewing the launch
of the new system with optimism, the Voluntary SelfRegulation of the German Film Industry (FSK) and the
Voluntary Self-Regulation of Television (FSF) reacted
skeptically. Can youth protection be assured if media
employees classify their content themselves, more or less
on their own, on the basis of a questionnaire? Can the
content’s context, which in Germany is often more decisive than the actual scenes themselves, really be reasonably evaluated in this way? When an earlier broadcasting
time is economically more attractive, is it certain that
commercial interest will not weigh more heavily than the
protection of youth? And is the state, which according
to the German constitution should at least theoretically
always have the last word, not shirking its responsibility?
On the other hand the system has a lot of advantages: it is
effective, economical for the media providers and the
state, and the integration of new marketing channels is
relatively simple. Comparing the German system to that of
the Netherlands, the question arises: can we learn from
their experience?

In media, the term “self-regulation” gives the impression
that the media judges its content according to its own criteria. In Germany, this seemingly self-evident interpretation is misleading. After its founding in 1949, FSK was
only active for a few years as a purely self-regulatory entity for film industry organizations. Though even then
the age rating was not determined by those who were
affected, but rather by an independent examination committee, at least the whole procedure was based on voluntary agreements, above all with the film distributors and
the theater owners’ organizations: the film distributors
agreed to present all their films to the FSK before their
release and the theater owners committed themselves
to making sure that the age ratings were complied with
at the ticket offices. The age categories were determined
by the FSK itself.
By voluntary self-regulation, the film industry hoped
to avoid the creation of a statutory regulation for the protection of minors and to make it superfluous. This attempt
failed. The suspicion was too great that this form of selfregulation might lead to prioritizing commercial interests over the protection of minors. The first law for the
protection of minors, in which age categories were legally determined, went into effect in 1954. The responsibility for the age categorization was given to the Superior
State Agencies for Juvenile Affairs. In principle, the release of films without their assessment by these agencies was allowed, but only for an adult audience.
A Permanent Temporary Solution

The legally responsible authorities were thus given a
difficult assignment. On the one hand, in light of the ban
on pre-censorship in Art. 5, § 1 of the German Constitution,
there were concerns about a government agency examining films previous to their release. On the other hand,
the Superior State Agencies for Juvenile Affairs would
have had to set up the technical prerequisites and the nec-
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essary personnel for the examination – and in each
German state. Furthermore, the authorities had the problem that, on short notice, they now had to rate a great
number of films that were already being shown in the
theaters with their corresponding FSK ratings. In an interstate agreement, in order to deal with this problem, the
authorities decided to temporarily take over the already
existing FSK approval ratings. As a provisional solution,
they would have the FSK continue to carry out the actual examinations. In return, the authorities demanded a
substantial voice in developing the examination criteria, in determining who would be on the committees, and
in appointing the examiners. Over the years, this originally temporary set-up for cooperation between the film
industry and the authorities has proved to be extremely
constructive and expedient. Due to the participation of
the authorities, the approval ratings determined by the
FSK have taken on the weight of administrative acts.
Furthermore, they give a high degree of legal security to
the distributors and movie theaters and, since 1985, also to the distributors of videos and DVD’s. Without all the
federal states cooperating in the FSK, the film industry
would have had to risk that the classification would result in different ratings in each state. This would have
made the promotion and distribution of films considerably more difficult. Though in the history of the FSK there
have been some very controversial approval ratings that
led to conflicts between the industry and the authorities, it has always been possible to finally reach an agreement, as both sides were equally interested in continuing this arrangement.
The Participation of the State Establishes Legal
Security

As advantageous as this system may be for both the industry as well as the youth authorities, it cannot be called
self-regulation. On the contrary, it is more of a supervisory body, organized by the industry, in which independent third parties participate and in which the public
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authorities are involved. Contrary to what is suggested
by the term, “self-regulation”, the media has little influence on the age ratings. The FSF has a similar system.
Though in this case the legally responsible supervisory
body, the Commission for the Protection of Minors in
the Media (KJM) does not have a seat in the committees, it does have a more or less direct influence on the
final rating results through the approval process and
through its control over the amount of leeway in the evaluation. Although, increasingly, the state is emphasizing
self-regulation, in the end it does not want to let go of its
decision-making power. This can be attributed to Art. 5,
§ 2 of the Constitution, in which the freedom of the media is limited by the “General Laws”, especially by the
laws for the protection of minors. From this it can be inferred that the state cannot abandon its responsibility
to protect minors.
Criteria – the Attempt to Objectify Subjective
Impressions

In all youth protections agencies, decisions are made in
larger or smaller committees. The legal guidelines for
protection, i.e. which content should not be approved for
which age groups, contain no more than a declaration
of intent. The lawmakers leave the actualization to the
respective organizations and to the expertise of the examiners. This is based on the idea that the determination
of age ratings is not objectifiable according to concrete
criteria. On the one hand, media content is in a permanent state of development, and youth protection issues
that are relevant today could easily be irrelevant tomorrow. In the future, there will be an array of problems
that are unforeseeable today and for which there are yet
no criteria. On the other hand, no matter how precisely
the parameters are established, the individual examiner
will still have considerable leeway in making decisions.
Thus, the degree to which the viewer identifies with a
character and with their positive or negative actions is
definitive for the film’s impact. This in turn is depen-
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dent on individual sympathies or antipathies, i.e. vis à vis
the actor themselves or their role. Finally, the examiner
must come to a strongly subjective decision based upon
personal experience and on ideas about the various developmental phases in which a young person would either embrace or reject a certain character. Also, the estimation of whether a violent action is cruel or inhuman,
or just realistic, and whether its effect would be to deter
the viewer from doing the same, is dependent on the sensibilities, but also the film experience, of the examiner.
In order to avoid extreme subjectivity, the decisions
are made in committees. In the discussions, there is already an exchange in which the different opinions usually merge. But in the end the majority opinion is decisive. Thereby, it should not be assumed that the decision
of the majority has greater validity. But the consensus is
that a result is valid if the procedural rules, including a
majority decision, have been followed.
The Superior State Agencies for Juvenile Affairs have
tried time and again to reduce the range of possible decisions through stricter and more concrete standards. But
these attempts have repeatedly failed, since in the end,
no matter how differentiated the criteria may be, the
examiner must make a decision as to their relevance.
Furthermore, the attempt of the youth protection agencies to counterbalance the subjective factor with a reliable foundation based on media impact research or developmental psychology certainly has raised the standard
of the decisions and their justifications, but in no way has
made the examiner’s assessment superfluous. Because
the scientific assumptions concerning media impact differ greatly and are in part contradictory, they generally
lead to greater confusion rather than to a greater ease in
comparing the examiners’ results. In principle, the various scientific theories almost all mirror the subjective
conceptions about media impact.
In applying the examination criteria, the degree of
subjectivity is the result of the examiners’ different stances
toward the media. Thus, the examiners can be very roughly divided into two extreme groups: the first are in general liberal, they have a good deal of confidence in the
ability of young viewers to understand and they believe
that the education carried out by the institutions of socialization by and large dominates over media experiences. On the whole, they are only prepared to limit freedom if there is a recognizably clear impact risk. We call
this group media-optimists. The second group considers controls and sanctions necessary: they find it probable that young people will be seduced by attractively presented transgression of limits. They perceive the media
as an attractive, entertainment-oriented force with which
parents and the schools cannot compete. In their opinion, the media offerings are directed at the masses and
lead to a steady lowering of standards. The neurologist,
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Manfred Spitzer, hits a nerve for many in this group when
he says: “Television makes you fat, stupid and violent”.
Here we are talking about media-pessimists. In addition
to these differing personality sketches, biographical factors play a role too. If there is a connection between the
media content and the personal biography, then there
will be a strong negative or positive emotional charge for
the viewer. An examiner who has to appraise a film about
a tragic suicide will most probably judge the film much
more stringently after a recent personal confrontation
with a painful suicide. Similarly, fearful people who easily feel threatened and who estimate the probability of
becoming a victim of crime or catastrophe as being very
high, will assess comparatively higher risks: for example,
that children and young people who view crime films will
develop extreme fears that cannot be processed.
The Construct of Assessment Leeway

In youth protection one is well aware of this subjective
factor – and one has learned to live with it. In appeals to
the Federal Department for Media Harmful to Young
Persons (BPjM) or the FSK, the case law usually refrains
from investigating the correctness of the decision which
is being appealed, unless formal mistakes or obvious mistakes in content are recognizable. In this case we are talking about leeway. This term is ultimately based on the
realization that decisions will always contain some value judgments and thus cannot be declared right or wrong
without further ado. Instead, a precise examination procedure is defined, and we declare our agreement to accept the final result if the carrying-out of the procedure
was fair and formally correct. Thereby, the principle of
the majority rule complies with democratic procedures:
the assessment takes place in committees of seven (FSK),
five (FSF) and twelve persons (KJM, BPjM). In this way,
extremely subjectively tainted decisions are balanced out
by the group.
Almost a Counter-Project – the Dutch NICAM

At first glance, it seems like leaving the age rating in the
hands of the distributors must be based on a somewhat
naïve trust in their self-regulatory powers. But on second
glance it becomes clear that this first impression was
wrong. We have been comparing European film approval
ratings in this magazine for many years. In the times of
the Dutch Filmkeuring, which was organized by the
Ministry responsible for Welfare and Culture, the divergences from the FSK age ratings were often greater than
in the times of the NICAM. Since 1988, there has been
an on-going exchange between the FSK and the Filmkeuring about examination criteria. The first film that
was discussed in this context was the Dutch production
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Flodder – eine Familie zum Knutschen. In Germany the film
was not approved for young people, in the Netherlands
it was approved with no age restrictions. As a result of
these differences, FSK and Filmkeuring agreed to have
a regular exchange of examiners: two times a year, groups
of three to five examiners visited each other alternately
and took part in the sessions of the other agency. Though
they did not have the right to vote, just this exchange of
viewpoints led to an approximation in their verdicts after a few years. It was not necessary to make changes in
the criteria.
Stringent and Comparable: the Examination Results
according to the NICAM Procedure

After the founding of NICAM (the Dutch Institute for
the Classification of Audiovisual Media), it was presumed
that the differences in ratings would once again increase.
This presumption turned out to be wrong, however. There
are differences, but they are in the range of those that
come up between different committees of the FSK or FSF.
In general, in spite of all skepticism, it can be ascertained
that the Dutch ratings are stringent and that, compared
to the German FSK, they vary within the normal margins.
This result is all the more surprising because the film
context plays such an important role in Germany. So, for
example, in the portrayal of violence it must be taken
into consideration whether the viewer identifies with the
actor and whether the violence finally leads to success
and is left unpunished. Such an evaluation of the context
is hard to measure through the coding of the questionnaire specifications, since such questions cannot be answered unambiguously. NICAM is conscious of this problem, but points out that, because of the viewing patterns
of the youth (zapping), the significance of the context is
lost anyway. Even if this is arguable, the neglect of the
context does not seem to play a big role in the concrete
results; otherwise the deviations from the German ratings would be much greater. Proceeding from the present
state of comparison of both systems, it can be formulated simply: NICAM’s system of coding seems to function
quite well, even if we do not know exactly why.
Trust in Self-Classification: Result of a Clever
Framework

The fact that the Dutch examination is carried out, not
by an independent third party but rather through a mixture of questionnaires, processing by a coder, and calculation of the results by NICAM, obviously does not affect
the reliability of the examination results either. In pondering whether this kind of self-classification might not
also be possible in Germany, what first enters the mind
is that in a country like the Netherlands, with 16.5 mil-
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lion inhabitants, it is surely easier to reach a social consensus and to achieve a sense of shared responsibility
than in a larger country. That this consideration is not
without a basis is shown by the fact that it was possible
to integrate the private as well as the public broadcasters into the NICAM system in the Netherlands. Admittedly,
the public stations at first refused with the same arguments as were used in Germany when in 1994 the FSF
was founded and politicians as well as the FSF itself were
working towards having a central office for all television broadcasters. But in the Netherlands they finally
were able to get all the involved parties – from movie theaters to public television – to become members.
The fact that the economic significance of age ratings
or favorable broadcasting times is much greater in a population of 82 million than in a population of 16.5 million certainly plays an important role as well. The difference between advertisement revenues from a broadcast
at prime time or late at night is presumably not as relevant in the Netherlands as it is in Germany. For this reason the economic pressure is probably not as high, so that
that the coders are freer in making their decisions.
But taking a closer look at the system, its strength
seems to lie in some very clever specifications by the state.
Its media regulations, though limited to a few basic requirements, result in the media providers having no other choice but to become part of the NICAM system for
their own good. The state allows the system itself a large
amount of freedom, so that it is able to accommodate concrete developments optimally, leaving it room to develop. At the same time, however, the state is not shirking
its responsibility – to the contrary: it tends to the functioning of the system in that it evaluates it regularly and
does not shy away from bringing serious problems out
into the open. In Germany, a study done on whether the
admission restrictions for children and young people who
are under age are truly carried out effectively at German
movie theater box offices would be unthinkable, because
everyone suspects that the results would be a disaster.
Test purchases of DVD’s or computer games by children
or juveniles were once discussed in Germany, but after
legal and pedagogical discussions the idea was discarded without a replacement. The Dutch are more pragmatic. For them, the point is not to find and punish someone, but rather to make sure that the norms are followed.
If it is established that the acceptance of the norm is low,
objectives are set that can be examined. In Germany, on
the other hand, we proceed according to principles. As
long as we do not know for sure that the norm is being
violated in practice, we assume that it is functioning. Thus,
it actually makes little sense to even take the trouble to
do age ratings: the result may very well be meaningless.
In the Netherlands, the acceptance of the norms is in
the forefront, and the attempt is made to increase this ac-
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ceptance by persuasion. An example for this are the pictograms. Interviews with parents and young people have
shown that both would like to know more about the reasons for the restrictions. The cute pictograms are a simple and catchy solution. In Germany surely exists a similar interest as well. But since we tend to regulate everything
in very detailed laws, it would be extremely hard to come
to an agreement on a voluntary solution among the numerous media providers.
What We Can Learn from NICAM

Given an appropriate framework, self-classification can
obviously function very well. The FSF tested this: a NICAM
colleague who is responsible for the training of coders introduced the questionnaire to the full-time examiners
of FSF. For a period of six weeks, the programs that were
presented to the FSF were examined as usual in the committee and were evaluated with the online questionnaire
in a parallel procedure. The first evaluation yielded relatively similar results, in spite of the different examination methods (see the contribution of C. Mikat in this issue, p. 18 sqq.).
On the basis of these results, it could be discussed to
what extent the system of self-classification might be used
in Germany, possibly in cases in which financial concerns
or other pragmatic reasons make a committee examination difficult. This might be conceivable for the internet,
especially in regard to Video-on-Demand or online games.
Depending on how such tests turn out, the system could
be transposed to other areas – especially for media that
only reaches small groups, for which a committee examination would be disproportionately costly. But the
state can learn something else from the Dutch model.
Cooperation with the media providers and their self-regulation cannot be based on mistrust. NICAM is a system
which has a high degree of acceptance among all participants, so that each is interested in playing by the rules
of the game so that the system can continue. A certain
amount of satisfaction with the system among the participants has been shown to be of advantage. Although
the Dutch state has, from the German point-of-view, withdrawn quite far out of the system, it seems still to be able
to use its influence due to the mixed financing – from state
funds and funding by the participating companies or organizations. Incidentally, through appropriate laws, it
has made sure that no media enterprise can escape the
NICAM. Thus, it is assured a strong position, as the establishments have no other alternative. In the final measure,
viewing the myriad of complicated German laws, which
to a large degree are not even coordinated with each other, one thing becomes obvious: an intelligent legal set-up
has quite a lot of advantages.

Prof. Joachim von Gottberg
is executive director of the
Voluntary Self-Regulation of
Television (FSF).
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Poldergeist
Trust and Responsibility in the
Dutch System for Protection of
Minors in the Media

Alexander Scheuer
Kijkwijzer, a system for an almost all-encompassing/cross-sectoral protection of minors
from harmful media, is sustained by the audiovisual sector in the Netherlands and started
10 years ago. It was a clear switch from the
classical (state run) regulatory mechanisms.
Above all, it was based on a basic trust by the
politics and society in the consciousness of
the providers to be responsible for the content
distributed and their willingness to show proof
of this. In addition, the responsibility of the

During a visit by the FSF Board of Trustees (Voluntary
Self-Regulation of Television) to Hilversum, the Dutch
media city where a great number of broadcasters, the media authority (Commissariaat voor de Media, CvdM), and
NICAM (Netherlands Institute for the Classification of
Audiovisual Media, supporter of Kijkwijzer and the Agency
for the Classification of Games (PEGI)) are located, intensive discussion took place regarding the Dutch regulation on protection of minors. Detailed reports were given on NICAM and Kijkwijzer (translated on the one hand
as “Signpost for Viewing” or on the other as “Watch
Wisely!”), including the various aspects of the system1.
The opportunity was provided for to gain one’s own experience in classifying diverse media offerings (movies,
trailers). Furthermore, an exchange of ideas took place
with representatives of the market-leading television
company in Holland.
In the immediate follow up, the pros and cons of the
Dutch system were in the foreground for the members
of the Board. The comparison with the German regulations and the transferability of certain elements to the
German system for protection of minors against harmful media were further points of discussion. Before considering the current developments, the fundamental approach of Kijkwijzer will be reviewed.

parents for the use of media by children and
youth became an important building block,

“Poldering”

and this is supported by Kijkwijzer. The fundamentals of the system, visible in the form of
pictograms for the age level and danger
content type, are transparency, familiarity,
comprehension and simplicity; evaluation and
development are included as well.

Notes:
1
For details see:
Bekkers, W.: Das niederländische NICAM – der Bock
als Gärtner? In: tv diskurs,
Edition 37, 3/2006, p. 4 sqq.
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As explained by the chairwoman of the NICAM, Tineke
Lodders-Elfferich, a basic element constituting Dutch society – and an aspect essential to the understanding of
the mentality – is the readiness to work in cooperation
and to combine all available strength. Historically, the
concerted fight against external threat has left its impact – whether the threat was from other countries or
from nature. The way to combat the continuous threat of
the ocean stealing back its land has been the building of
dams and drainage areas.
The original meaning of “poldering” is to secure land
below sea level by building dikes and mills so that water
can constantly be pumped out. Just as the control and
maintenance of these constructions is essential for Dutch
life (survival), the chosen model is seen as being a joint
task for overcoming obstacles. The desire for consensus
and not the emphasis on particular differences determines the style and is perceived in Germany as a “Dutch”
or “Polder model”.
Joint Effort and Believing in One’s Own Strength

According to the chairwoman of the NICAM, the motif
of “poldering” has also guided the new construction of
the protection of minors in the media. NICAM director
Wim Bekkers explained this on the basis of how the sys-

Special Edition

tem is constructed: after years of public discussion, the
administration instigated the construction of a self-regulatory system to protect minors from content that could
be harmful to their development. Together with the ministries in charge, an array of media providers, especially from the film (cinema operators, video rental stores,
PoS for DVD etc.) and the television sector (private as
well as public service broadcasters) took on the challenge of defining the structure, fields of responsibilities
and resources for a new regulatory approach. A scientific research committee was entrusted with creating an
age rating system and it is still responsible for its continuous development today. The media authority is involved in that it performs the so-called supervisory evaluations (“Metatoezicht”) which check the functionality
of the system. Finally, society, on the one hand, is involved in the system through regular questionnaires surveying familiarity, comprehension and use of Kijkwijzer.
On the other hand, there are information campaigns as
well as varied information about the tested media products.
After the government paved the way through the necessary legal changes, 2 it continued, along with its financial contribution to the costs of NICAM, to take an
active accompanying role by insuring the regular evaluation of the new youth protection system.3
Trust is Good…

The fact that the media policies are based on trust in
self-regulation by the audiovisual sector is a valuable
asset and NICAM has undertaken lots of steps right from
the start to maintain this trust. Thereby, the above-mentioned characteristics – transparency, familiarity, comprehension and simplicity – play a significant role.
Acceptance Factors: Knowledge, Understanding,
Comprehension and Usage

At an early stage, the scientific research commissioned
by the government and NICAM showed that Kijkwijzer
was well-known and increasingly used by a great number of parents. As a result of numerous “awareness campaigns”, inter alia, this first positive trend continued in
the following years. The initial partially encountered misunderstanding that the classification represented a form
of recommendation was countered by NICAM with targeted communication measures. This, and a variety of
explanations on the website of how the system functions,
supported the understanding of the “targeted user” i.e.
the parents. The pictograms, indicating which dangerous content leads (mainly) to which age classification,
enable the user to reconstruct the process and thus comprehend the results. The high usage is a result of the

easy manageability of the uniform pictograms, visualizing the classification of audiovisual products.
The familiarity and ease of use are supported by the
fact that the communication media – in TV guides, trailers, or on one common page of teletext – all must use
the pictogram. The pictogram is also inserted at the beginning of a television broadcast. Basically, an audiovisual product (cinema film, TV film, episode in a series,
etc.) can only be classified once. This first classification
is valid for all following forms distribution. If there is to
be a deviation from this, then there needs to be a new
evaluation. What also can be considered “easy”, is that,
with the exception of programs produced up-to-the-moment (for example news broadcasts), all content must be
classified and a clear broadcasting time restriction (starting at 8:00 pm) must be maintained for the 12 year old
age classification. In addition, to protect children and
youth from certain content, scientifically founded findings do not need to be presented and the system is open
to adaptation to clearly articulated societal needs. Finally,
in order to restrict interpretative leeway that might make
differing classifications more probable, the approach
adopted for the questionnaire consciously factors out context.
According to the opinion in the Netherlands, the system is considered successful when it finds wide acceptance in society especially by parents because they feel
fully and correctly informed.
Bonus: Transparency

Kijkwijzer is considered transparent for a variety of reasons. Firstly, NICAM gives detailed information about its
background, goals, and the actual application of its system, as well as about the appraisal that it receives. Those
who are interested can view the questionnaire used for
classification (in its current version, January 2009). All
results from the questionnaire, i.e. the automated evaluation4 of the answers entered by the so-called coders (for
example, TV-broadcaster employees 5), are to be found
in the online data base of the Kijkwijzer website. If there
are several results, which could be the case for a film,
its commercial trailer, and the television (edited) version(s), then they are all fully shown.
Not only in this context, does the complaint system
earn special mention. The results of the unbureaucratic
(per email) procedures are made public and can be read
in full. The decision of the committee is based on an own
filling in of the questionnaire and the results obtained are
presented. The decision concerning an imposed fine is
also explained.6
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2
Abolishment of the 1977 law
concerning film screening
(along with the end of the
Dutch Filmkeuring), change
of the media act in 2000
(Art. 52d, 53: regulation of
the protection of minors in
television, enabling coregulation; changes now:
Art. 4.1 et sq. Mediawet
2008) and the penal code,
Feb. 22, 2001 (Art. 240a:
prohibition of making available images, i.e. objects or
media that contain images,
offering these to, or screening them for minors under
16 years of age, if the release of these could lead to
harm).
3
Cf. the first general evaluation 2003/2004 (as well as on
the youth protection regulation as a whole): Hemels,
J.: Regulierung, Selbstregulierung und Medienkompetenz in den Niederlanden.
Can be found at:
http://www.kijkwijzer.nl/uplo
ad/download_pc/7.pdf; for
an up-to-date evaluation of
the practical implementation of the system (especially
concerning the handling of
image material, etc.) by the
Dutch government: communication of the Ministry of
Justice Feb. 2, 2009.
Can be found at:
http://www.justitie.nl/image
s/Bescherming%20minderjarigen%20tegen%20schadelijk%20beelmater_tcm
34-166318.pdf, with further
references.
4
On location, the members
of the FSF curatorium were
shown the approaches and
the modes of operation that
had been and were continuing to be developed by
the scientists. NICAM also
informs the public about the
general framework. For one
aspect of the scientific fundamentals of this “Black
BoxW, see the contribution
by W. Michaelis in this issue,
p. 34 sqq.
5
See the contribution of
C. Mikat in this issue,
p. 18 sqq.
6
Cf. the up-grading of Brüno
from 12 to 16 years on the
basis of the deviating results
for the content-category
“sex” and “vulgar speech”
(decision of Oct 3, 2009).
Can be found at:
http://www.kijkwijzer.no/
pagina.php?id=14nb=318
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… and Control, How the Responsibility Is Taken – on,
too

Perhaps the style is best expressed by summarizing all the
different control mechanisms under the term “evaluation”. This takes place in various steps: internally, it starts
with the preliminary training of the coders, their continued education and the annual “test of trust”. It continues in the form of a “help desk”, as well as the advisory
committee which the coders can turn to in case of doubt.
Furthermore, NICAM spot-checks, inter alia, the quality
of the work done by providers’ employees (the degree of
thoroughness of such checks depending on the age rating).
Bordering on external evaluation, are the complaint
procedure and the publication of annual operations reports. The latter build the basis for the “Meta Oversight”,
by the CvdM, also executed annually, that in turn reports to the government.7 This is supplemented by the
government-commissioned evaluations.8
As a co-regulation model, Kijkwijzer “lives” on the
continuous, but unobtrusive presence of the state, whereby we do not mean co-financing. As designated in the
2007 EC Directive on audiovisual media services,9 policy-makers and the media supervision agencies are
equipped with so-called “back stop” competences (“stick
and carrot”). This means that they can demand a re-adjustment. However, because of the (conflict-resolution) culture in the Netherlands, to achieve this discursive means
are practiced.
It is fully recognized, by those subject to regulation
as well as those within NICAM, that the responsibility of
the state is a necessary form of pressure, so that the emphasis on taking responsibility is repeatedly accented
anew – just as on the other hand, the existence of sufficient incentives for engagement in and for the system is
also a factor for success.
The latest adaptation of the system includes the newly introduced rating “9 years and up”, between “6” and
“12”, (only in combination with the category “fear”) – in
reaction to Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban – as
well as specifications for music video clips. Among currently debated issues are, on the one hand, the decision
as to which other audiovisual media services fall under
NICAM control (besides television programs, particularly the video-on-demand offers), and on the other hand,
the regulation of “programs seriously endangering development” in respect to their content and the respective
competency of NICAM and the CvdM. Moreover, solutions are being sought for the spread of teletext “sex ads”,
considered to be just as much of a problem in Germany,
as well as for the publication of complaints not only
through NICAM’s appeal bodies, but also through the
affected media providers. Finally, in regard to the off-

line issues (movie attendance and DVD sales), a better
application and implementation of the rules is being
discussed: after the disturbing results of test purchases
by minors, the government is focusing on sanctions and
better ways of controlling the behavior of the providers.
Thus, it seems that the decision to have a complaint system as a control mechanism is not enough. A reaction to
this is the commitment, in an agreement with the Minister
of Justice in February 2009, of the media industry as well
as the libraries to reach a compliance rate of 70% in 2011
and an almost full compliance rate thereafter. Here the
relevant Ministry will supply supportive measures – the
keyword here is “poldering”.10
Prospects

NICAM, too, finds itself confronted with the problem of
how to deal with the “new medium” internet and its offerings, especially websites, online games and communities. Here, an Anglo-American proverb with only a slight
variation is appropriate, “If you can’t swim, stay out of
the water!” But: not to do anything is not an option, because the (illegal) contents relevant to youth protection
are out there, are being used, and provoke questions as
to appropriate reactions. Indeed, PEGI online was developed for games, but the obvious difficulty lies in that
the existing structure, based on the provider’s self-labeling, is, generally or quantitatively, insufficient in the
internet. Even in the Netherlands, no one has found the
“philosopher’s stone”, and thus “Mediawijsheid” – media
literacy – supplements the existing controls. NICAM receives subsidies for a pilot project, which checks a recommendation system for the suitability of content for minors. A “machine readable” version of Kijkwijzer should
be conceptualized for use in internet. NICAM has had
good experiences with a website for children, which informs about Kijkwijzer in an age appropriate manner; the
name is “Bekijk het maar!” In short: Watch closely! Also
in future.
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7
The CvdM also uses the
evaluation, which so far has
always had positive results,
to indicate to the responsible media minister what it
considers to be necessary
or desirable changes, i.e. to
inform about the exchange
with the NICAM in this regard. Cf. the communication
of June 12, 2008.
Can be found at:
http://www.cvdm.nl/dsresource?objectid=7915&type=org
8
Along with the above-mentioned: van der Stoel, L. et
al. (Advies commissie
Jeugd, Geweld en Media):
Wijzer Kijken.
Can be found at:
http://www.minocw.nl/documenten/advies_wijzer_kijke
n. pdf; and finally, Gosselt,
J. et al.: Horen, zien en verkrijgen? Final report on the
evaluation of Kijkwijzer and
PEGI, commissioned by
the Scientific Research and
Documentation Center
(WODC) of the Ministry of
Justice, 2008.
Can be found under:
http://www.justitie.nl/image
s/rapport%20beeldmateriaal_ tcm34-166315.pdf
(Summary in English from
p. 175 sqq.)
9
Art. 3, § 7 and Recital 36.
See also:
Scheuer, A.: CoRegulierung im europäischen Jugendmedienschutz.
In: tv diskurs, Issue No. 35,
1/2006, p. 8 sqq.
10
Cf. http://www.kijkwijzer.
nl/pagina.php?id=8&nb=
211

Alexander Scheuer,
attorney-at-law, is the
executive director of the
Institute of European
Media Law in Saarbrücken/
Brussels and member of the
FSF Board of Trustees.
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Mutual Trust, Dialogue With
the Users, and Gentle Control
The Netherlands is Relying on New Ways to Protect Minors from the Media

For each distribution channel through which media content is brought to the user, Germany creates a further
system of self-regulation. Meanwhile, in the Netherlands
the opposite is happening. The Filmkeuring, which was
only responsible for movies, has been dissolved. Instead,

Up until a few years ago the Filmkeuring existed
in the Netherlands. In many ways it was comparable to the German model of Voluntary SelfRegulation of the German Film Industry (FSK).
Why has this film evaluation system been done
away with?
I think a formal reason was the passing of the
“Television without Frontiers” Directive in 1997.
This policy urged the EU member nations to protect
minors from potentially dangerous media content.
It has been over ten years since then. The Dutch
government at that time took this guideline very
seriously. Some government representatives started
discourse with representatives from the film, video,
and television industry. There was a consensus in the
government that more had to be done in this area –
especially since the amount of audiovisual content
was exploding. Back then the Filmkeuring would
evaluate about 200 to 250 films per year. But what
about the DVDs, the private and public service
broadcasting, or the video games which were
increasingly flooding the market? When we started
creating NICAM in 2000 we agreed that one institution should be able to function for all types of media.
The construction of NICAM was also influenced by
the political constellation in the Netherlands. The
government was composed of a coalition between
liberals and social democrats. While the christian
democrats had always placed an emphasis on
regulation and control, the consensus now was
deregulation in the media sector. The idea here
was to transfer responsibility and actions from the
government to society.
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a completely different system has been put to use. This
system can, at least theoretically, be used across the
board for all media types. How does this system work and
what are the most important basic points? tv diskurs
spoke to Wim Bekkers, the director of NICAM, the Dutch
Institute for the Classification of Audiovisual Media.

So there were two factors: for one thing, it was
clear that the old system was too focused on film,
but also, the providers were supposed to take
some responsibility. Were they prepared to do this?
The ministry responsible for culture and education
started the discussions with the media, and at first
they weren’t thrilled at all because they didn’t know
what to expect. Especially in the television sector the
reaction was very restrained since there had previously been very little regulation for TV. These discussions took place in 1997 and 1998 and it took a while
for everyone to agree to the project. The last institutions to agree, by the way, were the public service
broadcasters. At first they refused because they
didn’t see the necessity and argued that only the
private broadcasters aired material that made necessary the protection of minors. In the end, even they
could be convinced of the necessity to establish an
institution for all media content without exceptions.

Special Edition

Was there an idea about how the system should
work from the very beginning?
The framework was clear, but other than that there
were few concrete ideas on how the system would
work. It was left to the newly established NICAM to
come up with practical suggestions for the evaluations, control, etc. They were looking for a director
to take on this assignment. At the time, it was 1999,
I was working for public service broadcasting when
someone asked me whether I would be interested in
being NICAM’s director. I hardly knew what it was all
about, but after a couple of conversations I signaled
interest and so I became the institute’s director. The
name NICAM stands for “Nederlands Instituut voor
de Classificatie van Audiovisuele Media”. The name
was decided on by the various organizations that
founded NICAM. Apart from NOS and VESTRA –
the umbrella organizations of public and private
broadcasting – the organizations for film distribution,
movie theater owners, DVD rental companies and
game distributers were also involved. These various
organizations and the government agreed that
NICAM should be responsible for supplying the
people with information on media content and for
reliably classifying the content themselves.
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framework. According to this law, there is a differentiation between “(obviously) seriously harmful” and
“possibly harmful” content. The television networks
are not allowed to air any content which could seriously harm teenagers. Potentially harmful content
can be shown if they have been rated before being
aired and an appropriate air time has been determined. This media law does not apply to film and
DVD. In these cases the less strict general laws apply,
like for example those which forbid child pornography or discrimination. The government planned the
NICAM undertaking as a three year test project and
supported the work by covering 75% of the costs.
The remaining 25% were split four ways and financed
in equal parts by the public and the private networks,
the video and the film industry. During the first three
years the government commissioned a renowned
Dutch research institute to evaluate the system. The
institute concentrated on parents and children to
see if they accepted and utilized the system. Another
main focus was the functioning of the complaint
procedure. This is an extremely important point
when evaluating whether the media takes people’s
complaints seriously. Furthermore, the system was
tested for reliability.

The German government would hardly put so
much trust in the media companies…
The Dutch government insisted that the companies
take on this responsibility themselves. Of course
measures were taken to test NICAM’s effectiveness.
Originally the idea had actually been to create a system relying solely on self-regulation. Yes, at the time
the media laws were changed in such a way that an
institution based exclusively on self-regulation could
have been established. We are officially recognized
by the government. The media law, which, however,
is only directed at the television sector, establishes a
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Do you also check whether children are in the
audience who shouldn’t be watching the movie
due to their age?

Were NICAM and Filmkeuring working parallel
to each other during the evaluation period?
No, Filmkeuring ended its work in February, 2001.
NICAM was created in the year 2000 while Filmkeuring was still active. Then it started its work in
February, 2001. So there was a real transition. The
first movie to be evaluated by Kijkwijzer was
Hannibal. The first three years were very exciting.
The chairman and I finally came to the conclusion
that complete self-regulation wasn’t possible for
two reasons. For one thing, there was the financial
aspect. The media companies were not able to
finance all of NICAM’s costs without government
support. On the other hand, we also found it important that the government and society continue to
have a say in the matter of youth protection regulations. While at first it was planned that the government would lessen the financial support from year to
year, the current situation is that the costs are being
split between the companies and the government.
We hope that next year the administration will agree
to this financial concept for the following three years
as well. At the moment the government is evaluating
the NICAM system with the help of the broadcasting
supervisory board, a state-run monitoring of public
and private television and radio. We are working
together with these representatives and are giving
them access to our information, i.e. results from
spot chicks done by my colleagues in movie theaters
to see whether the age ratings are being properly
executed.
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No, my colleagues don’t do that. But the new evaluation project is also taking into consideration whether
the age ratings are being complied with, especially
when it comes to movie theaters and DVDs. One and
a half years ago, the government carried out a big
inspection in which children below a certain age
were sent to video stores and movie theaters to test
whether they would be sold age-inappropriate DVDs
or would be admitted to movies of a higher age rating. The results were disappointing. An awareness
of the problem had to be developed among the
theater and video store owners. For this purpose we
put together a small work group that presents the
Ministry of Justice with an array of activities and
measures that would help the implementation of the
law. The goal is to raise the rate of implementation
of the law from 70% to 75% within the upcoming
three years.
What happens when a provider or television
organizer refuses to become a member of
NICAM?
Theoretically that is possible, however, then it would
be under supervision of the State Department for
Broadcasting and it wouldn’t be allowed to show any
content displaying anything potentially harmful. That
would mean, only programs could be shown which
are released for all age groups. Most networks are
interested in showing other programs as well. There
are no exceptions to this rule. The broadcasting
supervisory board does not do any evaluations and
would send the provider to us if he were to request a
permit. It isn’t possible to have NICAM do single
classifications if the provider isn’t a member. So, in
actuality, this means that all providers are members.
But this isn’t due just to necessity anymore. For
example, the RTL network doesn’t have to be a
member since they broadcast from Luxembourg
and therefore the Dutch laws don’t apply to them.
Nevertheless, they are a member voluntarily because
they see the advantages of the system as well as
their own responsibility, in light of political and social
pressure.
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A controversial element in the NICAM system is
the questionnaire relying on a special coding
system. The coders, provider employees, fill it
out and the NICAM computer calculates a release
approval based on this. Does it really work?
At the beginning I was very excited to see whether
such a model would function reliably. The whole
system was one big experiment. It was a matter of
trial and error for the experts who drafted the first
questionnaire since there had never been anything
like this before. They kept to scientific literature on
the topic and empirical research as much as possible.
One important decision was about the extent context should play a role in the rating. The development showed that it wouldn’t be possible to create a
context-based questionnaire, since meaningful correlations are just too subjective. One could say that
this is the negative side. On the other hand, it is my
opinion that we should consider the audience’s
usage behavior. It has been shown that especially
children take in television in small chunks. When they
are zapping back and forth between programs, they
only see single scenes and not the overall context.
For this reason it is positive that the system doesn’t
consider context. However, we do also have contextrelated questions. For example, differentiation
between non-fictional and fictional.
In addition to the age and time-slot classification,
the Kijkwijzer-pictograms inform the audience
about what to expect. How did this practice
evolve and who decided on the pictograms?
Before the system was created, there was a big parent survey and the results were highly inspiring. One
of the pointers we got from this was that another age
rating between the ages 4 and 12 should be added.
First we added “6” and then just recently “9”. But
parents also made clear that they were interested in
the reasoning behind the rating. Is an age 16 movie
rated as such due to sex, depictions of violence, or
drug use? So we brainstormed on how we could
explain the reasoning in a light and understandable
way so that parents can use it as a basis for their own
decisions. The symbols have the advantage that they
speak for themselves. Furthermore, in contrast to
the numbers, the pictograms awaken emotions in
grown-ups and children. Especially on the part of
the children we get a lot of positive feedback.

It is also the NICAM’s responsibility to check how
reliably the coders are doing their work. Do you
do spot checks?
Yes. For four years now we have been doing a sort of
monitoring. Every year we check about 50 television
programs, 30 movies, and ten DVDs. Our focus is on
whether the coders took the questionnaire seriously.
In addition to this, we also have a complaint procedure. We receive around 400 to 450 complaints
every year. Our first consideration then is to see if
the complaint has to do with Kijkwijzer, the criteria,
or the rules. If the complaint is about the age rating
of a movie for example, we send a colleague to the
theater to see if there really is an infringement. If
there is no violation then we send the complaint
writer a letter explaining the result of the viewing.
If he still isn’t satisfied we send the complaint to a
complaint board which is made up of four persons.
The permanent chairman is a lawyer, the other three
board members are lawyers and media experts. 90 to
93% of the complaints can be resolved by our colleagues though. If there are clear mistakes then we
can give fines, especially if a program was aired without classification.
What about the Internet?
Our members have to use the Kijkwijzer ratings if
they make the content available on their internet
sites. The applicable pictogram must be displayed as
well. There aren’t any time slots on the internet at the
moment though. In the next couple of month we will
be organizing a meeting of experts to talk about the
issues concerning the internet and to see where the
biggest problems lie and how they could be solved.
One thing is clear though: in this area there is no
easy solution that would combine the freedom of the
web with the interest to protect minors.
The interview was led by Prof. Joachim von Gottberg.
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“Now a Machine
Does My Work!”
Practical Experience with the Kijkwijzer Classification System

Claudia Mikat
How relevant is the general context
for the case-law concerning the protection of minors in the media? Does an
examination of the program’s overall
effect lead to different results than
those reached by an automated content evaluation system? In the summer
of 2009 the German Voluntary SelfRegulation of Television (FSF) and the
Dutch Institute for the Classification of
Audiovisual Media (NICAM) conducted
a study in an effort to answer this
question. For six weeks, the FSF carried out an additional evaluation of all
their programs using the Kijkwijzer-online-questionnaire. The resulting age
ratings established by the two systems
were comparable. However, the justifications differed significantly.

The two evaluation procedures couldn’t be
more different: At the FSF a committee of
independent experts views the show, discusses the various testing criteria, and analyzes
the effect the movie will have on viewers. The
committee then votes on an appropriate timeslot, or, as has been the case on a trial basis
since 2009, on a rating by age. In the Kijkwijzer system, an employee from the production company itself is responsible for the testing rating. After viewing the program, the
employee answers an array of questions concerning violence, fear, sex, discrimination,
drugs, and bad language. The answers are entered into a computer questionnaire and the
program automatically ‘translates’ the answers into an age rating with content pictograms.1
The main difference between the German
and the Dutch evaluation processes is the consideration of context. For example, when rating violent scenes in the contextual evaluation process, aspects like genre, narrator
perspective, ironic breaks, embellishment,
potential for identification, and attractiveness to children and teenagers are taken into consideration.

Notes:
1
The English language
questionnaire can be found
at: www.kijkwijzer.nl.
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These types of considerations don’t play
a role in the computer questionnaires. These
rate exactly what is seen and heard. When it
comes to violence, there are three factors:
How intrusive and realistic is the displayed
physical violence and how serious are the visible injuries? The method used to translate
answers into a rating is not shown, but becomes very clear when it comes to violence.
If all three factors are applicable to the program, then it is rated age 16. Two applicable
factors lead to an age 12 rating. One applicable factor leads to age 6. Ultimately, context
does play a role though, since the system differentiates between fictional, non-fictional,
and animated productions. Furthermore, violence is categorized differently if it occurs
in slapstick or in a sexual context. Here the
general rule is that the more fictional something is, the less worrisome it is in respect to
protecting minors. A fictional program featuring a feasible act of violence leading to major injuries is released for age 16 and up, while
a cartoon with a similar scene is released for
age 12 and up. All it takes for a non-fiction
program to receive an age 16 rating is the
combination of harsh violence and serious injuries.
Violence

2
Lower ratings are only
granted when drug use is
explicitly condemned or
not depicted positively or
if it is practiced by an unconvincing anti-hero in a
comedy. When it comes to
drug usage no differentiation is made between fiction
and non-fiction. Animation
films don’t receive a lower
rating than age 12 if any
drug use is shown. See
explanation in the NICAMflyer Kijkwijzer: The Dutch
Rating System for Audiovisual Productions, published by the members of
the NICAM scientific committee, Hilversum 2007
(www.kijkwijzer.nl). A complete description of the
classification process is
available from NICAM upon
request.
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During the six-week study, action movies and
documentaries were evaluated focusing on
the glorification of violence. While the miniseries Robocop – Prime Directives was originally rated age 18, one of the episodes was rated age 16 by the FSF-committee and therefore
determined to be appropriate for late-evening
television. Once certain scenes were cut, removing the more extreme action scenes and
their most violent images, the committee
found the cyborg-story’s action scenes to be
genre-typical in a fictional setting without
ties to reality. Though the action movie
Shooter also had its violent scenes cut, the
edited version still didn’t qualify for the lateevening TV/age 16 rating. This is due to the
classic vigilante justice that carries through
the storyline. Cutting scenes can’t change this.
A former US-Army sniper becomes the victim
of a conspiracy and singlehandedly fights a
corrupt system, leading to the execution of
the scheme’s main players. The US documentary Patton 360 is also rated late-night/age

18. The film focuses on battles decisive for
victory, trivializes war, neglects the consequences, and glorifies the war hero Patton.
The Kijkwijzer system gives violence pictograms and lower ratings to theses examples. Robocop – Prime Directives is rated age
12 for intense and feasible violence leading
to injuries. The scenes aestheticizing violence
would speak against an age 12 rating according to the FSF-committee, but are not considered by the questionnaire. Shooter is rated
age 16 for intense and feasible violence leading to serious injuries. In the Netherlands this
is the highest possible rating. For the comparison of the systems it is interesting to note that
the questionnaire does not differentiate between positively and negatively connoted violence, nor does it really address moral justifications of violence. The documentary
Patton 360 is rated 12 for intrusive violence
in a nonfiction context. Here, factors influential in the FSF-committee’s decision are not
considered either. Examples are the narrator’s hysterical voice accompanying the
anonymous and uncritical depiction of war
scenes or the computer game aesthetics of the
simulated battle scenes which are particularly attractive to teenagers. While the complete
lack of negative war consequences is considered problematic by the FSF, the Kijkwijzer
system gives it a low rating for this reason,
since neither light nor heavy injuries are depicted.
Drugs

Taking context into account can also lead to
a lower rating since disturbing images can
thus be put into perspective. The teenage protagonist’s drug experiences in the family drama Thirteen (FSK 12; FSF evening airing/age
12 for the edited version) are brought to life
in fascinatingly atmospheric scenes, where,
for example, Tracey is “high” and dancing in
the sunlight in a field. The movie’s overall
message concerning drugs is critical though,
as conveyed by Tracey’s downward path
which is straining, but deterrent. Due to the
drug-induced dancing scene, the Kijkwijzer
system rates the movie age 16 for depicting
drug usage in a positive light.2
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Fear

Similarly, the context functions in favor of a
lower rating for the two-part US historical
drama, Nuremberg: Goering’s Last Stand,
made for TV. Set at the Nuremberg trials, the
film attempts a psychogram of the man and
criminal, Hermann Goering. Documentary
and fictional scenes are mixed and interspersed with interviews with contemporary
witnesses. The FSF examination committee
found the tendency of politicization in favor
of portraying Goering as a “powerful person
with charisma” to be problematic. They also
see the authentic historical concentration
camp scenes as necessary in order to make
clear the extent of the Nazi atrocities (Primetime/age 12).
The Kijkwijzer system gives the movie
an age 16 rating due to these intense victim
depictions. The non-fiction production shows
“intense suffering” and “heavily defaced human bodies”.
The examination key concerning the effect of “fear” is similar to that of the questions
for violence and drugs. The main consideration in respect to context is its degree of closeness to reality. Thus, non-fiction, fiction, and
animation are classified differently. Furthermore, it is important to consider whether the
frightening elements are set in a realistic or
unrealistic environment.3 Frightening elements are determined by numerous factors,
which in combination with each other and depending on their realism, lead to the rating.
For example, a fictional program is rated
age 16 if intense horror effects are used in a
realistic setting, and if one or more of the
following elements occurs: extremely frightened people, serious suffering, extremely
frightening sounds, serious injuries, badly
mutilated human bodies, or self-mutilation.
In an unrealistic setting these factors lead to
an age 12 rating. In consideration of the
younger age groups, there are questions concerning elements which frighten younger children like for example images of accidents and
catastrophes, in which people or animals are
hurt, or images of imaginary creatures that
behave in threatening ways or have a threatening appearance.
During the study, only one fictional program was rated age 16 for fear: Land of the
Dead, by George A. Romero, the fourth part

of his “… of the Dead” zombie series. It prototypically fulfilled the criteria, namely presenting intense horror effects in a realistic environment as well as displaying serious
injuries. In the majority of the cases, frightening content in fictional productions is rated age 12, including various thrillers and
episodes of current criminal and mystery series like Criminal Minds or Fringe which contain combinations of mild horror effects, light
injuries, defaced human bodies, suffering and
frightened characters.
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3
Here the actual setting is
meant, not the plot or characters. For example, despite its fantastical story and figures, Spider-man is set in a
realistic environment. Space
ships, fairy tale castles, or
historic sceneries are seen
as unrealistic.
4
Similarly, the programs classified as “age 9” were not
counted as deviations if they
were approved for “without
rating”, “6”, or “12” and
determined appropriate for
daytime programming.

Similarities and Differences

Despite the two systems’ differing processes,
there are only few differences in the results.
Out of a total of 79 programs, 23 received
differing age ratings. Many of the differences
stem from the cases in which the German system applies the late-night/age 18 rating, and
the Dutch system similarly applies its highest
rating which, however, is age 16. During the
project’s time frame this affected two productions due to their tendency to advocate
violence (Shooter, TNA Wrestling), and six
sexually explicit productions due to their predominant intention to stimulate.4 Conclusively, about 80% of the evaluated content was
given the same rating by each system.
Concerning the content categories or, accordingly, the relevant effectual risks, the
matches outweigh the deviations with 46 cases. However, in 33 cases there are considerable differences. The result is unsettled when
it come to the categories “violence” and “fear”
and the combination of the two. A total of
27 cases received the content pictograms for
fear and/or violence according to the Kijkwijzer system and the same risk factors were
ascertained by the FSF examination committee. The specific explanations do have some
differences though. For example, drastic depictions of violence shown from the victim’s
perspective – as are common in thrillers and
the typical mystery flashbacks reconstructing the crime – are considered as belonging
to the fear category by the FSF, while the
Kijkwijzer system gave content pictograms
for violence to these shows (this applied to
17 productions during the study). Similarities
also arose in the case of sexually explicit productions (content pictograms for sex; 8 cases) as well as for productions which were cat-

23

5
Also see, for example,
Kückner, C.: Protection of
Minors in the Media in
Europe. A qualitative comparison and a search for shared perspectives based on
Germany, France, and the
Netherlands. In: w.e.b.
Square, 3/2009.
Can be found at:
http://websquare.imb-uniaugsburg.de/2009-03/10
6
See Kunczik, M./Zipfel, A.:
Media and Violence.
Research Results since 1998
(published by the National
Ministry for Family, Seniors,
Women, and Youth). Berlin
2004 (www.bmfsfj.de)
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egorized for drugs, sexism, and discrimination (7 cases) according to the Kijkwijzer system and were discussed by the FSF on the
grounds of social disorientation.
This consistence can be explained by the
fact that both the FSF’s examination criteria
and the Kijkwijzer questions are based on a
similar basic understanding of media effects
and developmental psychology, stemming
from the same research.5 For instance, both
systems draw on theoretical learning models
(though Kijkwijzer not in the case of violence
but only in the case of positive depictions of
drug usage). They also consider how realistic the program is, since the effect of fear or
aggressive reactions can be amplified if it is
realistic. And finally, concrete fear inducing
stimuli (frightened people, realistic depictions, dangerous animals, supernatural creatures). All of these considerations factor into an evaluation of the fear-aspect even if
context is considered.6
Resulting from this, the differences occur
when the basic ideas used to create the rating vary or are undetermined. The main point
worth mentioning in this case is Kijkwijzer’s
exclusion of additional influential factors
when it comes to the effect of violent scenes,
namely the difference between the aggressor’s and the victim’s perspectives, as well as
how the violence is portrayed and judged and
how successful it is in context. The system
doesn’t even consider the idea of letting children and teenagers be confronted with some
difficult scenes as a way of learning about and
understanding issues of violence and drugs.
Moreover, there are differences in the categories which have not been researched
much. An example for one such category is
the effect of sexual depictions on children and
teenagers. In this case the Kijkwijzer system
is relying on surveys in which parents have
stated they wish to be informed of sexual content in the media. Due to this, the system has
fairly strict rules when it comes to sexual content. One or two close-up sexual acts, several restrained sexual scenes, or some sexual
scenes with much suggestive language lead
to an age 12 rating. Accordingly, teen-sexcomedies like Boomerang are rated age 12
even for the edited version. The FSF committee on the other hand doesn’t see any detrimental effects based on the fact that the protagonists themselves and the language they

use change for the better over the course of
the movie. Thus, the vulgar language is shown
to be morally unacceptable (day time television/age 6).
There has also been very little research
on the effect of socially ethical disorientation.
Here the FSF often comes to a stricter decision when examining the general message
and subtle effects. The examination of images
on their own does not lead to the same evaluation results. The FSF approves the documentary American Skinheads for late night
programming/age 16 due to the extremist
theories which are left to the viewer’s interpretation. The Kijkwijzer system on the other hand restricted it to age 12 based on its fear
content. Since critical opinions against racism
are voiced in the film as well, there is no age
restriction given for discrimination.
All question categories have in common
that there is some room for interpretation,
despite the explanations and the examples
given in an attempt to minimize the amount
of subjectivity in the rating decision.
Nuremberg: Goering’s Last Stand mixes
documentary and reenactment scenes. Is it
really a non-fiction production or does the
entertainment aspect outweigh the historical? Is an act of violence intense, an injury serious, suffering extreme? Here it can be seen
that the FSF examiners have a hard time focusing their impressions on the images and
ignoring the contextual implications. Thus,
a visible head shot in the movie Bodyguard
is considered to be a serious injury; after all,
the victim dies. The Dutch coder, however,
considers it as a light injury, since there isn’t
“excessive blood, cut throats, or chopped up
and torn open body parts”. In another case,
the Dutch TV-production Killer Babes, a serious injury – in this case a visible head shot
with exaggerated amounts of blood – isn’t
considered to be serious by the FSF because
it takes place within the overall humorous
character of the comedy. However, the age
classification is the same: In Kijkwijzer the
film was also rated 12 because of intrusive violence which led to serious injuries but acted out in a slapstick context.
Dreams of the Future

The project clearly showed that the ratings
are generally the same despite the differing
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methods.7 Differences in the justifications
could be counteracted by adding questions
regarding the respective criteria. Intensive
training for the coders could minimize subjective influences. So, could Kijkwijzer work
in Germany too? What can we learn from
Kijkwijzer?
One thing is clear, there is no way a system like this will be introduced in the film and
TV industry anytime soon. There is no legal
basis for AV-media, nor does the government
trust the industry enough to establish such a
self-regulation system. On the other hand,
considering the vast amount of relevant material, it should be understood that not all media content can be examined by committees
before publication. This is especially true regarding the internet (for which Kijkwijzer also has no solution as of yet). But also true
for TV, for example when an advance evaluation is not possible due to technical production reasons or when the cases are obviously similar and a separate rating of each
episode seems unnecessary, as in the case of
series. The Kijkwijzer system demonstrates
how a producer-determined rating could be
trustworthy and implemented in addition
to the self-regulation organization.
It is also imperative to consider parents’
desire for product information. In Germany,
even just a comment informing on the content would already be an improvement. A content pictogram for sex for the movie Keinohrhasen would probably help parents to
classify it. However the popularity and acceptance of catchy pictograms does not guarantee well-founded information. It is questionable whether an age 12 rating with
pictograms for fear and violence is very useful for parents when it is found applied to such
a varying array of movies like Casino Royale,
Harry Potter, and Medicopter. Taking this
into consideration, “guidance for viewing”
would be useful. For instance, this could involve a short textual summary, in addition
to the symbols, which would help give parents the chance to evaluate the content themselves. Conceivably, the evaluation decisions
as well as self-regulation decisions could be
communicated via a shared internet forum.
“Poldergeist”,8 willingness to agree, can’t hurt
in this case.
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7
The system has shown itself
to be flexible and accommodating when it comes to developing new criteria in light
of new formats and current
developments. As such, a
category of questions was
developed for music clips in
response to public criticism.
Stunt and accident productions like Jackass or Scarred
led to criteria concerning
the issue of “self-mutilation”. A new rating “age 9”
was introduced, addressing
the conflict of the large span
between age 6 and age 12.
8
See the A. Scheuer’s article
in this issue, p. 10 sqq.

Claudia Mikat is the fulltime chairperson of the
Voluntary Self-Regulation
of Television’s (FSF)
examination committees.
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No Margin for Manipulation
How to Handle Self-Classification from the Station’s Point of View

Isn’t it tempting to look the other way when

restrictions. How is it possible that the system

evaluating films with extremely violent content

remains credible in spite of this self-classi-

which are, however, commercially attractive?

fication? How does it react to the suspicion

Almost everyone asks this question when they
hear that there is no independent board of

that self-classification leads to self-service?
tv diskurs spoke about commercial pressure

examiners in the Netherlands, but that provider

and the coder’s pride with Oscar van Leeuwen,

employees themselves are the basis for the

the Head of Program Organization at RTL in

age classification and the broadcasting time

Hilversum.

You are responsible for the coders at RTL.
Do you code yourself?
I was the first coder when RTL decided to join NICAM.
Since then, however, I have been working as the manager, but I still work together with the people who code
programs here.
When you buy a TV series, you probably already
have an idea in which time slot it is going to air…
When dealing with American series, we usually buy
them as part of larger output deals, since we are a large
network. For example, we have these types of agreements with 20th Century Fox and Universal Pictures,
among others. This way we can choose the best films
and TV series from over 1,000 hours of footage. Then
we have to decide which time slot fits best. Its not that
we are looking to fill a certain time slot. First we have
the program and then we see where it would fit best
considering all the circumstances. There usually aren’t
any problems. Most of the high quality series can be
shown during prime time at 8:30 pm without any problem. That is the most commonly used time slot for big
series. And most of the series aren’t problematic for
teenagers over age 12. This is the case 99,5% of the
time. Very few of these series are appropriate only for
people over age 16.
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In Germany we have problems with mystery crime
series like Criminal Minds or CSI Miami. There are
huge differences in the presentation of violence
between individual episodes. Tougher episodes need
to be severely edited in order for them to be aired at
prime time. How do you deal with such cases?
In our opinion all series meant for 12 years and up are
okay. As far as I can remember only one or two episodes
out of all these series had to be edited. However, we
also had productions like the Spielberg series, Band of
Brothers, rated age 16. In the Netherlands this wasn’t
aired on SBS earlier than 10:00 pm. Editing wouldn’t
have done the trick since then there wouldn’t have been
much left. There are very few series like that though.
But let’s say you have a series which airs at 8:30 pm
and many episodes have already been approved for
this time slot, but then suddenly there is an episode,
which has to be shown after 10:00 pm due to explicit
displays of violence. What kind of advice do you give
the coder in a case like that?
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When we have determined that an episode from a
series isn’t suitable for the time slot, then of course we
produce an edited version and redo the coding. But
when we have a series where most of the episodes
would have to be edited, then I ask the program
management to switch the series to the 10:00 pm slot.
We do not like it when too many episodes have to be
edited. For one thing, it is a lot of work and for another,
I personally hate interfering with the director’s concept
by editing the show. In the first years after joining
NICAM, I advocated that all films and series not appropriate under age 16 should be shown without being
edited at 10:00 pm. In the last two and a half years
though, series are often edited and made suitable for
the prime time program. Financially, good films shown
at 8:00 pm or 9:00 pm produce a lot more revenue than
those after 10:00 pm. We have to also keep in mind that
long films with commercial breaks would end after midnight if they all began at 10:00 pm. And the viewership
for programs running after midnight isn’t taken into
consideration for the viewing figures (rating points). The
advertising revenues after midnight are very, very small.
So from a commercial point of view, it is more desirable
to edit a film if necessary and have it be shown after
8:00 pm.
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Perhaps another coder would produce a more
favorable result…
Yes, of course there are differences depending on the
coder’s sensitivity. But the difference between films
rated age 12 and those rated age 16 is actually quite
big. In that case it doesn’t come down to the coder’s
personality. The step between a release for age 6 and
age 12 is much smaller by comparison. Here the personality of the coder plays a greater role.
Can the coding be repeated if you aren’t satisfied
with the result?
It can happen that a coder is unsure whether a result is
accurate. For example, if the result is an age 12 rating
but the coder thinks that a release for age 6 or age 16
would be more appropriate. Then he or she can ask a
co-worker for advice, and both do an additional coding
of the program. If they are still unsure after that, they
can turn directly to the NICAM for advice. But that happens very rarely. We are under incredible time pressure.
Our biggest issue is delivering the correct classifications
to the TV guides on time. The information has to be
ready three and a half to four weeks before it is broadcast in order to be taken into consideration. From what I
know, it takes even longer in Germany. Luckily, in the
Netherlands we deliver to one central service which in
turn delivers the information to all the various TV
guides. It is very efficient.
So it’s possible that after some time you would
want to show a prime time series during the day
time, but that the coder came up with an age 12
rating. Can you then redo the coding?
It’s not that easy. Of course, if you edit the show and
produce a new version then it is possible. Without editing, however, you would have to give the system good
reasons to consider a reclassification. Furthermore, the
NICAM can also reject it. We have a series called Gute
Zeiten – schlechte Zeiten [not identical to the German
series of the same name; comment of the editor]. This
was broadcast at 8:00 pm and repeated the next day in
the daytime program. Of course there were episodes
with which we had problems. That does not happen
very often. However, two years ago, we had an episode
where a murder took place and lots of blood was shed.
This episode, which was rated 12 years or older could
not be repeated in the daytime program. Ever since
then, we have an agreement with producers that when
an episode shows too much brutality, another version
without the said problem needs to be produced for the
daytime program. Then we can separately judge the
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episodes made for the daytime program. But we cannot
make a mistake or we will have problems with the
NICAM. Overall we get along very well though. We
often need NICAM’s help, especially concerning films
which have already been coded by the producer or DVD
provider. In principle, the first classification is what
counts. We have to use the classification given by the
first provider. We often had the problem that films with
a high rating turned out to be relatively harmless. Of
course one could edit and produce a modified version,
but when we are convinced that the first classification is
incorrect, then we talk to our colleagues at NICAM.
Sometimes it turns out to be a rating produced during
NICAM’s beginning stages.
Has the criteria changed over the course of the
past years?
In principle, the criteria has not changed. However, the
list of questions and the method for calculation of the
answers has been adjusted several times according to
the ongoing scientific research accompanying the project. For example unclear questions are adjusted to
make them clearer. Some time ago, there was more leeway in the classification but now the room for interpretation is becoming less and less.
Is the coder put under pressure at times due
to financial reasons if, say, an important program
is released for after 10:00 pm and therefore
becomes significantly less interesting for
advertising revenues?
Yes, that kind of pressure does exist. But it does not go
so far that the coder would ignore violent scenes.
Sometimes we are certainly moving in gray areas and
one could argue whether an injury is portrayed seriously
or not. But of course the coders also know they can be
checked up on. And then they have to defend why they
classified an injury as not very serious. One has to ask
oneself: Can I honestly claim that this is not a serious
injury? Of course there can be genuine differences in
opinion, like, for example, when a scene takes place in a
comedic context. Of course the provider faces temptation when rating his own products. But one has to take
into consideration that there is a lot on the line for the
networks regarding the acceptance by the audience
and public. We want our businesses to succeed in the
long run too. I think that’s why the classification system
works quite well. Thinking back to ten years ago, only
movies shown in theaters had approval rating back
then. These ratings then also applied when shown on
TV, but everything else went completely unchecked. By
comparison we have a lot more restrictions nowadays.
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In Germany there are heated discussions about the
new entertainment format from the sector of casting
shows, helptainment or educational counseling. The
show Erwachsen auf Probe (Trial Adulthood) was
very controversial for us. How do you deal with such
formats?
Normally these programs get an approval without any
age restrictions. We do receive some complaints, but
not more than for any of the other formats.
Were there not protests, similar to those in Germany,
against programs like Big Brother?
In our opinion these kinds of shows are about good or
bad taste, but not an infringement against the protection of minors. We had a format that went beyond Big
Brother called Golden Cage. The basic principle of both
shows is comparable, except that in Golden Cage, there
are a lot less rules. A lot more is tolerated, be it bullying
or insults; only physical violence is forbidden. There
were a lot of serious debates about this show. Even the
Parliament got involved.
RTL is licensed in Luxemburg and not in the
Netherlands. The program is broadcast and distributed from there. Therefore, the Dutch media law
does not apply to you. Why did you nevertheless join
the NICAM system?
For one thing, we do want to take responsibility regarding the protection of minors. On the other hand, I have
to say that a large station like RTL would have problems
being accepted in the public eye if we refused to join
NICAM. Anyway, we are in principle, very satisfied with
this system.
The interview was led by Prof. Joachim von Gottberg.
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“The More Realistic it is,
the More Intense!”
The Criteria Behind the Kijkwijzer Questionnaire

In the Kijkwijzer questionnaire the answers are automatically “translated” into age ratings and content pictograms
according to a set code. What are the ideas behind this
evaluation code? Does the coder have some leeway, and
if yes: how is the attempt made to keep the subjective
influence minimal? tv diskurs talked to Tiffany van Stormbroek, secretary of the Scientific Commission of NICAM,
about these questions.

Ms. van Stormbroek, what exactly do you
do at NICAM?
As a secretary of the Scientific Commission
of NICAM, I am mainly concerned with the
theoretical background of the system and
the questionnaire and set code.
For example, in January we have introduced
the new age category: “watch out with children under 9 years”. This age rating was
introduced for the category “Fear”only, and
now we do research whether it would make
sense for the category “Violence” as well.
Films keep coming up, like for example
Kreuzzug in Jeans, that might be appropriate for children 9 years old and up, but that
would have an age rating of 12 under the
present system. A further topic of current
concern is the effects of 3-D productions.
In classifying violence, essential criteria
are realism and the severity of the
injuries. What principles lie behind this
idea?
The assumption is that the more realistic the
depiction is, the more intense the effect is. If
the impression is created that the violence is
serious, realistic, and that it leads to severe
injuries, this has a different effect than when
Superman wipes out his enemy. It should be
borne in mind, however, that credibility is
age-related. For this reason there are different evaluation codes for different kinds of
productions: animation has lower age ratings than other fictional content, non-fiction
programs such as documentaries have the
highest age ratings.
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Why are you so strict about realistic content? A documentary about WWII, which
has serious violence and severe injuries,
automatically gets an age rating of 16. In
the case of a film which makes a statement against war and violence, wouldn’t
it make pedagogical sense to show the
film to viewers 12 and up?
In principle, such a documentary has an age
rating of 16 under our system and may not
be shown on television until 10:00 pm. An
exception may be applied for on pedagogical grounds. In this case, the broadcast must
be submitted, so that NICAM or the
Scientific Commission can undertake an
examination and if necessary assign a lower
age rating. For exceptions like these, however, it must be an obviously pedagogical
program, since we do not usually take the
context into account. But I also think that
especially for important historical themes, it
is important to have some background
before watching such documentation.
Children must be prepared for what kinds of
images to expect. One cannot assume that
all children have this preparation.
Kijkwijzer is much less strict with animated films than with documentaries.
Even the most brutal violence, for example the scenes that come up in Japanese
animation, is given an age rating of 12 at
the most!
Yes, that is true. At least in the category of
“Violence” and “Fear”, 12 is the highest
age classification for animation. In the category “Sex”, approval is not given until age
16, for example, if explicit sexual activity is
shown frequently. Also the combination of
sex and violence, a frequent occurrence in
animated films, rarely gets an approval rating lower than 16.
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Besides realism, there are other factors
that influence the effect of violence in the
media. These factors are not taken into
account in the questionnaire. From the
point of view of learning theory, it is, for
example, essential who performs the violence, whether it seems justified and
whether it is rewarded. For Kijkwijzer it
does not make a difference whether a
psychopath destroys order or a savior figure restores it – why not?
We did initially attempt to, but questions on
this topic did not result in reliable ratings in
the draft versions of Kijkwijzer. These characteristics were not sufficiently discriminating and difficult to reconcile with the age
ratings. In the end, however, it makes no difference who performs the violence: it is not
acceptable for solving conflicts in any case.
Children and young people might get the
idea that it is alright to solve their problems
with violence. Seeing justified violence can
stimulate children to take real-life violence
less seriously. In addition, we have the problem that in some productions the difference
between good and evil cannot be clearly
distinguished. Take for example the James
Bond films. Supposedly, James Bond is the
good guy, but in the final measure he is very
violent, and the excitation effects for children are the same. Actually, now that we are
introducing age category 9, we are renewing our study of the whole issue of violence.
For the category, “Fear”, the system is
much more complex. Is there some principle behind the evaluation key that could
help clarify this system for non-experts?
We differentiate between three elements
that might arouse fear: first, the viewing of
scary images or situations like corpses,
injuries, suicides or threatening moments.
Second, the observation of people who are
very scared or obviously suffering. And
third, elements that can arouse fear, such as
horror effects, scary sound effects or music.
These aspects are translated into questions
for the coder.
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Intense horror effects are the decisive
factor in determining an age rating of 16
for a fictional film. Doesn’t this contradict
the principle that images are more damaging, the more realistic they are?
No, because for the category “Fear”, what is
decisive is how realistic the depiction is. In
other words the viewer’s familiarity with the
setting of a media production. Some horror
effects are in a realistic setting that they can
lead to an age rating of 16 for a fictional film.
Think of films like Saw. Children and young
people might want to see such films with their
friends because it is considered cool; many of
them, however, could become extremely
frightened by the gruesome realistic depictions. In non-fictional productions, the age rating 16 is determined by other fear factor constellations, for example images of people who
are extremely afraid or severely injured.
Fundamentally, the realism and the intensity of
the image is decisive. And finally, regarding the
whole complex of issues around fear, there are
questions about realistic or unrealistic surroundings and figures. These issues are examined in relation to the other related aspects.
In Germany there has been a debate
going on for some time about so-called
“Reality-TV” and about casting-formats,
in which the treatment of the participants, i.e. the candidates, has been criticized. Is this a topic of discussion for you
too?
Not that I know of. There are discussions
about Big Brother or Golden Cage. In principle, Golden Cage functions the same as Big
Brother: 16 persons go to live in a luxury villa
for a certain amount of time and can do whatever they want there. The winner is the one
who stays in the house the longest. Since in
the end, the point is to “mob” the other
inhabitants out, this format is problematic:
the participants insult each other, throw
dishes and leftover food at each other, spit at
each other, beat each other up, have sex in
the pool – they do things that shouldn’t be
shown on television early in the evening. We
had a lot of complaints about this format,
mainly from parents objecting to the bad
behavior of the participants and the crude
language.
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Were the programs classified?
These were live broadcasts that were not
classified in advance. However, in such a
case the broadcaster is responsible for the
Kijkwijzer guidelines. The Scientific
Commission discussed the program. We
found that it was difficult to classify, because
in our system there are no criteria for bad
behavior or insults as these are more a matter of taste. Because of the many complaints, the case was transferred to the complaint committee, which finally decided to
give Golden Cage the age rating 12, i.e.
approval for 8:00 pm; before it had come on
at 7:30 pm.
The Netherlands is known for its relatively liberal attitude towards drugs. On
the other hand, depictions of drug use
are evaluated quite strictly. An example
for this is the film, 13, in which a teenager
tries out things, takes drugs and initially
is having fun with it all. The final message,
though, is that this life-style is wrong,
that drugs are damaging; definitely a
moral and pedagogical conclusion, therefore. In Germany this film was given an
age rating 12, in Holland 16.
In the Kijkwijzer system it is important, if the
drug abuse is shown in a favourable light, or
whether there is a character in the film that
puts the behavior into perspective through
critical statements and thus counterbalances it. In the latter case we would assign
an age 12 rating. In the case of positive
depictions of drug use, sometimes a single
scene can be relevant. Especially with television, we have to take into account that
sometimes a film is not watched from the
beginning to the end, but rather only in
fragments. It is not enough if the anti-drug
message comes only at the end, since by
that time the child or teenager will possibly
no longer be watching. But there is one
exception in the questionnaire: when an
anti-hero takes drugs in the context of a
comedy.
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Whereby the question of hero or antihero is a difficult one. A degenerate drug
addict in a realistic context can just as
easily be an anti-hero as a silly comic
figure.
It is sometimes hard to predict who or what
will appeal to children or young people,
who is a hero, who is an anti-hero. For us
adults that sometimes seems so obvious,
but it isn’t always so. A short while ago we
had a production, The New Kids. Young
adults appear on this program, drink a lot of
beer and do a lot of crazy things … it’s in the
context of the anti-hero series, but is this
so obvious for children and young people,
especially if only one episode is viewed? In
Kijkwijzer, characters are only classified as
anti-heroes when they are silly characters in
a comedy context and cannot be regarded
as realistic and with whom children are likely
to identify. The young people in The New
Kids were not included in this classification.
The Kijkwijzer questionnaire is based on
the idea that subjective influences should
be eliminated as much as possible. All the
coders should come to identical classifications for the same film. But there are
opportunities for making value judgments: when evaluating how striking an
act of violence is, how severe the injury
or the suffering, or even who is a hero,
who is an anti-hero. How do you assure a
uniformity of verdicts?
The coders have to take part in a training
program before they start classifying. In
addition, they have to take a coder test
once a year. When they come together for
this, they all are given the same film to classify. We then take a look at an exemplary
classification and discuss the results with the
Scientific Commission. This year the example film was a Dutch teenie-comedy, which
because of some of its sex scenes and the
crude expressions was given an age rating
of 12 for Sex and Language. About 80% of
the examiners came to this conclusion – we
were very satisfied with this.
Were the other coders more for an age
rating of 16 or 6?
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Of the remaining 20%, the majority gave
approval for age 16, and only a very small
group approved the film without restrictions. Those examiners whose results deviated were invited to a second seminar. We
want to know how they achieved their
results on the basis of the questionnaire,
and they all have an opportunity to explain
their decision to the others. We hope to
glean important information from this as to
how the coders proceed.
How do you usually become aware of
false classification? Is there a surveillance
of the examination results?
We do spot checks and take a closer look at
about ten productions a month. If we establish that there has been a mistake, we discuss the decision with the coder, and as a
rule the classification is changed accordingly. Usually, the problem is not with age
rating, but with the content discriptor, so
that only the pictogram has to be changed.
The inspected productions are then documented and sent on to the media authority.
Additionally, there are complaint cases,
which are sent on to the complaint commission.
What is your impression – are the Dutch
satisfied with the Youth Protection
System?
Yes, I think that they are. The viewer surveys, carried out regularly by NICAM, show
that many people are familiar with the system and that more than eight out of ten parents use it. Children use it, too. The numerous e-mails that we receive from children
show this. Of course, Kijkwijzer can keep
developing, as shown by the introduction of
age rating 9. There have been many arguments in its favor from parents, politicians
and production companies. We also have
completed the picture for ourselves with scientific background material. We hope for a
lot of feed-back and encourage discussion:
with the viewers, the coders and the colleagues from the broadcasting stations and
the film industry, so that we can continue to
improve the system.
The interview was led by Claudia Mikat.
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The Appeal of
Media Content Coding
as Used by Kijkwijizer
Or: the Morbid Desire to Repeat Mistakes Made by Others
Wolfgang Michaelis
From a pragmatic point of view the media content coding applied by NICAM has
a lot of positive aspects that could well be made use of by other media control
agencies. According to measurement theory criteria, however, it has to be evaluated as inadequat. From an epistemological viewpoint the verdict is even more
negative: the specified technique of coding media content without considering
its context results in treacherous pseudo-objectivity.

The Kijkwijzer content coding technique ap-

— There is a restricted number of items to

plied by Netherland’s Self-Regulation Agency

choose from, in some cases extremely few:

NICAM radiates a beguiling charm, for it
works.

opting for a certain item at one point re-

10 minutes and apparently only a few participants needed more than 15 minutes.

sults in a predetermined sequence of pro-

Charm is deceiving. Almost every single one

cessing at other points.

of these advantages has a dark rear side,

— It delivers a content analysis by selecting

— The final classification with respect to youth

which could be avoided if an alternative cod-

pre-formulated items from a coding man-

protection (approved age group resp.

ing technique would be applied. When looked

ual. Verbal insufficiencies of assessors re-

broadcasting time) is processed automat-

at altogether, the mechanics of the stream-

garding denotation (usage of a term) are

ically on the basis of content coding in “re-

lined technique undoubtedly saves work and

minimalized and regarding connotation

al time” modus using a fixed algorithm.

in this sense is effective. However, it is doubt-

(the sense of the term) at least mitigated.

— The combination of the above advantages

— The items are (or appear to be) relatively

results in considerable time-saving: in a test

ful whether it meets the goals of NICAM, i.e.
protecting the youth while ensuring the largest

unambiguous since the context of the cod-

run, some of the 17 participants of the

possible range of freedom of opinion (intel-

ed action is not taken into consideration.

Voluntary Self-Regulation of Television (FSF)

Hence, there are probably less interpreta-

were able to code a short moving-image-

tion mistakes.

clip using the Kijkwijzer manual in less than

lectual freedom). To use a clichéd metaphor:
even if the operation were a success, the patient still could end up dead.
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tor of NICAM) on the recognition value and

however, rather vague. Why I am starting to

acceptance of the method by the public are

discuss the latter will soon become clear. The

If the evaluation of the Kijkwijzer content cod-

interesting. The public in this case being the

apparent advantages of the system, so much

ing technique is restricted to scientific criteria,

media users in the Netherlands, especially

in the limelight when opening this debate, in-

one ends certainly up with an unambiguous

parents and pressure groups as well as politi-

evitably generated the conclusion that it was

negative verdict. NICAM has made available

cians. The positive figures that exist with re-

information to some extent regarding the

gard to this aspect are impressive. This, how-

“idiot proof”. This was then, consequently, regarded as proof of Kijkwijzer’s usefulness that

three most important criteria of measurement

Evaluation Based on Scientific Criteria

ever, does not answer the question whether
its acceptance dignifies an instrument or only

should not be trivialized through misgivings.

theory. In descending order of significance
those are: relevance, validity, and reliability of

serves as a stop-gap measure due to missing

in Hilversum, this seemed to be the general

a technique.

research on the relevance criterion. May be

impression during the final meeting. If it were

In any case, after FSF trustees visited NICAM

A procedure is considered scientifically

the protection of minors is better served by

to be shown that a reliable and flawless han-

sound when there is sufficient empirical mate-

face utility tranquilizers of this kind than by

dling of the Kijkwijzer coding technique is not

rial available for all three of these parameters.

the alarmist and hysterical efforts of German

possible, but that this impression was just

Generating such “proof” is easiest with relia-

politicians with their bunch of committees.

made due to the initial charm, then its attrac-

bility, but to prove the supreme criterion, rele-

However, this presumption would need to be

tiveness would be decisively undermined.

vance of the measurement instrument, which

proven since, for the time being, the efforts

“Flawless Handling” precisely indicates

all other parameters are subordinate to, is a

for youth protection and the appeasement of

the reliability of a technique from a somewhat

truly Herculean effort.

the public lie miles apart.

different perspective, which we have seen to
be a minimum requirement for its validity and

Relevance

Validity and Reliability

the even more important relevance which is

Relevance denotes the degree to which a

Validity is the numerical expression of the de-

showed seemingly high percentages of

measurement technique proves to be useful;

matching, electronically calculated youth pro-

here to, protecting children and youth from

gree to which a measurement method exactly records that which it intends to record – in

negative development through media con-

this case, the degree of endangerment of chil-

sumption without disproportionately limiting

dren and youth by TV and other media.

He explained however, upon inquiry, that the
decisive degree of inter-rater reliability (con-

intellectual freedom (freedom of arts and

Reliability is likewise defined as a specific nu-

cordance between many coders of the same

opinion) considering legal balances. However,

media clip regarding every single item of the

empirical proof alone is not sufficient to cer-

merical parameter, the degree of precision
with which a technique is able to record some-

tify relevance. It needs to be additionally

thing, independent of what this “something”

renewed questioning, he did not give any da-

shown that the sum of existing alternative
techniques is less useful than the instrument

is. Reliability can be high, even if validity is low

ta, nor could I find any in the work reports on

– the logic is obvious. The reverse aspect is

NICAM’s website. Explanations about alterna-

that is being evaluated. Following empirical
science’s iron principle of control conditions

more important: the validity of a system can
at best be as high as its reliability; this can be

tive checks of reliability are missing as well.
The good concordance of the concluding

(resp. control groups), the youth protection

deduced mathematically. For the determina-

results, based on very few matching markings

regulation that is in use, should at least be
compared to one alternative youth protection

tion of both processes, there is a series of spe-

of content between different raters are hard

cial techniques, for the calculation there are

to imagine not to be an artifact. This artifact

regulation concerning negative developmen-

several procedures with a giant set of formu-

either results from the fact that there are basi-

tal effects. In addition, the instrument should

las. An identical hierarchical relationship as

cally only two age groups in Dutch Youth Pro-

be compared to the one that was previously

exists between validity and reliability exists

tection Law or it devalues the Kijkwijzer cod-

established and was given up in favour of the

between relevance and validity. Up until now,

ing technique completely, as the concluding

new one. It also needs to be compared to a
“zero”-regulation (i.e. no youth protection in-

however, the proof of relevance has not been

result is largely immune against coding errors:

standardized in accordance with measurement

The raters can have lots of mistaken codings

strument at all) and at least to one placebo

theory. For this reason, no strictly analytical

without any consequences because just one

method (an unfounded fake youth protection

proof can be brought forward to show that the

hit results in the “right” overall classification.

instrument) and it must clearly (statistically sig-

relevance of a system can not be higher than

Following the mechanics of this technique to

nificant) win out over the others. Upon my in-

its validity. In an analogous conclusion, how-

their logical roots, one might as well work with

quiry, Hans Beentjes (Member of the Science

ever, there can be assumed basically the same

a global judgement method of first impression

Committee) answered on March 25, 2009 that

relation as between reliability and validity.

and thus come to an even higher rate of agree-

such research is not being conducted at

Similarly, it could be extrapolated that high

ment between different assessors.

NICAM or any other related field.

validity does not guarantee high relevance.

enthroned above it. In Beentjes’ lecture, he

Regarding the relevance of the Kijkwijzer

Regarding validity and reliability, some

content analysis Wim Bekkers’ remarks (Direc-

statements are given by NICAM which are,
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tection classifications between different raters.

Kijkwijzer coding sheet) was very low. Upon

In my opinion, NICAM statements in its
work reports concerning validity are based on
a misconception. Public acceptance, which at
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best can serve as a criterion of relevance (how-

And so it was not surprising that, in a dis-

ever, if aims are defined differently), is given as

cussion, representatives of NICAM had to ad-

a parameter of the validity of the coding pro-

mit that media content cannot actually be

cedure. Neither in a work report from NICAM

classified without any connotative judge-

nor in various lectures held on March 25, 2009

ments. Furthermore, on the quest for an ob-

in Hilversum, could I find a trace of the mean-

jective Thing Language, a great deal of earli-

ing of validity in its proper sense, namely, the

er research, and almost all of mainstream psy-

fulfillment of the aim of measuring and defining the risk potential of media content.

chology research of the first half of 20th
century as well as research in adjacent subjects, produced results destined for scientific

Disregarding the Context: Virtue or

history’s dump – and all this with an incredi-

Cardinal Error?

ble amount of effort.

After it has become apparent that, due to lack

carefully explained so that it can fulfill its func-

of reliability, the validity as well as the rele-

tion of serving as a warning. It is meant to pre-

vance of the Kijkwijzer coding technique can

vent mistakes that, based on the level of sci-

This harsh judgement would need to be

at best be very low (also, direct examination

entific concepts at the time, can be consid-

of either of the parameters could only result

ered as nothing less than grandiose, but need

in variations in one direction: a downgrading

not be repeated by descendents in the third

from “very little” to “extremely little” or

generation. I shall have to restrict myself to a

“none”), then the argument could end here,

few comments: The core of this garbage pro-

at least if it were a scientifically rigorous and

duction is rooted in the perversion of the re-

concise debate. My impression is that the

lationship between the research object prop-

whole media branch makes most, if not all, of

er (for example, “violent actions” or “violence

its decisions without taking into consideration
scientific research and evidence. Thus, some

in the media and its impact on the youth”) and
its “operationalization”.1 Though it is super-

additional remarks (dysfunctionally short, giv-

fluous to clarify further, let it nevertheless be

en the complexity of the material) concerning

said: primacy in gaining scientific knowledge

the most prominent features of the Kijkwijzer
technique: coding content without consider-

clearly, as eo ipso, goes to the object in question. Its technical representation in research

ing its meaningfulness (context-free), in an ob-

(“operation”) is necessary, but subordinate.

jective “Thing Language” (a term from the
early phase of Positivism).

In the case of experimental research on violence, a “representative” action is looked for

The efforts to find a Thing Language, be-

which can be conclusively produced and ob-

ing as close to an object itself as possible, are

served in the laboratory (Thing Language!)

closely connected with the re-emergence of

and at the same time seems to be ethically re-

psychology about 150 years ago, borrowing

sponsible. Bandura’s renowned research us-

methodologically from physics, and culminat-

ing a “Bobo doll” (an inflated life-size clown

ing in the flourishing of Behaviourism about

figure made of flexible and very durable soft

90 years ago. The attempts are still alive in to-

plastic) does convincingly demonstrate how

day’s vital Neo-Behaviorism, which tries to es-

perverted the relationship between the re-

cape criticism through a “cognitive” camou-

search object proper and its operationaliza-

flage. It is now enthusiastically welcomed by

tion can be. When children – deprived of all

neighbour disciplines (Educational and Media

other toys – spin the doll around in the air by

Studies). Those very broad and intensive ef-

kicking it with their foot or hitting it with their

forts can be seen as a horrible failure for two

arms, this is perceived as aggression. The trick

reasons: first, a Thing Language that records

in this arrangement (and countless other trans-

human experience and behavior (the standard

positions with a similar pattern) is that the

definition of the subject of psychological re-

record of an aggressive act went hand in hand

search) has not been successfully developed

with the claim that it was free of interpretation

and therefore no further research can be

and judgement, and thus objective in accor-

based upon it. Pressured by irreproachable

dance with Thing Language.

empirical results, Behaviourism had to admit
this already 70 years ago.

There have been numerous arguments
(myself included), that this sort of registration
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is pseudo-objective and in truth extremely
laden with interpretation, driven by arbitrari-

ness. It is subjective even within the definition
which Bandura himself (and the majority of researchers) used, that aggression is defined by
performing an act with the intention to damage or injure or do harm (I cannot comment
here on this per se untenable definition). I
have shown in own investigations (Michaelis
1989) that children do not the least have the
intention of damaging the plastic object, as
falsely claimed by researchers satisfying their
implicit theories. Moreover children are truly
convinced that the clown figure, just like a ball,
cannot at all be damaged by kicking, etc.
Furthermore, the temptingness of a lightweight inflated object makes kicking and spinning it around irresistible. For children hardly
can come up with any alternative way of dealing with the clown figure. To sum it up: The
attribution of meaning to an observed act is
only possible – in extreme contrast to the
measurement of a physical event – when the
intention underlying the act is recorded at the
same time.
As intentions can be directly observed only extremely rarely (even when going with verbal comments it is uncertain because of possible deceptive intent), it needs to be inferred
from context. It follows that there is undoubtedly, and yet inevitably, an enormous potential for error when knowledge of intent is decisive in determining whether motorically
identical acts are, for example, either play,
communication, petting, grooming, or acts of
violence. Psychological research has to live
with this dilemma. (Neo-)Behavorism solved
it in the way Alexander treated the Gordian
Knots – with pragmatic charm. This, I guess,
will some day in the history of science be commemorated as an utmost faux pas: a mere operationalization, standing for an object of investigation, is proclaimed to be “the thing in
itself”, along with all its dogmatic attributes
(claiming the Thing Language way of recording, claimed avoidance of any interpretation),
i.e. proclaimed to be the object of scientific
knowledge itself.
In this way one is freed from having to
prove that, and to what degree, the operationalization of the research object is adequately represented: kicking of fully inflated
objects now is identical with aggression; the
classification needs no interpretation because
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the act of reification2 (a deadly epistemological sin) makes it unassailably correct. In

point in the guideline. This would result in

methodology of science a concept has been

erating more uniform judgements thus

established for this now all too common pro-

making them easier to compare and more

cedure, simulating respectability: investiga-

plausible for lay and third party people.

tions are no longer focussed on the object of
knowledge, but on its complementary tech-

Possibly – and much more important – with

nical paradigm. In the described example, this
is a celebrated “ experimental paradigm”
(nourishing the “results” about media effects
until this day). Accordingly, Kijkwijzer could
be conceptualized as a “data recording paradigm”: The genuine content of a media clip
is not open to debate any longer because the
content coded by Kijkwijzer is the only relevant content for all further processing (in Youth
Protection Agencies, in public opinion, in politics etc.) The procedure of content analysis
defined in this way is easy to communicate
and transparent.

tual system for youth protection judge-

a presumably welcome side-effect of gen-

such an external corset, the overall concepments within the FSF would become more
uniform. At sensitive points, the data bank
containing the text modules should offer
leeway for variation and additions. If it
proves to be necessary to have amendments more frequently and at the same locations, then guidelines and text modules
need to be updated accordingly.
— Perhaps it needs not much more than ver-
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Notes:
1
Scientific theory defines
operationalization as the
transposition of a research
subject into a form in which
accepted scientific methods
can be applied.
2
Objectification,
concretization.

Literature:
Michaelis, W.:
Charm and Shame in
Theories: Blasphemous and
Other Relevant Thoughts on
Social-Cognitive Learning
Theories. In: D. Dörner/
W. Michaelis (editors): Idola
fori et idola theatri.
Göttingen 1989, p. 17-70

bally concise guidelines, easy to communicate to the outside, to add transparency
to the FSF judgements and its work flow
used for classifying media content. If com-

What the FSF Can Nevertheless Learn

plainants had available enough informa-

from Kijkwijzer

tion about FSF’s decision management, it
could possibly result in refraining from un-

I have exaggerated for didactical purposes.

justified complaints or in making them

Colleagues responsible at NICAM and Kijk-

more substantial. Therefore all com-

wijzer assessors are clearly aware of the prob-

plainants should initially be informed about

lems with a “context-free” “objective” cod-

the decision guidelines by telephone or by

ing of media content, as they admitted when

a link on FSF’s website.

questioned. Even though I hope that FSF will

— The FSF hotline is obviously not sufficient

not jump onto the Kijkwijzer bandwagon,

as a bonding device for media critics

which I consider to be an uttermost wrong

among TV viewers. FSF statutes should be

path, it could learn something from the cod-

amended, granting every TV user – after

ing instrument and how it is cherished by pub-

opening his own personal account and en-

lic opinion.

tering the personal data necessary for the
initiation of legal procedures – an official

— Following the Kijkwijzer coding manual, the

right of complaint. To make the complaint,

ubiquitous handouts on behalf of FSF’s me-

an electronic form queries the complainant

dia classifying regulations could be consis-

relevant data regarding the incriminated

tently systemized and algorithmized, aim-

broadcast. A full time examiner should de-

ing towards a fixed guideline which FSF’s

cide whether the complaint should be

judges could blindly obey. Guidelines (or

processed further, although a delegation

manuals) like this have proven to be suc-

right for part-time examiners could be

cessful wherever diagnostics play a role and

granted.

memory support is needed for dealing with

— Flyers presenting the guidelines in a format

all relevant aspects in a correct sequence

as short as possible as well as other relevant

to come to a final judgement.

data about the judgment methods of FSF

— For some time now, FSF classification

should be handy on FSF’s homepage to be

judgements are verbalized less and less

downloaded as PDF file. There should also

freely, instead relying on text modules.

be an eye-catching link at the website of

Even though this results in verbal stereo-

other Agencies for the Protection of Minors.

typing of judgements, uniform FSF text

According to experience elsewhere, a hard-

modules that are independent of the

copy, non-digital flyer is less useful.

Dr. Dr. Wolfgang Michaelis
is a retired Professor of
Psychology and a member of
the FSF Board of Trustees.

judges should be created for every check-
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»Given an appropriate framework,
self-classification can obviously
function very well.«

Joachim von Gottberg
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