
 
 

COMPLAINT NUMBER 20/559 

ADVERTISER Universal Church of the Kingdom 
of God (UCKG) 

ADVERTISEMENT Faith in Action, Television 

DATE OF MEETING 24 November 2020 

OUTCOME 
Not Upheld 
No Further Action Required 

 

 
Summary of the Complaints Board Decision  
The Complaints Board did not uphold two complaints about a television advertisement for the 
Universal Church of the Kingdom of God (UCKG) which screened on TVNZ One on a Saturday 
morning. The Board said the placement and content of the advertisement did not reach the 
threshold to cause serious or widespread offence when viewed through the lens of advocacy 
advertising. 
 
Advertisement 
The 29-minute television infomercial for the Universal Church of the Kingdom of God is titled 
Faith in Action.  The advertisement gives a history of the church around the world and says 
the biggest human problem is doubt which generates depression and fear.  It says faith is the 
opposite of doubt and once doubt is overcome faith becomes strong.   The words on the 
screen show the contact details for the church and the service times in Auckland. 
 
The advertisement uses the testimonials of two woman who were having suicidal thoughts. 
At 6 minute 40 seconds the first testimonial says “I decided I wanted to kill myself, die….  
When I had the knife in my hands, I heard two voices, one voice said do it, do it, cause you’re 
going to rest.  All your problems are going to be resolved, just get it over with…” The woman 
then hears another voice telling her not to do it and by joining the church she found peace and 
happiness. 
 
At 18-minutes the second testimonial says “If you really just want peace, just kill yourself.  I 
totalled my car, it was destroyed, absolutely destroyed, it was flattened.  I remember at the 
scene of the accident waking up with blood running down my face and thinking how terrible it 
didn’t – how terrible I’m still here.”  The second testimony concludes joining the church saved 
her and she would be dead if it were not for the faith she has obtained. 
 
Summary of the Complaints  
There are two Complainants who are concerned an advertisement discussing suicide was not 
appropriate for Saturday morning viewing when children would be watching television. 
 
Issues Raised: 

• Social Responsibility 

• Decency and Offensiveness 

• Fear and Distress 
 
Summary of the Advertiser’s Response  
The Advertiser defended the advertisement and said it was an M rated programme meaning 
there is a guardian responsibility to monitor children’s viewing.  It says it has always used real- 
life testimony to help support others going through similar traumas and offers real-life 
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transformations.  The Advertiser cited sections 13,14, and15 of the Bill of Rights Act and says 
its identity is clear under the advocacy guidelines. 
 
Summary of the Media Response 
The Commercial Approvals Bureau confirmed the advertisement was classified as M which 
denotes the material is suitable for Mature audiences and discusses mature topics.  The time 
and channel placement are not designated as children’s viewing times.  It noted there are 
precedent decisions which acknowledge Saturday morning on TVNZ One is an established 
timeslot for this type of advertising.   
 
Relevant ASA Codes of Practice 
 
The Chair directed the Complaints Board to consider the complaint with reference to the 
following codes: 
 

Principle 1: Social Responsibility: Advertisements must be prepared and placed 
with a due sense of social responsibility to consumers and to society. 
 
Rule 1(c) Decency and Offensiveness: Advertisements must not contain anything 
that is indecent, or exploitative, or degrading, or likely to cause harm, or serious or 
widespread offence, or give rise to hostility, contempt, abuse or ridicule. 
 
Rule 1(g) Fear and distress: Advertisements must not cause fear or distress without 
justification. 
 
Principle 2: Truthful Presentation: Advertisements must be truthful, balanced and 
not misleading.   
 
Rule 2(e) Advocacy advertising: Advocacy advertising must clearly state the identity 
and position of the advertiser. Opinion in support of the advertiser's position must be 
clearly distinguishable from factual information. Factual information must be able to be 
substantiated. 

 
The Complaints Board said the advertisements before it fell into the category of advocacy 
advertising and noted the requirements of Rule 2(e) of the Advertising Standards Code. This 
Rule required the identity of the advertiser to be clear; opinion to be distinguished from factual 
information and factual information must be able to be substantiated. The Advocacy Principles 
developed by the Complaints Board in previous decisions considered under Rule 11 of the 
Code of Ethics remain relevant. They say: 
 

1  That section 14 of the Bill of Rights Act 1990, in granting the right of freedom 
of expression, allows advertisers to impart information and opinions but that in 
exercising that right what was factual information and what was opinion, 
should be clearly distinguishable. 

 
2.  That the right of freedom of expression as stated in section 14 is not absolute 

as there could be an infringement of other people’s rights.  Care should be 
taken to ensure that this does not occur. 

 
3. That the Codes fetter the rights granted by section 14 to ensure there is fair 

play between all parties on controversial issues.  Therefore, in advocacy 
advertising and particularly on political matters the spirit of the Code is more 
important than technical breaches. People have the right to express their 
views and this right should not be unduly or unreasonably restricted by Rules. 
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4.  That robust debate in a democratic society is to be encouraged by the media 
and advertisers and that the Codes should be interpreted liberally to ensure 
fair play by the contestants. 

 
5.  That it is essential in all advocacy advertisements that the identity of the 

advertiser is clear.  
 
Role of the ASA when considering an advocacy advertisement 
The Complaints Board noted its role is to consider the likely consumer takeout of an 
advertisement and complaints about advocacy advertising are considered differently to 
complaints about advertising for products and services.  
 
The Board will consider whether the advertisement includes statements of fact or opinion and 
decide whether any factual claims have been adequately substantiated by the Advertiser. The 
Complaints Board noted that a fact is something that is objectively true and can be verified as 
such whereas an opinion is a personal belief. Others may agree or disagree with an opinion, 
but they cannot prove or disprove it. Some statements contain both fact and opinion.  
 
The Complaints Board observed that in a free and democratic society, issues should be openly 
debated without undue hindrance or interference from authorities such as the Complaints 
Board, and in no way should political parties, politicians, lobby groups or advocates be 
unnecessarily fettered by a technical or unduly strict interpretation of the rules and regulations.  
 
Under Rule 2(e) Advocacy advertising of the Advertising Standards Code: 

• The identity of the advertiser must be clear  

• Opinion must be clearly distinguishable from factual information, and  

• Factual information must be able to be substantiated.  
 
If the identity and position of the Advertiser is clear, a more liberal interpretation of the 
Advertising Standards Code is allowed.  
 
Relevant precedent decisions 
In considering this complaint the Complaints Board referred to two precedent decisions, 
Decision 20/398 and 20/543, both of which were ruled No Grounds to proceed.  
 
The full versions of these decisions can be found on the ASA website: 
https://www.asa.co.nz/decisions/ 
 
Decision 20/398 concerned a television advertisement for Universal Church of the Kingdom 
of God about a homosexual man addicted to internet pornography and lonely who underwent 
a transformation having found God. 
 
The Chair of the Complaints Board ruled the complaints had no grounds to proceed due to it 
being an advocacy advertisement with a clear identity and position of the church.  The Chair 
also noted that 7.30am to 9am on TVNZ One is an established timeslot for this type of 
infomercial. 
 
Decision 20/543 concerned a television advertisement for the Incredible Journey Ministry 
which discussed the brutal murder of a woman and how God impacted the lives of those 
involved and helped them reach forgiveness. 
  
The Chair of the Complaints Board ruled the complaints had no grounds to proceed due to it 
being an advocacy advertisement with a clear identity and position of the church.  Placement 
at a time when children would normally be in school was also a factor in the decision. 

https://www.asa.co.nz/decisions/
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Complaints Board Discussion 
 
Consumer Takeout   
The Complaints Board agreed the likely consumer takeout of the advertisement is that the 
Universal Church of the Kingdom of God is available to help everyone, including those who 
are feeling such doubt that they may be contemplating suicide.  The advertisement uses real 
life testimonials from people who have been helped by faith gained through the church. 
 
Has the advocacy advertisement been adequately identified? 
The Complaints Board agreed the advertisement had been adequately identified as an 
advocacy advertisement.  
 
The Chair confirmed the Advertiser’s identity is clear. The contact details for the church are 
provided, including service times in the Auckland area.   The Advertiser’s position on the issue 
is clear. The advertisement is giving the church’s opinion on the best way to overcome 
depression and suicidal thoughts.  The advertisement complied with the requirements of Rule 
2(e) of the Advertising Standards Code. 
 
Placement and Audience  
The Complaints Board noted the advertisement played on a Saturday between 8:00-8:30am 
on TVNZ One and also noted that 7.30am to 9am is an established timeslot on this channel 
for this type of infomercial.  The advertisement had been given an M (Mature) rating by the 
Commercial Approvals Bureau meaning it may be broadcast after 7.30pm or during news 
programmes, or daytime programmes suited for mature audiences but not necessarily 
unsuitable for child viewers when subject to the guidance of a parent or an adult. 
 
With regards to audience figures viewing the advertisement, the Complaints Board were 
provided with Nielsen survey results which showed a small audience and no children and 
young people between the ages of 5-18 watched the advertisement on Saturday 24 October.  
This sample indicates the advertisement attracted a very low level of viewing for this 
demographic within the overall audience. 
 
Is the advertisement likely to cause offense? 
The majority of the Complaints Board said the advertisement did not reach the threshold to 
cause serious or widespread offence.  This is because of the advocacy nature of the 
advertisement and the fact that the likely audience for such an extended infomercial would be 
aware of the nature of this type of content.  The majority said the advertisement was unlikely 
to appeal to younger audiences and this was reinforced by the audience survey numbers. 
 
A minority of the Complaints Board disagreed and said the re-enactment of the testimonials 
were overly graphic by showing images of the knife during the first testimonial and providing 
excessive detail about the car accident in the second.  A minority of the Board felt the 
Advertiser could have made its point using the real-life testimonials without the gratuitous 
dramatisation of their stories. 
 
Is the advertisement likely to cause fear or distress? 
The Complaints Board did not consider the advertisement used fear or distress unjustifiably.   
The Complaints Board said while the advertisement did give detailed examples of those in 
distress through the testimonials, the purpose of the advertisement was to offer a solution to 
those with suicidal thoughts.  
 
Has the advertisement been prepared and placed with a due sense of social responsibility? 
The majority of the Complaints Board said the advertisement has been prepared and placed 
with a due sense of social responsibility.  The majority said the placement of the advocacy 
advertisement and nature of the content was unlikely to be viewed by a younger audience. 
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A minority of the Complaints Board disagreed and said through a combination of language 
and imagery, the advertisement used excessive detail which was offensive and not socially 
responsible. For the minority, the advertisement breached Principle 1 and Rule 1(c) of the 
Advertising Standards Code. 
 
However, in accordance with the majority, the Complaints Board said the advertisement was 
socially responsible, taking into account context, medium, audience and product and ruled it 
was not in breach of Principle 1, Principle 2 or Rules 1(c), 1(f) and 2(e) of the Advertising 
Standards Code. 
 
 
Outcome 
The Complaints Board ruled the complaints were Not Upheld. 
 
No further action required. 
 
 

APPEAL INFORMATION 

According to the procedures of the Advertising Standards Complaints Board, all 
decisions are able to be appealed by any party to the complaint. Information on 
our Appeal process is on our website www.asa.co.nz. Appeals must be made in 
writing via email or letter within 14 calendar days of receipt of this decision. 
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APPENDICES 
 

1. Complaints 
2. Response from Advertiser 
3. Response from Media  

  
 
Appendix 1 
 
COMPLAINT 1 
Constant mention of suicide and people talking about wanting to kill themselves before finding 
this church. I understand they talk about god saving them from doing it and I understand 
people’s rights in terms of religion but it just seems to be a strange time for such strong suicidal 
language - 8am on a Saturday morning. A time lots of children watch TV. I woke up to this 
being on my TV and just heard a woman saying “kill yourself, kill yourself, kill yourself your 
problems will all go away”. The show is quite manipulative and is full of dark stories that seem 
to target vulnerable people. I think it should be aired at a more appropriate time. 
 
COMPLAINT 2 
This religious show discusses attempted suicide by car crash and is not appropriate during a 
children's time slot. 
 
Appendix 2 
 
RESPONSE FROM ADVERTISER, UNIVERSAL CHURCH OF THE KINGDOM OF GOD 
 
RE: Response to ASA Complaint 20/559 – Universal Church of the Kingdom of God 
(UCKG) 
 
Thank you for forwarding to us the details of the two complaints in reference to our TV 
programme – our response is set below: 
 
On the 24th of October our TV Program: Faith in Action was aired on TVNZ 1 as normal on 
Saturday morning from 8.00am to 8:29am. We understand that this programme was played 
during the time of infomercials also, as well as children’s shows. This specific episode was 
rated with ‘M’ which according to TVNZ’s classification guide it is strictly for mature audiences 
16 years and over. 
 
“M programmes contain adult themes and are directed primarily at mature audiences. 
When considering whether to let a child see an M-rated programme it’s a good idea to 
find out what the film is about – and to always remember to check the descriptive note.” 
– Retrieved from TVNZ’s website. 
 
With this we understand that the nature of our programme was clearly advised therefore, if 
there were children to have seen our programme it is the prime responsibility of the guardian 
to take this into consideration.   
 
Our programme has always broadcast real life testimonies, in this particular broadcast the two 
individuals speak about their past experiences and how their lives have changed through using 
their faith in God. They, among many have experienced traumatic situations in their past and 
decided to share it openly with consent in supporting our work to help those who are also 
suffering with the same problems. Through our programmes, we have always had the sole 
purpose and intention of helping our audience and not to provide ‘dark content’ or pass on the 
wrong message in anyway but to provide real stories and real-life transformations, to do the 
opposite otherwise would be against our values. We do understand that not everyone will 
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agree with our programmes, but we strongly believe there are others who can also be helped 
by hearing these testimonies. To strengthen our response, on the 6th of October 2020 CAB 
also approved and checked our programme for this specific reason. 
 
Sections 13, 14 and 15 of the New Zealand Bill of Rights Act 1990 protect the rights to freedom 
of religion, freedom of expression, and the right to manifest one’s faith. These give us the right 
to impart information and our opinions, and to manifest our religion and beliefs either 
individually or in community with others, and either in public or in private. 
 
We accept these rights under sections 13, 14 and 15 of the Bill of Rights Act are not absolute 
and expression of opinion in advocacy advertising should be clearly distinguishable from 
factual information.  
 
The Advertising Standards Code - Principle 1, Principle 2, Rule 1(c), Rule 1(g), Rule 2(e); 
states advertisements must be prepared and placed with a due sense of social responsibility 
to consumers and to society, must not contain anything that is indecent, or exploitative, or 
degrading, or likely to cause harm, or serious or widespread offence, or give rise to hostility, 
contempt, abuse or ridicule. Advertisement must not cause fear or distress without justification. 
Must be truthful, balanced and not misleading and clearly state the identity and position of the 
advertiser.  
 
Our broadcast reveals the current address and cellphone number to call, clearly stating our 
identity and contact information. We believe that there was no offensive scenes or judgement 
made concerning any particular group of people but simply have expressed our opinions, 
truthful testimonies of our members and faith freely, in relation to section 13, 14 and 15 of the 
Bill of Rights Act.  
 
As mentioned earlier, I would like to emphasize that the ‘Faith in action’ programme would not 
have been accepted to broadcast by TVNZ if it wasn’t first approved by CAB which we made 
our priority and responsibility to do prior.  
 
To conclude, we do not believe that we have breached any of the ASA Codes, and have 
abided by the rules and principals relating to this broadcast. 
 
Appendix 3 
 
RESPONSE FROM MEDIA, COMMERCIAL APPROVALS BUREAU 

Complaint 20/559       UCKG     Key number UCKG0290100    Classification M 
  
This UCKG programme was approved by CAB on 06/10/20 with an 'M' classification. 
 
The 'M' classification ensures it will not play in children's viewing times, furthermore it denotes 
that the material is suitable for Mature audiences and discusses mature topics. For context, 
nightly news and current affairs issues are broadcast with the 'M' rating. 
 
Both complainant letters mention child audiences, but the time and channel on which this 
UCKG programme airs is not designated as children's viewing times. This is supported by the 
precedent decision for Complaint 20/398 copied below: 
 
The Chair acknowledged the Complainants’ concerns about the timing of the advertisement, 
broadcast on TV One at 8am on a Saturday morning. The Chair noted that programmes for 
children do screen early on Saturday morning on TV2 but said 7.30am to 9am on TV One is 
an established timeslot for this type of infomercial.  
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Portions of the programme deal with the issue of self-harm, which CAB recognises as a 
serious social issue worthy of discussion in the context of the M rating. 
 
Across the full-length of the programme, not just the highlighted clip at issue, the Universal 
Church advises its open-door policy for congregations not just on Sundays but throughout the 
days of the year. Further to this, they offer an around-the-clock phone service offering support 
to people in need. 
 
The outreach of the church serves a very diverse population and they speak with a language 
and cultural sensitivity that fit those communities. 
 
The Universal Church provides pastoral care for many New Zealanders, and extend that care 
freely to all. In the mature discussion of social harms, they offer both moral and spiritual 
support. CAB believes their programming upholds a recognisable sense of social 
responsibility. 
 


