
Television Formats

English/Film Studies 391: Television Criticism and Theory



Tuesday Primetime Lineup
● Reading & Screen Response #2 Assigned (due by midnight, 

Thursday April 11th on D2L)

● Television Format Overview

● Screening Exercise and Discussion with Big Brother and Bake 
Off YouTube clips

● Format Activity (if time allows)



Industrial Concerns

Production costs escalated in the 1990s.
TV programmers needed to cut costs and raise revenues. 
They did so by:

● Increasing prime-time ads from 6 to 11 minutes an 
hour

Networks also had to deal with the “nobody 
knows” principle.
“Nobody knows” principle: pretesting programs doesn’t 
really say if a program will be a hit or not.

Networks thus played it safe by:
● Selling audiences to advertisers in a “buying mood”
● Sticking to established genre conventions
● Recycling successful shows
● Searching for the “next big thing”

● Lengthening contracts for dramatic shows 
like ER and Friends to avoid costly 
renegotiations

● Turning to “cheaper” alternative 
programming during prime-time → reality 
TV



Turn Towards Nonscripted Shows

Scripted shows are expensive due to keeping 
high-cost talent (actors, writers, directors, etc.)

Reality shows utilize three key business 
strategies to cut costs and increase revenue.
1. Cast “real people” who work for “free.”
2. Potential for product placement in the show entices 

advertisers to sign on in the beginning.
3. Audience encouraged to “pay to participate” in story arc of 

show through voting and staying in touch on digital 
platforms.

With the rise of reality TV, production changed significantly: 
(1) multimedia expansion of creative property; (2) increased 
strength of European creative imports; (2) increased use of 
formats



What is a Format?

Ted Magder: “Formats are simply concentrated 
ideas with rules.”

Albert Moran: “The crust is the same but the 
filling changes.”

Example: Endemol’s Britain’s Got Talent provides the 
crust; other countries provide the filling.

Benefits of the Format
➢ Cost effective (reduces risks of first-copy 

costs)

➢ Risk management (reduces the “nobody 
knows” principle)



Elements of a Format

❖ Nonscripted or scripted 

❖ A playbook or “Bible” - includes 
information about scheduling, target 
audience, ratings, audience 
demographics of the program broadcast 
in its original territory

❖ Consultancy service - works with the 
local producer on the adaptation of the 
show’s basic elements



Global Considerations

➢ Formats are used more frequently outside 
the United States 

➢ Better to produce a country’s own version 
of a show than import the U.S. original 

➢ Caveat: a locally produced version is more 
expensive 

➢ HOWEVER: A national adaptation of a 
format provides employment

➢ International sales of the adaptation



Scripted Formats

Scripted formats are more complex 
than other genres.

❖ More expensive to make

❖ Knowledge transfer presents challenges

❖ Culturally sensitive 

❖ Need to reactualize the script with new 
audience in mind

❖ Greater risk of failure



Screening Exercise: Global Formats

1. Observe the different global formats of Big 
Brother: Netherlands, U.S., China, India, & 
Celebrity Big Brother U.K.

2. What are the key features that all versions 
share? (aka what Moran calls “the crust”)

3. What are the cultural differences between the 
versions? (aka what Moran calls “the filling”)

4. Who is the target audience for Big Brother? Does 
this change for each version?  

1. Observe the different global formats of 
Bake Off: U.K., U.S. version 1 and 2, 
France, Spain, & Italy.

2. What are the key features that all versions 
share? (aka what Moran calls “the crust”)

3. What are the cultural differences between 
the versions? (aka what Moran calls “the 
filling”)

4. Who is the target audience for Bake Off? 
Does this change for each version?  


