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Abstract

Harmful content statements, which warn the 
public that materials with harmful language or 
images are present, may be considered to have 
their roots in the film industry and are beginning 
to be utilized in library archives as a Diversity, 
Equity, and Inclusion initiative.  This session will 
provide an overview, implementation at UWG, 
examples at other institutions, and hopefully good 
discussion among attendees.



Motion Picture 
Association film 
ratings
I t s  l a b e l s  h a v e  b e e n  a r o u n d  f o r  a l m o s t  
5 3  y e a r s

The MPA, known as the Motion Picture Association of 
America from 1945 to 2019, has a rating system for 
films which went into effect on November 1, 1968.  
This rating system “is a voluntary scheme that is not 
enforced by law.”

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Motion_Picture_Association_film_rating_system

G – General Audiences
All ages admitted. 
Nothing that would offend parents for viewing by children.

PG – Parental Guidance Suggested
Some material may not be suitable for children. 
Parents urged to give "parental guidance". May contain some material
parents might not like for their young children.

PG-13 – Parents Strongly Cautioned
Some material may be inappropriate for children under 13. 
Parents are urged to be cautious. Some material may be inappropriate
for pre-teenagers.

R – Restricted
Under 17 requires accompanying parent or adult guardian. 
Contains some adult material. Parents are urged to learn more about
the film before taking their young children with them.

NC17 – Adults Only
No One 17 and Under Admitted. 
Clearly adult. Children are not admitted.  NC-17 replaced the X rating
in 1990.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Motion_Picture_Association_film_rating_system


Other media use rating systems, primarily to protect children

"old tv set" by keen_seth is licensed under CC BY-NC-SA 2.0

Television programs are rated by 
TV Parental Guidelines.

Music is rated by the Recording Industry 
Association of America, which owns the 
PARENTAL ADVISORY EXPLICIT CONTENT 
trademark (the “PAL Mark”).

Video games are rated by the 
Entertainment Software Rating Board. 

Image from: https://www.riaa.com/resources-learning/parental-advisory-label/ "Video Games" by JeepersMedia is licensed under CC BY 2.0

https://www.flickr.com/photos/77484866@N00/234555145
https://www.flickr.com/photos/77484866@N00
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/2.0/?ref=ccsearch&atype=rich
https://www.flickr.com/photos/39160147@N03/13004986483
https://www.flickr.com/photos/39160147@N03
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/?ref=ccsearch&atype=rich


Film/media industry

The film industry has used disclaimer statements for years.  
Everyone knows the phrase: “viewer discretion is advised.”  This 
typically warns of violent or sexual content that is inappropriate 
for children.

D i s c l a i m e r  s t a t e m e n t s  a r e  w i d e l y  u s e d

"Sabine Mondestin vs Emma Watson" by bleencash is licensed under CC BY 2.0

https://www.flickr.com/photos/37187612@N02/14574850326
https://www.flickr.com/photos/37187612@N02
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/?ref=ccsearch&atype=rich


In more recent years, the film industry has expanded the use of warning statements
that go beyond the basic viewer discretion disclaimer to notify viewers of racial slurs, 
gender stereotypes, et cetera that are present in the film.  These statements are congruent 
with diversity, equity, and inclusion principles, and therefore can be viewed as DEI initiatives
on the part of the film industry, including its distributors.  I will show a couple examples in 
the next two slides.



When I watched the 2000 
film, O Brother, Where Art 
Thou? this past spring on 
the AMC channel, I saw this 
harmful content warning 
statement at the beginning 
of the movie.  I don’t think 
this disclaimer was present 
when the film was shown 
originally in 2000.  The 
same message is shown at 
the beginning of Forrest 
Gump on AMC.

Rogers



This statement appeared before an episode
of Bonanza on TV Land in August 2021.

Rogers



I think an important distinction is that the film and television industries 
create the content, whereas harmful content warning statements are 
appearing from companies and institutions who did not create the 
content, but instead are making the content accessible.  We saw that in 
the previous AMC and TV Land warnings.  We also see it with library 
archival collections.  Before we dive into that, let’s briefly consider the 
Internet’s history regarding third-party content.



“Harmful content is anything online which causes a person distress or harm.” 
(https://swgfl.org.uk/magazine/harmful-content-online-an-explainer) 

Since the beginning of the Internet, organizations with an online presence 
have attempted to monitor third-party content (user-generated content) in 
order to protect their community members from abuse.  In the U.S., Section 
230 of the Communications Decency Act of 1996 provides immunity for 
website platforms from third-party content.  In recent years, the use of social 
media for harassment and hate speech has led to more political debate over 
amendments to Section 230.

25 years battling harmful content

https://swgfl.org.uk/magazine/harmful-content-online-an-explainer


Librarianship 
and the 
Archival 
Community

Social Media Accounts

In librarianship, we have established social media presences for our organizations on 
Facebook, Twitter, and others, and monitor those accounts for harmful content that 
could be supplied by users.  A library professional typically reviews the content prior 
to its publication and exercises good judgment on whether the post should be 
permitted.

Archival collections have 
harmful content (language 
and images) supplied by the 
collections’ creators.  
Archivists are currently 
discussing the topic of 
harmful content statements 
and beginning to write them.



When I searched for research articles on the topic of harmful content statements, I found only 
one: a paper by Danielle Robichaud, an archivist at the University of Waterloo.  This supports the 
contention of Blynne Olivieri, the Head of Special Collections at the University of West Georgia, 
that harmful language statements are a newly emerging topic among archivists.



In the University of Waterloo article by 
Danielle Robichaud, she describes how 
they examined and changed their 
descriptions of their archival collections.  
At my library, Blynne had already checked 
our archival descriptions, so this 
important activity was not part of the 
project I will be describing next.

Photos by Blynne Olivieri

A look inside an “Alternative publications” archival box at UWG.

The Special Collections Reading Room at UWG.



Special Collections at UWG

Special Collections is the repository for archival collections, 
rare books, and other unique materials in the Ingram Library 
at the University of West Georgia.  Significant collecting 
areas include West Georgia History & Culture, Georgia's 
Political Papers and Oral History Program, Humanistic 
Psychology, and Human Consciousness collections.  Special 
Collections also holds the University Archives, primary 
source materials which shed light on student life and the 
academic experience at UWG.  Through these collections 
and through our work partnering with other community 
archives, Special Collections directly supports and enriches 
research, teaching, and learning at the University of West 
Georgia and promotes understanding and scholarship by 
members of the general public and academic communities.

https://www.westga.edu/library/special-collections/about-
special-collections.php

The compact shelving in the basement of Ingram Library that houses books, maps, etc. of Special Collections.  
Additional archival collections are stored in acid-free boxes across the street from the library in an area with 
very tight security and environmental controls.  Photo courtesy of Blynne Olivieri.

https://www.westga.edu/library/special-collections/about-special-collections.php


At Ingram Library of the University of West Georgia, 
our Head of Special Collections, Blynne Olivieri, 
recently accepted an archival collection of family 
papers “that has numerous items containing a 
derogatory term.”

Blynne asked our Serials and Electronic Resources 
Cataloger, Miriam Nauenburg, and I to review 
information she compiled for us.

Photo by Blynne Olivieri

An archival collection at UWG.



Emory and Princeton’s harmful language statements, 
and a blogpost that linked to several more.

Her initial draft of a warning note for the finding aid 
of this collection.

A new tool she was considering: a donor profile 
sheet, completed by the donor when signing the 
Deed of Gift, that asks them to voluntarily self-
identify information.

To discuss these topics when we ready via a Google 
Meet.

Blynne’s initial 
email
L a y i n g  o u t  t h e  s i t u a t i o n

Blynne wrote to Miriam and me on April 9, 2021.  She 
asked us to consider several points regarding the new 
archival collection with derogatory terms.



We settled on a virtual meeting ten days later.  In the 
meantime, I work best by thinking about a topic and 
jotting down my thoughts, so I shared several pages of 
notes for consideration via email halfway through that 
time period.

We had a constructive conversation virtually.  The day 
after our meeting, Blynne created a Google Doc so we 
could review, edit, and comment together.  Our next 
virtual meeting was scheduled for May 3 to “check-in with 
others, refine as needed, and discuss next steps,” as 
Blynne wrote.  That meeting was also productive, and we 
felt comfortable with our results.  It was time for others to 
review. 

Photo credit: Steven Broome, UCM, University of West Georgia
Students at UWG examine archival resources.



Blynne presented our results to the dean on May 3.  The dean commented in late June and 
asked Blynne to present to our library’s Leadership Team (a group that includes Blynne and our 
dean) a week later.  The group made a couple more suggestions.

Photo credit: Steven Broome, UCM, University of West GeorgiaStudents at UWG examine archival resources.



Next, Blynne reached out to a person in Student Health Services, “who does a lot of counseling 
triage,” for his suggestions regarding the final sentence.  Blynne kept Miriam and I informed at 
every step, and we commented as we liked.  On June 24, the work was completed.

Photo credit: Steven Broome, UCM, University of West Georgia

Students at UWG examine archival resources.



To those formulating 
harmful content 
statements, we offer 
this piece of advice,  
following general 
rules of etiquette: 
keep it simple and 
direct.  People may 
not read long 
statements; also, the 
more that is said, the 
more the possibility 
for misinterpretation, 
disagreement, or 
conflict to occur.

Photo credit: Steven Broome, UCM, University of West GeorgiaIngram Library holds the papers of Tom Murphy, the Speaker of the House in Georgia from 1973 to 2002.  His House office is recreated in a room behind the column to the left.



Our results at UWG

Statement on Harmful Content
General; posted on Special Collections website and the Finding Aids site

Some of the materials held in Ingram Library’s Special Collections contain images and 
language that is euphemistic, racist, homophobic, transnegative, sexist, ableist, or 
that demeans the humanity of people in other ways.

Harmful Content Note
Included in finding aids for specific archival collections

This collection includes materials that contain offensive language and/or images. It is 
important for Ingram Library’s Special Collections to acknowledge that racism and 
bigotry, including terms considered derogatory and terms that were used historically, 
are present in this collection. Encountering racist or derogatory content can be 
difficult and painful. The University of West Georgia offers counseling and other 
support services for current students, faculty, and staff.



Here is how the 
general statement 
appears within an 
Ingram Library 
webpage on Special 
Collections, after the 
“About Us” and 
Mission Statement, 
but before a brief 
history statement on 
that webpage. 
https://www.westga.
edu/library/special-
collections/about-
special-
collections.php

https://www.westga.edu/library/special-collections/about-special-collections.php


Here is the general statement again on the landing page for the Encoded Archival Description finding aids 
at https://aspace-uwg.galileo.usg.edu/.

https://aspace-uwg.galileo.usg.edu/


Here is the 
specific warning 
note in the 
finding aid for 
the collection 
with harmful 
language.
https://aspace-
uwg.galileo.usg.e
du/repositories/2
/resources/545

https://aspace-uwg.galileo.usg.edu/repositories/2/resources/545


Here is how the harmful content 
statement note within the catalog’s 
bibliographic record for this collection 
appears to patrons in our instance of 
Primo. 
https://galileo-usg-uwg-
primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/primo-
explore/fulldisplay?docid=01GALI_USG_
ALMA71268809850002931&context=L
&vid=UWG_V1&lang=en_US&search_sc
ope=UWG&adaptor=Local%20Search%
20Engine&tab=default_tab&query=any,
contains,j%20carson%20pritchard&offs
et=0

https://galileo-usg-uwg-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/primo-explore/fulldisplay?docid=01GALI_USG_ALMA71268809850002931&context=L&vid=UWG_V1&lang=en_US&search_scope=UWG&adaptor=Local%20Search%20Engine&tab=default_tab&query=any,contains,j%20carson%20pritchard&offset=0


Questions on the Voluntary Self-Description Form:

What few keywords would you use to describe 
yourself?

Do you give Ingram Library’s Special Collections 
permission to include your self-description in the 
finding aid (inventory) about the materials, and in 
other publicly accessible information about, and 
descriptions of, this collection?

Next steps
O t h e r  a c t i o n s  t o  b e  t a k e n

Blynne will provide training for Graduate Research Assistants 
(GRAs) in Special Collections.

Blynne will provide a Voluntary Self-Description Form, which 
will represent the person/s who created or collected the 
materials, not necessarily the donor of the materials.  The 
form will only be used when the person donating the materials 
is also the creator/collector.

Signature, date



DEI continues to be a welcome 
topic of discussion for all Library 
employees and is included in 
various Library employee 
meetings.  It was a well-
attended session during our 
Library Professional 
Development Day on July 29.

"Marketing Team" by Infusionsoft is licensed under CC BY-ND 2.0

https://www.flickr.com/photos/30759596@N02/4752463128
https://www.flickr.com/photos/30759596@N02
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/2.0/?ref=ccsearch&atype=rich


Harmful content 
statements at 
other institutions
Laurier Cress, a graduate student at University of 
Denver, did a practicum internship at Duke.  She has 
identified 42 institutions with harmful language 
statements at: 
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1wI6ju-
sPKfRpXRMLYf7QHtJeP-iOjmRd0jsvRN4cn5k/edit

https://rose.library.emory.edu/about/harmful-
language.html

https://dp.la/about/harmful-language-statement

https://library.princeton.edu/special-
collections/statement-language-archival-description

Blogpost by Laurier Cress on March 25, 2021: 
https://blogs.library.duke.edu/bitstreams/2021/03/2
5/an-interns-investigation-on-decolonizing-archival-
descriptions-and-legacy-metadata/

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1wI6ju-sPKfRpXRMLYf7QHtJeP-iOjmRd0jsvRN4cn5k/edit
https://rose.library.emory.edu/about/harmful-language.html
https://dp.la/about/harmful-language-statement
https://library.princeton.edu/special-collections/statement-language-archival-description
https://blogs.library.duke.edu/bitstreams/2021/03/25/an-interns-investigation-on-decolonizing-archival-descriptions-and-legacy-metadata/


Pros Cons

• DEI initiative

• Builds community, both within the library 
organization in formulating the statement and 
between the library and the community it 
serves

• May alleviate harm that users would 
experience

• Good chance users will not see the statement, 
as archives are discovered at the folder level

• Users may not read statements 

• Users may find the statements themselves 
objectionable, either in content or intent

Pros & cons of 
harmful content 
statements



Blynne Olivieri

I would like to express huge thanks to Blynne Olivieri and 
Miriam Nauenburg at the University of West Georgia.  This 
presentation is only possible because I learned from them 
and continue to profit from their wisdom!  Blynne also 
kindly supplied many photos utilized in this slide show.

You may contact me at shelley@westga.edu.

Thank you

mailto:shelley@westga.edu


Please ask questions or make comments now.  Your music 
collections may have lyrics and/or sheet music covers or 
other resources with harmful content, so this topic relates 
to you.  Let’s have a good discussion as time permits.

Photos credit: Steven Broome, UCM, University of West Georgia

Spoons purported to be bent only with the power of the mind; 
held in the William G. Roll Papers.

The main entrance to the library.  We have a second public entrance through a Starbucks and a back entrance for employees.
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