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Abstract

The frequent occurrence of “skin-changing” plagiarism in online games centers on the replication
of game rules. However, whether game rules can be protected by copyright remains a point of
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contention in both theoretical and practical circles. This paper aims to explore the copyrightability
of online game rules and the corresponding paths for their copyright protection. The study argues
that despite the dispute over “idea” and “expression”, online game rules, as the intellectual achieve-
ment of developers, can constitute original expression under copyright law when they reach a cer-
tain level of originality at the level of specific rules, thereby possessing copyrightability. Regarding
protection models, current judicial practice mainly features two paths: one is to recognize the over-
all game screen as an audiovisual work, thereby providing indirect protection for game rules; the
other is to directly protect qualifying game rules based on the catch-all provision of “other intellec-
tual achievements that have the characteristics of a work” in the Copyright Law. This paper analyzes
that while the indirect protection path is relatively common in judicial practice, it struggles to fully
cover the core value of game rules. In contrast, the direct protection path better aligns with the in-
tegrative and interactive nature of online games, enabling comprehensive and efficient protection
of game rules. Therefore, it is suggested that, based on a clear distinction between idea and expres-
sion, priority should be given to directly incorporating online game rules that meet originality re-
quirements into the “other intellectual achievements” category for protection. This aims to strike a
balance between encouraging innovation and maintaining fair competition, thereby promoting the
healthy development of the online game industry.
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