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A Study into the Framework on the 

Protection of Television Formats under 

Intellectual Property Law Regime in India 

with Special Reference to Copyright Law  
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1
  

         

  ABSTRACT 
Television formats are one-of-a-kind and unique parts of a show that are combined to 

create an idea that is clearly different from other television shows. Format-based shows 

with a worldwide appeal include Big Brother, The Voice, and America's Got Talent, to 

name a few. The growth in generation of production volumes of format shows from €6.4bn 

in the years 2002, 2003 and 2004 to €9.3bn in the years 2006, 2007, 2008 establish that 

the producers of these television formats churn out huge profits from the telecast of the 

shows. 

However, recent litigation has brought to light a number of issues that producers and 

networks may not have addressed before developing some of these series. While popular 

programmes might bring in a lot of money, they can also be readily imitated, requiring 

producers and their attorneys to go to the courts to defend their creative investments.  For 

the purposes of this article, the most notable of these cases assert intellectual property 

rights, focusing on charges of concept and format theft. 

The research investigates if there is a need for legal protection of television formats, and 

if so, which aspects of formats are protected and experience difficulties as a result of such 

protection, as well as how ownership disputes stemming from such protection are resolved. 

Furthermore, the protectability of unscripted television formats is questioned because they 

are only concepts that have yet to be transformed into full works in order to qualify for 

copyright protection. The research investigates whether television formats are more than 

simply ideas, and whether they may be classified as copyrighted works under the traditional 

definition, granting the format owners the sole right to prevent others from plagiarising the 

original format. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION  
Television is a means of broadcasting and communicating ideas to the society. It not only 

 
1 Author is a Ph.D. Scholar at Dr. Ram Manohar Lohia National Law University, India. 
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conveys different types of information to each and every part of the world but also binds 

different cultures and societies together. A person sitting in one part of the world can easily 

come to know the happenings in the other part of the world with the help of television.  

Apart from being a source of information, television creates a sense of belongingness among 

people. Several events such as the Commonwealth Games and the Oscars are notable examples 

of the same. There has been an unprecedented rise in the number of singing and dance shows 

that are broadcasted on the television which also connect and unite people. Reality shows such 

as the American Idol and America’s Got Talent are illustrations where several contestants 

showcase their singing skills to communicate with the audience.2 

The television shows broadcasted today have shown a drastic change when we compare them 

to what was telecasted 20 years ago from now.3 The shows have moved from being 

conventional to being reality-based, involving a set, pre-determined format. These formats are 

determined on distinct ideas and specific concepts according to which the shows are screened. 

The peculiarity of a show format is an element which distinguishes it from other shows that are 

aired on the television. 

With the augment of television shows based on specific formats, there were financial disputes 

due to the involvement of huge amount of money in the making of these programmes as in the 

case of the game show Kaun Banega Crorepati where the show’s broadcasters Sony Pictures 

Networks India Pvt. Ltd. spent around Rs.200 crore in the production of the show.4 As is 

obvious, whenever a conflict arises between two parties; people tend to fall back on some kind 

of legal protection for the resolution of that dispute. Similar scenario took place in the case of 

television formats. Issues regarding legal protection to television formats arose majorly 

because television formats go beyond traditional and explicit provisions to protect.  

Where on one hand there were television show producers who wanted a stronger protection for 

the formats that were a result of their intellect and labour, on the other hand there were people 

who had contradictory views with regard to protection to television formats. Thus the debate 

as to the vulnerability of television format shows arose. 

Further, the producers who were incurring huge financial losses because of other competitors 

 
2 Brook, S. (2010). The X Factor and American Idol: who owns what. [online] the Guardian. Available at: 

https://www.theguardian.com/media/2010/jan/12/x-factor-american-idol [Accessed 9 Dec. 2018]. 
3 Chalaby, J. (2017). Here to entertain us: How TV formats changed television. In: Conference: Media Mutations 

9, At Dipartimento delle Arti, Università di Bologna. [online] Available at: https://www.researchgate.net/publica 

tion/317933609_Here_to_entertain_us_How_TV_formats_changed_television [Accessed 9 Dec. 2018]. 
4 Jha, L. (2017). Sony set to make Rs400 crore on the back of KBC 9. [online] https://www.livemint.com/. 

Available at: https://www.livemint.com/Consumer/aIa2CBN5sx9YgXklBPjByO/Sony-set-to-make-Rs400-

crore-on-the-back-of-KBC-9.html [Accessed 5 Dec. 2018]. 
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in the field of reality TV shows advocated Copyright protection for the television formats.5 

Copyright was preferred over other intellectual property protection to formats because it 

protects original artistic, dramatic, literary, and musical works, together with sound recordings 

and cinematograph films.6 But in absence of any specific provision for their protection in the 

Copyright Law, there were uncertainties as to under which work, i.e. literary or dramatic; 

would the formats be protected. 

Talking about the protection granted to format shows, it is evident that these rights have not 

been explicitly addressed under any intellectual property right. The creators have also tried to 

protect several components; such as the title, plot, musical tune or songs of the format shows 

under other IP rights other than Copyright.7 One such instance is the protection of the title of 

television format shows under trademark. But here also, the format of the show was not 

protected.8 

Similar phenomenon was faced by creators in India as well.9 As is noticeable, the rapid growth 

of the television industry wherein the television formats showed a drastic increase from 259 

new formats in 2002-2004 to 445 during the years 2006-200810 has given rise to legal battles11 

pertinent to the protection of show formats. Despite being an important component of the 

industry these television formats are not addressed under any law in India. 

Format shows and the struggle for legal protection for them are not at all new for India too. 

Zee Network’s reality show Antakshari that was started in the year 1993 is the oldest running 

show on a format. Having 600 episodes, it is arguably one of the most successful shows in 

India. Shows like Antakshari, Sa Re Ga Ma Pa and CineStar Ki Khoj are evident of India’s 

potential to promote format shows. With the growth in these format shows began the tussle 

with regard to the ownership of these formats.12 The producers of the format shows started 

suing other individuals who tried to illegally copy the format of their shows. 

Following an analysis of the aforesaid issues, the researcher will try highlighting and 

examining the existing inadequacies in available protection mechanisms. The research will 

draw on existing and past instances dealing on show formats and will endeavour to showcase 

 
5 AIR2017Bom221; AIR2002Delhi379;  2008 (2) BomCR 400, 2007 
6 The Indian Copyright Act,1957 §§13. 
7 FremantleMedia North. America Inc v Wright Alternatives Advertising Inc (4th) [2009]CPR 77 
8 Glickman, L. (2011). Protecting Television Formats. World Trademark Review, pp.53-56. 
9 Frapa.org. (2018). [online] Available at: https://www.frapa.org/wp-content/uploads/Report/FINAL%20FRAP 

A_Report_2011.pdf [Accessed 9 Dec. 2018]. 
10 Id. 
11 Supra note 9. 
12 Jaggi, R. (2011). Media and Communication Research: Changing Paradigm , Chapter: 15, Publisher: New 

Delhi: Gyan Publishers. 
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the lingering deficiencies in their factual and legal determination.  

The study examines whether there is a need for legal protection of television formats, and where 

the findings are in affirmative, which portions of formats are protected and face difficulties 

arising from such protection; and how ownership disputes arising thereof are determined. 

Though licensing of television formats is common in the industry as in the case of the quiz 

show Kaun Banega Crorepati that is an adaptation of the British show Who Wants To Be A 

Millionaire?; the copyright infringement claims by makers of the show formats like Zee 

Entertainment’s show 'India's Best Dramebaaz' and ‘Work in Progress’ wherein the plaintiffs 

accused the defendants of illegally copying the unique concepts of their television shows 

clearly require legal protection which are yet to be explored at full length in India. Also, certain 

aspects such as the production processes of the TV formats that make a show unique from 

others are dealt under trade secrets. The claim of misappropriation of trade secrets was alleged 

against the ABC Broadcasting Inc for copying the format of the show Big Brother that was 

originally aired by CBS Inc.13 The researcher delves into the elements which are better 

protected as trade secrets and with the help of decided cases, explores whether television 

formats are qualified to be granted protection as trade secrets. 

(A) Statement Of Problem 

Television formats are unique and specific elements of a show that are combined to form a 

concept that is different from other programmes aired on the television. Shows such as Big 

Brother, The Voice and America’s Got Talent are examples of format based shows and their 

global presence. The growth in generation of production volumes of format shows from €6.4bn 

in the years 2002, 2003 and 2004 to €9.3bn in the years 2006, 2007, 2008 establish that the 

producers of these television formats churn out huge profits from the telecast of the shows.14 

Due to this reason, the owners of the television format shows tend to search for legal protection 

so as to secure their formats from getting copied. The ongoing scenario where there are legal 

battles as to the protection of television formats of different reality shows; raises the concern 

over its vulnerability. 

On a preliminary investigation on the basis of case studies, these formats are governed under 

the copyright law and trade secret law. But still, there remain certain underlying inadequacies 

in how they are dealt with under these laws. The television formats are a combination of various 

 
13 Tsi.brooklaw.edu. (2018). Is there a "Secret" to Success in Reality TV Formatting? | Trade Secrets Institute. 

[online] Available at: http://tsi.brooklaw.edu/commentary/there-secret-success-reality-tv-formatting [Accessed 9 

Dec. 2018]. 
14 Frapa.org. (2018). [online] Available at: https://www.frapa.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/12/extract_frapa_re 

port_2009.pdf [Accessed 9 Dec. 2018]. 
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components such as music, plot and songs clubbed together. These formats are protected under 

the copyright law as works. But, the creators of these formats have been mostly unsuccessful 

in their copyright claims over these formats because the claims are made on formats which are 

more ideas than expression, and this brings up the question as to whether formats are under-

protected under the existing law.  

Further, the television formats that are unscripted face challenge as to their protectability as 

they are mere ideas which are yet to be converted into finished work; so as to qualify for 

protection under the copyright law. For a format to be recognised as a work under the copyright 

work, the elements and specific attributes of that format should be linked together so as to 

constitute a concept; that ultimately is known as expression. The owners of the formats face 

challenges in enforcing their rights under copyright due to the inability to establish that their 

formats are more than mere ideas.  

The above discussion establishes that the idea expression dichotomy influences the 

protectability of television formats up to a very great extent. The study examines whether the 

television formats are more than just ideas and whether they can fit into the traditional 

definition of copyrighted works so as to grant the format owners the exclusive right to exclude 

others from wrongfully copying the original format. 

The disputes on infringement of copyrighted works as decided by the courts are evident of the 

fact that formats are not excluded from being considered as works under copyright in entirety, 

rather it depends upon the format to qualify itself as expressions which are linked together in a 

coherent network that are distinct enough to be identified as original work. In the absence of 

which, the formats are considered just the compilation of ideas that poses great difficulty in 

achieving their identity adequate enough to be granted protection under the copyright work.  

(B) Aims and Objectives 

Television formats are innovative and creative endeavours of an individual or a team of 

individual which are valuable to the entertainment industry. The study aims at figuring out 

various issues ranging from whether the television formats actually are vulnerable and is there 

a need for grant of legal protection and if yes, to what extent shall this protection be granted. 

The study would be carried out with the help of analysis of several case laws that would enable 

the researcher to gauge India’s stand with respect to protectability of television formats. 

(C) Literature Review 

Television show formats are a combination of several elements that together form a concept 

which is further aired on the television by the broadcasters. Chalaby in his article At the origin 

https://www.ijlmh.com/
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of a global industry discusses that television formats developed majorly in the 1990s with the 

broadcast of shows like who Wants to be a Millionaire and Idols on the global stage. In his 

book, The format Agreement, Chalaby states that the shows help the producers in earning a 

huge amount of revenue are often format based shows. This has been further affirmed by the 

FRAPA Report, 2009 that states that the production of volume of television formats has risen 

from €6.4bn to around €9.3bn from 2004 to 2008. In his book Global Television Formats, 

Tasha Oren discusses the development of television formats not only in the developed nations, 

like the USA and UK but also in countries like Australia and New Zealand. The FRAPA Report 

2002-2004, further states that UK is the biggest exporter of television formats and further 

examines how the giants in the field of television formats, i.e. Endemol and Fremantle are 

growing despite entry of several players in the field of producing of television formats. 

With the growth in these television formats, the need for legal protection was felt by the 

creators of these formats. Lewis Silkin in his article How to Protect your Format submits that 

with no specific provision available to the format show creators, they claimed for copyright 

protection of their original and intellectual labour. But, this was not easy to achieve because of 

the idea-expression dichotomy that was the biggest influence on the claim for copyright over 

the formats, says Jessica E Bergman in No More Format Disputes. 

Further, Robert Meadow in Television Formats--The Search for Protection with the help of 

several case laws brings out the difficulties an original creator faces in claiming copyright for 

his creation and examines the tussle between ideas and combination of ideas. The Banner case15 

decision that influenced the debate for protection of television formats is discussed by 

Sabharinathan in Copyright protection of TV formats in the UK: Banner Universal Motion 

Pictures Ltd v. Endemol Shine Group Ltd. where he advocates that the elements of a show 

format must be so connected with each other as to form a delineated concept for qualifying for 

a copyright protection. Similarly Natalie E Gottlieb in Free to Air-Legal Protection for TV 

Program Formats delves into the elements of formats which are in the need for legal protection. 

She further discusses the steps that together combine to form a format.  

Louis A Day in his article A copyright dilemma: The TV format writes that the various elements, 

i.e. music, structure of the set, lights etc. of a format shall be protected as literary works as 

when combined together they form an expression, which is more than mere general ideas. In 

Television Formats: Caught in the Abyss of the Idea/Expression Dichotomy, with the help of 

 
15 Sabharinathan, T., (2018). Copyright protection of TV formats in the UK: Banner Universal Motion Pictures 

Ltd v. Endemol Shine Group Ltd [2017] EWHC 2600 (Ch). 
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leading cases and illustrations, Jay Rubin discusses how the copying of ideas and thereby 

forming a new show creates disputes of infringement between the creators of format shows. 

These disputes suggest that there is a need for legal protection to formats, states Stefen Bechtold 

in his article The Fashion of TV Show Formats. He further examines the legal protection 

available, if any to television formats, in USA and several other countries.  

Similar analysis is done in the FRAPA Report, 2011 with the mention of cases from 30 different 

nations some of them being, USA, UK, Australia, Canada, Brazil etc. The report also defines 

the elements that together are combined to form a fully fledged format show. The report also 

emphasizes on the need for protection of television formats by examining disputes caused due 

to infringement of television formats in several jurisdictions. It further highlights the reasons 

as to why the creators tent to claim for copyright protection for protecting their formats. The 

report also examines the Opportunity Knocks case16 and its decision that is considered as a 

precedent by the owners of formats for claiming copyright over their creation.  

Moreover, for solving the disputes relating to infringement of television formats, several 

international organisations are working in the field of protection of creative and entertainment 

works. This has been highlighted in the article Alternative Dispute Resolution under WIPO 

Rules for TV Format Protection Right Issues by Dr. Brigitte Joppich which has originally been 

published in German with the name ‘Fernsehformatstreitigkeiten und alternative 

Streitbeilegung’. The author discusses how the FRAPA has aimed to solve the disputes relating 

to infringement of television formats with the assistance of WIPO or with the help of third 

parties.  

II. TELEVISION SHOWS- A WINDOW TO THE WORLD 
Shows broadcasted on the television have been from times immemorial, a medium of 

contributing ideas to the society. From being used as an instrument to ignite the feeling of unity 

and rationality amongst the people, it has also been a tool to shape an individual’s identity. 

However, a radical change can be seen in the shows broadcasted in the television era to the 

internet era. For instance, shows that majorly covered the television space before the 1990s 

included historical dramas, epic dramas or situational comedies. The Mahabharata, Bharat Ek 

Khoj and The Flop Show are instances of such television shows. It was in the 1990s that India, 

along with other nations of the globe saw the emergence of globalisation which broke the 

geographical boundaries to make the world a single village. The role of technology, television 

 
16 Global IP & Technology Law Blog. (2017). ‘Minute Winner’ loses out in TV format copyright claim | Global 

IP & Technology Law Blog. [online] Available at: https://www.iptechblog.com/2017/11/minute-winner-loses-

out-in-tv-format-copyright-claim/ [Accessed 9 Dec. 2018]. 
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and satellites in the establishment of globalisation cannot be discredited.17 Television shows 

from all over the world began entering different nations and enhanced the culture of the nations 

that they entered into.  

The entry of Fremantle Limited, which is Europe’s largest television show production company 

in India with the show Indian Idol, is one such instance of the formation of a new global village. 

Furthermore, the new economic regime introduced in India in the 1991 established 

liberalisation and privatisation even in the media sector. As a result, the media regulations and 

the government controls on the television shows were removed, that further allowed foreign 

players of the media sector to enter the nation. One of the earliest competitors in this filed were 

the STAR television network which entered India in the 1991 and gave the nation television 

channels such as the Star Plus, Channel V etc.18  

Subsequently, more players started entering India that gradually changed the notion and 

concepts of the shows that were until now broadcasted on the television. Plenty of them were 

adaptations of the shows that had been previously broadcasted somewhere on other foreign 

media platforms or those which were still on air and were a great success in the some other 

nation. This led to the increase in the audience base which was earlier restricted due to the 

monopoly of the traditional shows on the television that were based on history or mythology. 

This raised the issue of copying and as a consequence, protecting the concepts of the shows 

that ultimately came to be known as formats. 

The study covers the protection required for the format shows under the intellectual property 

law; hence the development of these shows needs to be examined.  Also, the evolution of these 

shows is not only a subject of media studies but also, a social one. Law as a consequence, is 

directly involved due to its association with the society and its concerns. 

III. TREND OF TELEVISION SHOWS 
The television has been dominated by finished programmes long before the term format shows 

even were in existence. Discovering the historical existence of shows on the television and 

having a cross border analysis of the same helps one to understand the influence of television 

programmes on the audience over a period of time. Content sharing and adapting is a 

phenomenon that ranges many years back in the media world. For analysing the significance 

of the format shows in the media industry, the study of history and evolution of these shows 

globally over the years cannot be dispensed with. The historical perspective of the formats 

 
17 Tabassum, S., Work in Progress Effect of Globalization on Indian Television and Culture. 
18 Id. 
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would also assist the study in analysing its impact on the current financial position of the 

television industry. Involvement of a lot of money in these areas of the industry is the pivotal 

reasons that they require protection under the law. 

The television shows reflect a drastic shift after entering the 1990s with the introduction of 

globalisation into the society.19 The creators of these shows wanted to introduce new cultures 

into their own; it was because of this reason the process of adaptation of several TV shows 

started to mark their presence on the screens globally.20 

These adaptations had started way back in the late 1920s with talent shows like Amateur Hour21 

adapted by the BBC and an Australian station in 1936 and 1940 respectively, that was 

originally being aired in New York in the year 1934.22 Adaptation and imitations of the shows 

were evident of the fact that shows were being made with an inspiration and reproduction of 

the original ones. This consequently made a global impact, not forgetting the threat it posed to 

the original shows and their concepts. Amateur Hour was the first show to get adapted, which 

was followed by Spelling Bee23 that is a grand success even today.  

Speaking of format television shows, that grabbed attention majorly after the 1990s; they were 

distinctive shows based on a specific concept and were capable of being licensed, also were in 

existence in the form of game shows and comedy panel shows in the 1940s.24 One of the earliest 

of them was screened in 1942 in the New York and was called It Pays to Be Ignorant.25 Later 

it got adapted by the CBS and the BBC, where the latter named it Ignorance is Bliss26 that was 

aired in the year 1946. 

The history of the adaptation of such programmes, specifically the game shows and comedy 

panel shows reflect the level of competition and global appeal these shows had. Before the 

onset of globalisation, the television shows were being adapted in a few nations; although the 

practice got expedited and became a thriving industry only after the year 1990.  

Further, in the year 1950, What’s My Line became one of the most successful shows that 

 
19 Thomas, L.M. and Mariswamy, H.K., 2017. IMPACT OF GLOBALISATION ON INDIAN MEDIA: A 

STUDY OF ‘CREDIBILITY’OF INDIAN NEWS CHANNELS. 
20 Oren, T. and Shahaf, S. eds., 2013. Global television formats: Understanding television across borders. 

Routledge. 
21 Chalaby, J. (2016). The Format Age: Television's Entertainment Revolution. Polity Press, p. 56. 
22 Id. 
23 Id., p.17. 
24 Id., p.18. 
25. En.wikipedia.org. (2019). It Pays to Be Ignorant. [online] Available at: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/It_Pays_to_Be_Ignorant [Accessed 31 May 2019]. 
26 Street, S., 2015. Historical dictionary of British radio. Rowman & Littlefield 
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crossed borders and got adapted by the BBC and ITV.27  Similarly, in the New Zealand too, 

which is one of the leading exporters of the format shows presently, a lot of adaptation and 

inspiration from cross borders in the field of formats were going on. Regardless of a very small 

music industry and a small population that the country possesses, the singing format show Idol 

was adapted by the TV New Zealand with the name New Zealand Idol. The popularity and 

adaptation of these shows globally raised the question of their copyright violation. This later 

resulted in a lot of legal battles, earliest of them involving the British show Opportunity Knocks 

in the case of Green v Broadcasting Corporation of New Zealand.28 The original owners of 

these format shows were concerned of the imitation that was going on at an international level, 

as a result questions were raised for their protection under the intellectual property law in the 

years to follow. 

IV. FORMAT LEADERS 
Whenever the global sale or adaptations of the format shows are spoken of, USA emerges as 

the leader in the field. The establishment of the Fremantle Corporation in 1952 was the dawn 

of sale of American shows internationally.29 Shows that were broadcasted on the TV until then 

were undoubtedly influential, but the gradual increase in the format shows entirely changed the 

complete dynamics of the television shows.  

In the year 1978, the Goodson-Todman agreement took place and was represented by Talbot, 

which was Fremantle Media’s international division.30 This was significant for format shows 

because Mark Goodson who was one of the noteworthy game show producers, the creation of 

major shows like What’s My Line and Play Your Hunch was a major addition to the already 

growing format industry.31 Not only this, Fremantle emerged as the greatest producer of game 

shows in the 1980s when its international division Talbot began to represent the pivotal game 

show producers, namely; Chuck Barris, Bob Stewart and Monty Hall.32 With this, the evolution 

of format show industries in other nations started as well.  

The format industry post 1950 era comprised majorly of the aforementioned agreement and 

 
27 McCabe, J. and Akass, K. eds., 2012. TV's Betty goes global: from telenovela to international brand. 

Bloomsbury Publishing, p. 31. 
28 Cipil.law.cam.ac.uk. (2019). Green v Broadcasting Corp. Of NZ [1989] 2 All ER 1056 | Centrefor Intellectual 

Property and Information Law. [online] Available at: https://www.cipil.law.cam.ac.uk/virtual-museum/green-v-

broadcasting-corp-nz-1989-2-all-er-1056 [Accessed 31 May 2019]. 
29 Guider, E., 2005. Talbot created int’l formats. Variety, 18, p.48. 
30 Chalaby, J.K., 2012. At the origin of a global industry: The TV format trade as an Anglo-American 

invention. Media, Culture & Society, 34(1), pp.36-52. 
31 PEOPLE.com. (2019). https://people.com/. [online] Available at: https://people.com/archive/mark-goodson-

wizard-of-games-vol-21-no-19/ [Accessed 31 May 2019]. 
32 Supra note 14. 
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similar deals between Fremantle and other game show producers. In the UK too, these game 

shows were adapted by the BBC and the ITV33 on a very large scale. 

Till 1980s, the format show era had just witnessed the dawn of game shows that were different 

from traditional shows aired on the television. This period saw the emergence of format shows 

on a global platform, but it was restricted to game shows. Also, most of them originated in the 

United States and thereby, adapted by other nations. With the inception of globalisation in the 

society, more and more producers began to enter the format industry; which ultimately 

increased the appeal and glamour that was needed for the format shows to grow as an industry. 

The terminology, format; first came to be used in the USA and later on other nations such as 

England, followed suit.34  

The development of television shows that showed a radical but gradual shift from traditional 

shows to format based shows from the very beginning involved the conflict of adaptation and 

copying. This began when the British broadcasters started borrowing the concepts of different 

formats from that of the USA. To be specific, the late 19th century witnessed the inception of 

the adaptation and imitation of formats methodically at an international arena.35 At that time, 

formats; that had not got the terminology and recognition that they possess today were getting 

exposed in the form of print as well as advertising media. 

In the absence of such recognition and a law to protect them, law faced a challenge of 

protectability of television format before the year 1990. Also, the copyright law of the globe 

protected the physical expression or the plots which were written of fixed in some permanent 

form. The television development in Sweden is one of the best examples of breaking the state 

monopoly over the Swedish television and introduction of the commercial market. It was in 

the year 1980-1990 where the format trade began internationally and with it, began the issues 

relating to illegal copying of television formats.  

The fact that the format television trade did not began in the US but in Sweden with the 

television channel STV is astonishing in itself. However, the trade relating to buying and 

selling of television had started way back in 1950s in the US, although the trend came back to 

Sweden in the year 1990. 

With the increase in the number of television format industry, its protection under the copyright 

laws of different jurisdictions was also craved for. The discussions on its protectability in the 

 
33 En.wikipedia.org. (2019). List of BBC Radio programmes adapted for television. [online] Available at: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_BBC_Radio_programmes_adapted_for_television [Accessed 1 Jun. 2019]. 
34 Gottlieb, N.L.E., 2011. Free to Air-Legal Protection for TV Program Formats. IDEA, 51, p.211. 
35 Chalaby, J.K., 2017. Here to Entertain Us : How TV Formats changed television. 
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early 1990s in Great Britain were started, where Shelley Lane and Richard McD Bridge stated 

that format laws of that time became inoperative after some time of its initiation. They also 

stated that format protection needed a new beginning from here on. 

This inspiration and adaptation was not restricted to print media, but also had within its ambit 

the format shows. As mentioned before, previously it was restricted to game shows; which later 

moved on to several other genres like singing and dance formats. Earlier, the borrowing and 

adaptation were rarely carried out for the purpose of monetary benefit; rather they were done 

for increasing diversity and inculcating the culture of the other nation. Until this period, the 

activity of getting inspired from the formats was considered innocent; trouble began from the 

1980s when these format shows entered into the arena of professionalism. This could be termed 

as the second phase in the development of television formats where the shows from USA that 

were hitherto being imitated just for the sake of information, became a means of earning huge 

revenues.36 The outrageous competition among the broadcasters caused a humongous increase 

in the adaptation of game shows from the USA. This period led to the third and the present-

day phase of the format shows that is continuing till date, which began in the 1990s with the 

advent of globalisation. The trend that began from replication of game shows went on to get 

broader with the association of singing and dance reality shows, termed later on as reality TV 

shows.  

In India too, the STAR TV entered in the year 1992 and brought with itself the satellite based 

television.37 Round about the same time, broadcasters such as Sony, Warner Brothers and 

Viacom also broadened the landscape of Indian television shows with the influx of format 

shows.38 Further, Indian Broadcasters such as the Zee Network expanded the reach of Indian 

television shows to other nations as well.39 This was the era where the shows in the nation were 

getting influenced by the western culture. 

Shows such as Antakshari that began their journey in the year 1993 got a lot of success. It 

emerged to be one of the longest running format shows with over 600 episodes.40 Further, 

shows like The Indian Idol, that was the remake of the singing reality show Pop Idol were 

evident of India’s participation in the format show industry. Freemantle entered India with the 

 
36 Hale, H. and &rarr;, V. (2018). Evolution of Television Formats: Where We At? - Script Magazine. [online] 

Script Magazine. Available at: https://www.scriptmag.com/tv/evolution-of-televiaion-formats-where-we-at 

[Accessed 1 Jun. 2019]. 
37 Butcher, M., 2003. Transnational television, cultural identity and change: When STAR came to India. Sage. 
38 Prakash, M.S. and Ravi, B.K., Understanding Transnational Television in India: A Critical Analysis of General 

Entertainment Channels. A Biannual Journal of South Asian Studies, p.114. 
39 Id. 
40 Rediff.com. (2019). Reality wave hits Indian television. [online] Available at: 

https://www.rediff.com/money/2005/apr/08real.htm [Accessed 1 Jun. 2019]. 
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aforementioned singing format show; that increased the format show industry grabbing a lot of 

appreciation from the audience. 

Other formats such as Kaun Banega Crorepati that was a game show also got a huge 

appreciation from the audience in India. 

V. CONCLUSION 
The successful game show, Kaun Banega Crorepati that has been broadcasted for 17 years by 

the Sony Television involves a huge amount of money in its production. Approximately Rs. 

200 crore has been spent this year as the production cost of the format game show which itself 

speaks of the finances involved in its making.41 Further, the Sony television is expected to 

churn huge profits from the broadcast of the show due to its huge popularity among the masses. 

To be precise, according to several media experts, the figure that the show is expected to 

achieve this year goes to around Rs. 400 crore.42 The involvement of such humongous figures 

in terms of investment and revenues is one of the pivotal factors responsible for the issues of 

protection of television format rights. Unlike earlier times, when there were just finished 

programmes aired on the television screens; now-a-days the owners of these formats and 

concepts are much more cautious about the protection of their shows. 

Also, the adaptation and inspiration of formats with the advent of globalisation accelerated the 

apprehension of the original owners raising concerns over its protectability. The 

aforementioned show is an adaptation of the game show Who Wants To Be a Millionaire which 

itself was very successful in the Britain, and was also adapted in the same form by the USA in 

the 1999. The concept and the unique format of the game show could have put the makers of 

the original show in a lot of distress if it had been wrongfully copied or imitated by any other 

format show creator. This brings us to another factor due to which format shows are facing 

such a question of protectability under the Intellectual Property Rights in the present scenario. 

The concept that together constitutes the format shows involves a lot of labour and intellect of 

several individuals that makes it unique from other formats of same genus. If these are not 

legally protected, then it is an open invitation for others to copy the concept and convert the 

profits of the original show into their own. This signifies towards the problem of free riding 

where the free riders obtain benefit from the investment of the original creator. Therefore, for 

securing the profits along with the intellectual hard work of the original creators of the format 

 
41 Jha, L. (2017). Sony set to make Rs400 crore on the back of KBC 9. [online] https://www.livemint.com. 

Available at: https://www.livemint.com/Consumer/aIa2CBN5sx9YgXklBPjByO/Sony-set-to-make-Rs400-

crore-on-the-back-of-KBC-9.html [Accessed 31 May 2019]. 
42 Id. 

https://www.ijlmh.com/
https://www.ijlmh.com/


 
1818 International Journal of Law Management & Humanities [Vol. 5 Iss 3; 1805] 
  

© 2022. International Journal of Law Management & Humanities   [ISSN 2581-5369] 

show, there has been an outrage against the ones who copy it wrongfully and showcase it as 

theirs. This practice not only takes place in case of imitation of cross border formats but also 

within the boundaries of the same nation. Several case laws regarding the format show 

protection are evident of the same.     
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