
Editorial: 

 

1 

Editorial 

TV Formats: History, Theory, Industry and Audiences 

Andrea Esser 

 

Concurrent with the acceleration of the TV format trade in the new millennium, 

scholarly interest in television formats has grown. ‘Format research’ began in the 

1990s,
i
 but it took almost 20 years and a booming trade before this field of study 

attracted broad academic attention.
ii
 Format scholarship is international in outlook, 

following earlier research concerned with the global flow of audiovisual 

programming.
iii

 Initially this flow was described and criticised as one-way, from the 

United States to the rest of the world.
iv

 Developments in international TV markets and 

television research in the 1990s led to a revision. Scholars such as Joseph Straubhaar,
v
 

John Sinclair,
vi

 Elizabeth Jacka and Stuart Cunningham
vii

 highlighted the rising 

significance of ‘geocultural markets’. 

The TV format business raises again the question of transformations in the 

patterns and flows of the programming trade. As Paul Torre has aptly noted, ‘new 

players, new markets, and new dynamics are combining to reformat global media 

economics’.
viii

 Moreover, an additional aspect now demands attention: adaptations’ 

local-global texture. TV formats are sold in the form of a ‘production bible’, 

spawning numerous local productions—three on average, but in a growing number of 

cases over 20, 40 or even more different local versions.
ix

 The ways in which, and the 

extent to which these productions differ from one another;
x
 how ‘the local’ finds 

expression;
xi

 how the socio-cultural, political and industrial contexts impact on 

formats and vice versa;
xii

 and how to evaluate adaptations
xiii

 are all issues that have 

attracted scholarly interest in recent years.
xiv

   



Editorial: 

 

2 

 The aspect of localisation has been the focus of the AHRC-funded Media 

Across Borders network (www.mediaacrossborders.com), 10 of whose members have 

contributed to this issue. Reacting to the notable increase in localisation practices in 

the audiovisual media, the network aims to illuminate meanings and processes of 

localisation. It brings together international scholars of television, film and video 

games, of translation studies, as well as media professionals working in the field. The 

trend towards targeting the international market with localised products is common to 

the various audiovisual industries. Moreover, in the digital era the once highly distinct 

and separate media are converging, so it is sensible to adopt not only an international 

outlook but also a multimedia, multi-platform approach. 

This themed issue of Critical Studies in Television is the outcome of the 

network’s first activities. Building on some of the papers and ideas presented at the 

inauguration conference in June 2012 and subsequent communication between 

network members engaged in television research, it takes up some of the yet 

underexplored themes and areas in TV format scholarship. Most notably it turns the 

attention on audiences (both as viewers and as target groups), neglected television 

regions (Central and Eastern Europe and Africa) and genres (cooking formats), as 

well as the role of public-service broadcasting in relation to format use and 

production.  

Befitting the issue’s introductory contribution, eminent format scholar Albert 

Moran traces the development of cross-border television adaptation from the 1930s 

until now, dividing formats’ trajectory into four phases: early ‘trailblazing’ 

programme imitations (1935-55), ‘casual exchange’ (1955-80), ‘the becoming of the 

format business’ (1980-2000) and formats as a ‘significant worldwide business’ 

(2000-present). With this article Moran adds to the as yet small number of 
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publications dedicated to historicising format research.
xv

 Moreover, he deliberately 

broadens the format definition to include non-traded programme adaptations. Moran, 

it is commonly accepted, defined the field of format scholarship with his ground 

breaking, extensive research. His originally trade-based format definition and 

approach were widely adopted by format researchers around the world. But scholars 

like Straubhaar,
xvi

 and Tasha Oren and Sharon Shahaf
xvii

 have rightly highlighted the 

significance of generic adaptations (including textual characteristics, production 

practices and audience address). Only by adding these generic adaptations to 

franchised formats, as well as affixing early (mostly unpaid and unacknowledged) 

imitations of programme ideas and contemporary unlicensed (but close) adaptations, 

can we achieve a more nuanced historical and theoretical understanding of content 

adaptation and imitation in television.  

Tasha Oren in her 2012 collection (with Shahaf) advocated the considerable 

theoretical gain the conceptual broadening would accomplish.
xviii

 In her contribution 

for this issue, Oren explores the history of US food television to illuminate changes in 

cooking formats
xix

 and exemplify format’s theoretical utility. Tracing the general but 

radical move from female-domestic instructional cooking programmes to competition 

shows—characterised by professional, high-stakes performance, criticism, stress and 

risk—Oren demonstrates how specific conventions (‘format types’) develop over 

time. She argues that innovation within convention is ‘the primary logic of television’ 

and that the medium therefore produces the format ‘as its most native, natural and 

ready-made product’. The more global television becomes, the bolder this logic 

grows. Instructive for cultural theory, on the other hand, she says, is the dialogic 

relationship between (cooking) formats and (food) culture.    
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 The next essay by Miriam Stehling, an investigation of viewers of the 

internationally successful Next Top Model format, addresses a considerable gap in 

format research: audience and reception studies.
xx

 Stehling’s findings, based on 

extensive focus group research in the United States and Germany, suggest that 

viewers of different local adaptations can nonetheless negotiate genres, values and 

themes in markedly similar ways. Stehling concludes that Straubhaar’s text-based 

subcategories of ‘cultural proximity’
xxi

 should hence be expanded to encompass 

reception processes; and that localisation at audience level, at least in this case, is 

better understood as ‘translocalisation’ (i.e. localisation that exists beyond or across 

cultures). The still often adopted conceptual dichotomy between the local and the 

global, she rightly argues, leads researchers of localisation to place too great a focus 

on difference, with the result that transcultural aspects remain invisible. 

This transcultural blind spot is also accentuated in Jean Chalaby’s reflection 

piece, written after his participation in a roundtable discussion on ‘The Universal and 

the Local’ with Stehling, Simone Knox and Elke Weissmann (see below) during the 

Media Across Borders conference. Chalaby, who has extensively published on TV 

formats in recent years,
xxii

 aptly notes how formats make ‘the local visible and the 

global invisible’. He also highlights the significance of localisation though, arguing 

that ‘[f]ormats are successful internationally only if they resonate with an audience in 

each and every market in which they air’
xxiii

 and that they can have genuine local 

impact.  

Several of the aspects raised by Chalaby and Stehling are also taken up by 

Martin Nkosi Ndlela in his exploration of Big Brother Africa (2003, 2007-2012); he, 

too, emphasises the need for localisation, the ‘duality of glocality’ (i.e. the 

simultaneity of localising and globalising forces, homogenising and heterogenising 
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processes)
xxiv

 and the significance of considering the audience in localisation 

research. Ndlela contends that, at the textual level, in order to achieve the desired 

audience appeal, localisation needs to address cultural factors—something that is 

clearly happening in the case of Big Brother Africa, as his textual analysis and 

interviews reveal. Cultural factors are not only national though, but even more so 

regional and intra-national. Primarily, localisation in Big Brother Africa means 

tailoring the show to a target audience that is English speaking and transnational 

(based in Southern Africa, East Africa and West Africa). But because Big Brother 

Africa’s target audience is found on multiple platforms, including mobile, internet and 

social media sites, further localisation then occurs on the different platforms, taking 

into account differing cultural sensibilities. Again, many of the additional platforms 

are not confined to national, or in fact any geographical space, and neither are the 

cultural sensibilities catered for with this second order localisation. The latter, like the 

‘gossip communities’ that Ndlela identifies as crucial in creating ‘local meaning’, are 

marked by ‘transculturality’—like the reception in Stehling’s Next Top Model focus 

groups.
xxv

  

Elke Weissmann’s reflection (like Chalaby’s, a result of the above mentioned 

roundtable discussion) corroborates the gain in carefully studying audiences, and how 

this reveals that transnationalisation takes place not just at the textual but also at the 

audience level. Drawing on her research of online discourses of drama formats and 

her extensive research of the internationalisation of American drama more 

generally,
xxvi

 Weissmann highlights how an increasing number of television viewers 

use their ‘transnational knowledge’ of TV programmes to discuss and evaluate 

adaptations. Moreover, her careful exploration of audiences’ views of non-domestic 

content reveals a second important, yet underexplored aspect, the complexities of 
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‘local appeal’. Weissmann justly warns that we should not ignore the appeal of ‘the 

other local’ in television and localisation research. The recent international success of 

Swedish and Danish crime fiction (at least amongst certain demographics) supports 

her argument.  

Like the essays by Moran and Oren, the contributions by Weismann, Ndlela 

and Stehling are important in advancing format research. Television audiences have 

been neglected in format research and as a result, too often are still simply taken to be 

national audiences—usually with an unwavering preference for local content.
xxvii

 The 

three contributions demonstrate that we must carefully dissect and define audiences 

on a case-by-case basis if we want to understand the appeal of the ‘local’ and what 

exactly it is that ‘the local’ signifies.  

Like audience studies, elite interviews with television professionals are 

indispensible for format scholarship, albeit a limited number of scholars apply this 

method. In the Oren and Shahaf collection, for instance, it is very much absent. As 

research by Ndlela (in this issue), Moran,
xxviii

 Chalaby,
xxix

 Hill and Steemers,
xxx

 and 

myself
xxxi

 reveals, such interviews can illuminate both the intricacies of format 

adaptation and the reasons for it in the first place, in general as well as for concrete 

decisions and changes within a particular adaptation. Sylwia Szostak’s contribution in 

this issue, an interview with Polish TV fiction writer Agnieszka Kruk, adds to these 

industry-gained insights. In particular, Kruk’s account of adapting Na Wspólnej 

(2003-present), a soap opera based on the FremantleMedia format, Between Friends, 

highlights the benefits of ‘knowledge transfer’
xxxii

 implied in licensed format 

adaptation. It also reveals the possibility of a welcoming, appreciative attitude. Kruk’s 

highly positive account is something Szostak also encountered in earlier interviews 

she carried out with Polish television executives. German producers, interviewed by 
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myself,
xxxiii

 on the other hand, had much more mixed feelings about the consultancy 

service offered and at times, it was felt, imposed by format licensors, some of whom 

were perceived as believing they knew everything better than the consultants.  

Interviews with professionals thus have also revealed the importance of the 

industrial context in influencing television executives’ perception of their encounter 

with other production cultures. The notable difference in the above accounts 

highlights the necessity for format research to take both a comparative and a 

‘cosmopolitan approach’.
xxxiv

 We need to include large and small countries,
xxxv

 

developed and developing television markets, format import countries (like Poland, 

Russia and Turkey, which are all under-researched) and format export countries 

(notably, Japan, the United Kingdom, Argentina and the United States),
xxxvi

 nations 

that share a language with a larger neighbour or several other countries, and regions 

like Africa and the Middle East, where English and Arab-language channels 

respectively create transnational audiences.   

The essay by Pia Majbritt Jensen takes up the aspect of formats’ impact on the 

local production industries, raised in Szostak’s interview with Kruk. Jensen takes a 

close look at the public-service broadcasters in Denmark, where DR and TV2 still 

command the majority of the Danish audience and have a substantial share in 

domestic production. Both PSBs adapt international formats on a regular basis. Based 

on a quantitative and qualitative analysis of the two broadcasters’ use of formats, 

Jensen discusses whether PSBs’ use of formats is in the public and national interest 

—making this research of particular relevance to policy makers. Two concerns raised 

by scholars
xxxvii

 are addressed: whether adaptations of international formats have 

sufficient ‘national cultural substance’; and whether the use of imported formats has a 

detrimental impact on the national production industry. Jensen contends that both 
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worries are unfounded. However, in the past 10 years, the Danes have relied 

exclusively on the big format nations (notably, the United Kingdom, America and the 

Netherlands) and their Scandinavian neighbours. For a truly cosmopolitan outlook, 

Jensen says, Danish broadcasters should be expected to consider the wider 

international market.  

 In the final contribution Simone Knox defends the cosmopolitan outlook, 

concluding the issue with a persuasive argument for an engagement with the 

‘universal’. The prominence of formats in today’s television, Knox argues, suggests 

that the time is ripe for cultural theorists to give up their resistance to the concept of 

the universal and collaborate with scholars from the numerous disciplines for which 

the universal has long had validity and pertinence. I can only wholeheartedly agree 

and hope that the inter-disciplinary, international Media Across Borders network can 

contribute to this. As John Tomlinson has astutely remarked, 

 

culture is associated with difference only contingently and not necessarily… the 

important point is that this difference does not arise as the telos of cultural 

practices, but simply as its consequence. Cultural work may produce difference but 

this is not the same as saying that culture is founded in difference.
xxxviii
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