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From Concept to Expression: Legal Pathways to the Copyright Protection of
Variety Show Formats

Abstract: Traditional copyright regimes have historically constrained television program formats with-
in the rigid conceptual categorization of "Ideas", mechanically applying the idea-expression dichotomy.
This doctrinal oversimplification perpetuates legal ambiguities, relegating formats to an unprotected

liminal space between abstract concepts and tangible expressions. While constituent elements of pro-

(30 ) See Castle Rock vs. Carol Publishing, 150 F.3d 132 (2d Cir.1998).
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gram formats—such as procedural choreography, rule frameworks, and participant dynamics—may
independently satisfy originality thresholds, the holistic format resists conventional categorization as a
"Fixed Work", often dismissed as unprotectable idea rather than protectable expression. In the digital
era, copyright protection for program formats demands urgent recalibration to synchronize with evolv-
ing industrial practices and technological realities. Institutional innovation must bridge the growing
chasm between static legal frameworks and dynamic creative ecosystems, thereby catalyzing sustaina-
ble growth in cultural industries. Building upon the jurisprudential paradigm established in Jin Yong v.
Jiang Nan—where derivative works gained protection through systematic reconfiguration of narrative
architecture—this study posits a transformative framework: Program format creators can transcend the
idea-expression binary through innovative synthesis of functional components. When such elements co-
alesce into a narratively coherent system with identifiable internal logic—even utilizing public-domain
ingredients—the aggregate configuration may constitute a "Structured Expression" meriting copyright
protection as an original intellectual creation.

Keywords: Variety Show Formats; Copyright; Idea-Expression Dichotomy
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