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From Peak to Decline: Why Viewers Abandon 
Long-Running Medical Dramas

1. Long-Running TV Series and Medical Dramas: Patterns  
of Decline and Genre Dynamics

1.1. Evaluating Cultural Products: Audience Behavior, Quality 
Perception and Serial Complexity

Whether a movie is good or bad, at least it’s over pretty soon. If a TV show hooks 
you, prepare for many long-term ups and downs – weak episodes, strong ones, 
mediocre ones. [...] Once you’re committed, however, there is trouble on the 
horizon. There are two possible outcomes. The series keeps up its quality and 
maintains your loyalty and offers you years of enjoyment. Then it is canceled. 
This is outrageous. You have lost some friends. Alternatively, the series declines 
in quality, and this makes you unhappy. You may drift away. Either way, your 
devotion has been spit upon1.

Online reception of cultural products such as books, films and TV series 
is a compelling area to investigate, as it intersects with audience online 
behavior and the perceived value of these cultural products. Online re-
views typically follow a J-shaped distribution, with most cultural products 
receiving high ratings and few receiving low scores2. Focusing on films 
specifically, research has shown that, even when films are considered 
“controversial”, the average “concordance” rating is between 7 and 8 
out of 10 and is therefore not considered unanimously “good” or “bad”3. 

1 D. Bordwell, Take It from a Boomer: TV Will Break Your Heart, David Bordwell’s Website 
on Cinema, 9 September 2010, https://www.davidbordwell.net/blog/2010/09/09/
take-it-from-a-boomer-tv-will-break-your-heart/.
2 N. Hu - J. Zhang - P.A. Pavlou, Overcoming the J-Shaped Distribution of Product Re-
views, in «Communications of the ACM», 52 (2009), 10, pp. 144-147, https://doi.
org/10.1145/1562764.1562800.
3 A. Amendola - V. Marra - M. Quartin, The Evolving Perception of Controversial Mov-
ies, in «Palgrave Communications», 1 (2015), 1, p. 4, https://doi.org/10.1057/pal-
comms.2015.38.
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Despite these rating patterns, online reviews have proven to be reliable 
proxies for product quality4.

Considering TV products, both fiction and non-fiction, an analysis 
of average IMDb ratings of new shows from 1970 to 2015 illustrated that 
premiere ratings decline over time. However, this trend reverses when 
considering only the most rated shows, for which the scores are higher5.

When examining rating evolution over the course of a TV series, two 
statistical reports6 suggest that long-running products are likely to under-
go a decline in ratings across seasons. In detail, these reports show that 
many serialized shows peak early and later slide downward in terms of 
audience satisfaction. Moreover, this trend seems to be attributable not to 
user online behaviors, but to an actual decline in quality, given that IMDb 
and Rotten Tomatoes user scores align with critics’ ratings on Metacritic7. 

If TV series are destined to experience a drop in quality – or to be can-
celed, as in the quote above8 – one may wonder what the sources of this in-
evitable decline are. Three macro-factors potentially causing TV series’ de-
cline in quality and popularity were hypothesized in a recent contribution9:

− Narrative reasons: completion of initial narrative structure, charac-
ter fatigue, absurd plotlines (“jumping the shark”)10, changes in cast or 
creative personnel;

4 N.S. Koh - N. Hu - E.K. Clemons, Do Online Reviews Reflect a Product’s True Per-
ceived Quality? An Investigation of Online Movie Reviews across Cultures, in «Electron-
ic Commerce Research and Applications», 9 (2010), 5, pp. 374-385, https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.elerap.2010.04.001.
5 J. Waldfogel, The Random Long Tail and the Golden Age of Television, in «Innovation 
Policy and the Economy», 17 (2017), 1, p. 13, https://doi.org/10.1086/688842.
6 N. Jashanmal, Quality Decline in Serialized TV Shows: A Data-Driven Analysis, 2025, 
https://words.narain.io/quality-decline-in-serialized-tv-shows-a-data-driven-analysis; 
D. Parris, How Many Episodes Should You Watch Before Quitting a TV Show? A Statistical 
Analysis, Stat Significant, 2025, https://www.statsignificant.com/p/how-many-epi-
sodes-should-you-watch.
7 N. Jashanmal, Quality Decline in Serialized TV Shows, cit.
8 Extracted from D. Bordwell, Take It from a Boomer, cit.
9 N. Jashanmal, Quality Decline in Serialized TV Shows, cit.
10 Jon Hein founded a website in 1997 called www.jumptheshark.com (now sold to TV 
Guide) based on the events drawn from an episode of Happy Days (ABC, 1974-1984) 
in which Fonzie literally jumps over a shark, judged by Hein as the moment in which 
this TV series took its “fatal leap”. From the foundation of this website, “jumping the 
shark” has become an idiom to indicate the beginning of the decline of a cultural ob-
ject quality due to an absurd introduction to the plot. To discover more about the id-
iom and its application to some television products and celebrity careers, see J. Hein, 
Jump the Shark: When Good Things Go Bad, New York, Penguin Putnam, 2002.
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− Production challenges: network constraints, scheduling issues, crea-
tive fatigue;

− Audience expectations: demand for quality stability and novelty adap-
tation over time.

From a cognitive perspective, studies have shown that viewers’ affective 
trajectory concerning a TV series depends on whether they care for the 
characters as ‘friends’11, but, above all, whether audiences care for the 
work as a whole, take pleasure in its aesthetic structure and feel intellec-
tually rewarded by this investment, through a “hedonic payoff”12. Market 
investigations, meanwhile, have shown that long-term audience satisfac-
tion with TV dramas depends on expectations for upcoming episodes, 
program performance and, to a lesser extent, the post-consumption be-
havior of connectedness over time13.

Among the various TV series genres, medical dramas distinguish 
themselves as particularly suitable for analyzing audience gratification 
and motives for dissatisfaction. 

1.2. The Appeal of Medical Dramas: Narration, Representation  
and Reception

Medical dramas are TV series set in hospitals that revolve around the 
sentimental and professional relationships among medical professionals 
and between them and their patients. These patients usually vary from 
episode to episode, introducing new medical conditions into the story-
telling that doctors and nurses must address. 

Medical dramas combine three core narrative isotopies: sentimental 
plots, professional plots, and medical cases14, which create four narrative 
profiles based on the quantitative distribution of these isotopies, namely 

11 R. Blanchet - M.B. Vaage, Don, Peggy, and Other Fictional Friends? Engaging with 
Characters in Television Series, in «Projections», 6 (2012), 2, pp. 18-41, https://doi.
org/10.3167/proj.2012.060203.
12 I.V. Jovanović, Affective Trajectory of Viewers’ Long-term Engagement with TV Series, in 
«Projections», 17 (2023), 2, p. 9, https://doi.org/10.3167/proj.2023.170201.
13 D.M. Dennis - D.M. Gray, An Episode-by-Episode Examination: What Drives Televi-
sion-Viewer Behavior: Digging Down into Audience Satisfaction with Television Dramas, 
in «Journal of Advertising Research», 53 (2013), 2, pp. 166-174, https://doi.
org/10.2501/JAR-53-2-166-174.
14 G. Pescatore - M. Rocchi, Narration in Medical Dramas I. Interpretative Hypotheses 
and Research Perspectives, in «La Valle dell’Eden», 1 (2019), pp. 107-115.
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greta iapalucci122

the soap formula, anthology formula, doctors-and-patients formula and 
social formula15.

Based on these profiles, medical dramas provide fertile ground for au-
dience and reception analysis. Considering audience responses, “soapy” 
storylines are likely to promote engagement through fanfiction or the ship-
ping phenomenon, while attention to medical professionalism can prompt 
reflections on medical knowledge and accuracy16. However, the presence 
of social themes is what most polarizes viewers’ reactions, potentially lead-
ing to “controversial” episodes. One of the peculiarities of medical dra-
mas is their permeability to the social world, as they include contemporary 
sociopolitical themes in the narration (gender violence, LGBTQIA+ rep-
resentation and discrimination and racism and more), thus stimulating so-
cial discursiveness and forcing viewers to take a stance. Three main factors 
that explain medical dramas’ responsiveness to social reality were identi-
fied in a previous study17: (i) the typical broadcast TV production model, 
which allows contemporary social themes to be incorporated into storytell-
ing within a few months of their emergence; (ii) the focus on healthcare, 
which reflects social issues often linked to it and (iii) the hospital setting, 
which represents a microcosm reflecting broader societal dynamics. 

The prominent presence of sociopolitical themes alongside medi-
cal representation also enables these TV series to serve as educational 
tools18. In a literature review of medical drama studies19, five main re-
search areas were identified, one of which is “pedagogy and bioethics”. 
Within this area, the authors observed that medical dramas are used to 

15 M. Rocchi - G. Pescatore, Modeling Narrative Features in TV Series: Coding and Clus-
tering Analysis, in «Humanities and Social Sciences Communications», 9 (2022), 1, p. 
7, https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-022-01352-9.
16 J. Bodoh-Creed, The ER Effect: How Medical Television Creates Knowledge for American 
Audiences, in E. Kendal - B. Diug (eds.), Teaching Medicine and Medical Ethics Using 
Popular Culture, Palgrave Studies in Science and Popular Culture, Cham, Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2017, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-65451-5_3.
17 G. Pescatore, Why Medical Drama? An Interdisciplinary Study of Narrative Layers and 
Societal Impact, in S. Antonioni - M. Rocchi (eds.), Investigating Medical Drama TV 
Series: Approaches and Perspectives, 14th Media Mutations International Conference, Me-
dia Mutations Publishing, 2023, pp. 9-10, https://doi.org/10.21428/93b7ef64.c9d-
8cd00.
18 M. Rocchi, History, Analysis and Anthropology of Medical Dramas: A Literature Re-
view, in «Cinergie», 15 (2019), pp. 73-76, https://dx.doi.org/10.6092/issn.2280-
9481/8982.
19 A. Sonego - M. Rocchi, Medical Drama TV Series: A Semi-Systematic Literature Review, 
in «Online Journal of Communication and Media Technologies», 14 (2024), 4, pp. 
1-29, https://doi.org/10.30935/ojcmt/15268.
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educate both medical professionals and laypeople on healthcare, ethical 
dilemmas and attitudes and behaviors20.

Reception studies to date have focused on investigating audiences’ 
reaction towards (i) narrative and sentimental centrality, (ii) medical 
representation, and (iii) socio-ethical themes. 

Regarding the first, multiple studies confirm that audiences are at-
tracted to sentimental and narrative elements, considering them as core 
motives for engagement21.

Research on reception of medical representation shows mixed ef-
fects: while some studies indicate medical dramas influence health per-
ceptions22, others demonstrate that viewers prefer seeking health infor-
mation from reliable sources rather than fiction23.

At the intersection of medical and socio-ethical representation, pre-
vious research demonstrated, through viewers’ letters, that ER (NBC, 
1994-2009) was considered a reliable source of medical and social 
knowledge24. Another study analyzed audience responses to persuasive 

20 A. Sonego - M. Rocchi, Medical Drama TV Series, cit., p. 9.
21 S. Antonioni - D. Holdaway, TV Reception via Social Media Analysis: The Case of Doc 
- Nelle tue mani, in S. Antonioni - M. Rocchi (eds.), Audiovisual Data: Data-Driven 
Perspectives for Media Studies, 13th Media Mutations International Conference, Media Mu-
tations Publishing, 2023, https://doi.org/10.21428/93b7ef64.6bec3626; S. Branea 
- A. Guguianu, Audience’s Interest for Health Problems and Human Relations: Friendship 
and Love in TV Medical Dramas, in «The International Journal of Communication 
and Health», 1 (2013), pp. 46-52, http://communicationandhealth.ro/upload/
number1/Friendship-and-Love-in-TV-Medical-Dramas.pdf; V.E. Kretz, McDreamy Is 
McDead: Fan Responses to a Parasocial Break-Up, in «Journal of Fandom Studies», 8 
(2020), 2, pp. 147-163, https://doi.org/10.1386/jfs_00014_1; G. Iapalucci, Adopt-
ing NLP Techniques to Analyze Twitter Social Discourses around The Good Doctor, in S. 
Antonioni - M. Rocchi (eds.), Investigating Medical Drama TV Series: Approaches and 
Perspectives, 14th Media Mutations International Conference, Media Mutations Publish-
ing, 2023, https://doi.org/10.21428/93b7ef64.89b846a6.
22 J.E. Chung, Medical Dramas and Viewer Perception of Health: Testing Cultivation Ef-
fects, in «Human Communication Research», 40 (2014), 3, pp. 333-349, https://doi.
org/10.1111/hcre.12026; B.L. Quick, The Effects of Viewing Grey’s Anatomy on Percep-
tions of Doctors and Patient Satisfaction, in «Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Me-
dia», 53 (2009), 1, pp. 38-55, https://doi.org/10.1080/08838150802643563; Y. Tian 
et al., Medical Drama Viewing, Parasocial Relationship, and Trust in Physicians: A Cross-
Lagged Panel Study, in «Psychology of Popular Media», 13 (2024), 3, pp. 501-506, 
https://doi.org/10.1037/ppm0000469.
23 T.K. Lee - L.D. Taylor, The Motives for and Consequences of Viewing Television Medical 
Dramas, in «Health Communication», 29 (2014), 1, pp. 13-22, https://doi.org/10.1
080/10410236.2012.714346.
24 S. Davin, Healthy Viewing: The Reception of Medical Narratives, in «Sociology of Health 
& Illness», 25 (2003), 6, pp. 662-679, https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9566.00364.
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strategies in medical TV shows through surveys and found that people 
are dissatisfied with being persuaded towards controversial positions, re-
gardless of direction25.

From these studies on medical dramas, it is evident that there is 
a lack of comprehensive analyses that go beyond case-study-based 
research and single reception factors (i.e., narrative aspects, medi-
cal representation and socio-ethical storytelling). Moreover, most of 
the online reception studies on medical dramas – and on TV seriali-
ty in general26 – adopt small data methodologies or ethnographic ap-
proaches, potentially limiting the generalizability of their findings. Ul-
timately, given the patterns of decline that most long-running TV series 
experience illustrated in the previous paragraph, longitudinal studies 
examining the evolution of appreciation and popularity of these serial 
products are needed to better understand the core reasons for audi-
ence dissatisfaction. Based on these premises, the following Research 
Questions (RQs) are formulated:

RQ1. How does audience interest in medical drama TV series change 
over time, as reflected in viewer ratings and the number of ratings across 
seasons?

RQ2. What are the main sources of criticism in negative reviews of 
medical drama TV series and which of these themes are most frequently 
cited as reasons for dissatisfaction?

2. Data and Methodology

Five US medical drama TV series were selected based on their longevity 
and popularity (see Tab. 1), to enable longitudinal analysis while ensur-
ing a high number of ratings and reviews for every TV series. Ratings and 
reviews were collected from the International Movie Database (IMDb, 
https://www.imdb.com/), to ensure comparability of results. 

Episode-level data were extracted: (i) average rating and rating count 
per episode for RQ1 and (ii) negative reviews (1-3 stars) for RQ2 (see 
Tab. 1). Extractions were made in June 2025.

25 E.D. Asbeek Brusse - M.L. Fransen - E.G. Smit, Educational Storylines in Enter-
tainment Television: Audience Reactions toward Persuasive Strategies in Medical Dramas, in 
«Journal of Health Communication», 20 (2015), 4, pp. 396-405, https://doi.org/10. 
1080/10810730.2014.965365.
26 G. Iapalucci - M. Rocchi, Exploring TV Seriality through the Lens of Social Media: A 
Semi-Systematic Literature Review, in «Communication & Society», 38 (2015), 1, pp. 
298-316, https://doi.org/10.15581/003.38.1.022.
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why viewers abandon long-running medical dramas 125

To answer RQ1, averages of ratings and counts of ratings for every 
season were computed and then visualized in line graphs. To answer 
RQ2, a semantic classification of the negative reviews using GPT-4 was 
carried out, which was selected due to its superior performance in NLP 
tasks compared to traditional models, with strong correlation to human 
classification27.

Table 1 - Corpus Details and Number of Ratings,  
Reviews and Negative Reviews

Medical  
Dramas

N. of  
Seasons

N. of  
Episodes

N. of  
Ratings

N. of  
Reviews

N. of Negative 
Reviews  

(1-3 stars)
Grey’s Anatomy (GA)  
(ABC, 2005-)

21 448 539,079 1,992 383 (19.2%)

House, M.D. (HMD) 
(Fox, 2004-2012)

8 176 667,528 1,269 125 (9.8%)

New Amsterdam (NA)  
(NBC, 2018-2023)

5 89 60,863 489 217 (44.4%)

The Good Doctor 
(TGD) (ABC, 2017-
2024)

7 126 161,488 983 200 (20.3%)

The Resident (TR) 
(Fox, 2018-2023)

6 107 49,525 358 74 (20.7%)

Total / / 1,478,483 5,091 999 (19.6%)

To overcome potential limitations in output consistency, an iterative ap-
proach was adopted: GPT-4 generated initial categories from the reviews, 
which were then consolidated into five overarching sources of criticism 
based on conceptual overlap and alignment with reception literature28: 

1) Emotional Response or Engagement;
2) Narrative Issues;
3) Production Quality;
4) Social or Political Themes; 
5) Unrealistic Medical Representation.

27 G. Le Mens - B. Kovács - M.T. Hannan - G. Pros, Uncovering the Semantics of Con-
cepts Using GPT-4, in «Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences», 120 (2023), 
49, p. e2309350120, https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2309350120.
28 For instance, E.D. Asbeek Brusse - M.L. Fransen - E.G. Smit, Educational Storylines 
in Entertainment Television, cit.; S. Branea - A. Guguianu, Audience’s Interest for Health 
Problems and Human Relations, cit.; T.K. Lee - L.D. Taylor, The Motives for and Conse-
quences of Viewing Television Medical Dramas, cit.
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greta iapalucci126

The prompt given to GPT-4 is: 

Analyze the following negative review of a medical drama episode. Identify the 
SINGLE most relevant criticism or main reason for dissatisfaction expressed in 
the review. You MUST choose one category from the following list. Do NOT in-
vent new categories. If the review does not clearly fit into any of the allowed 
categories, or you are truly undecided, respond with ‘{UNKNOWN_CATEGORY}’.

The “unknown category” was labeled “unclear criticism” and was intro-
duced to avoid GPT forcing reviews into unsuitable categories. To address 
reproducibility, temperature was set to 0 (deterministic output)29 and the 
prompt was run multiple times, yielding highly consistent results.

3. Results

3.1. Time Evolution of Audience Interest in Medical Dramas

To shed light on the time evolution of audience interest in medical dra-
mas (RQ1), we examined the temporal trend of both average ratings per 
season (Fig. 1) and average count of ratings per season (Fig. 2).

Figure 1 - Average Episode Rating by Season  
for the Medical Drama TV Series (Zoomed-In)

29 To dive deeper into the temperature parameter, see C. Steele, Understanding 
OpenAI’s Temperature Parameter, Colt Steele https://www.coltsteele.com/tips/under-
standing-openai-s-temperature-parameter, last accessed 21 December 2025. 
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why viewers abandon long-running medical dramas 127

Average ratings remain high (7.2-8.6) with a predominant U-shaped 
pattern: higher at series beginning, declining mid-series, then recover-
ing toward the end. House MD and Grey’s Anatomy show exceptions, with 
House MD declining only after season 4 and Grey’s Anatomy – which rep-
resents a unique case due to its length and because still in production 
– likely following the U-shape pattern too, with ratings potentially re-in-
creasing for the last seasons.

Figure 2 - Average Episode Rating Count  
by Season for the Medical Drama TV Series

When examining the evolution of the number of ratings per season 
(Fig. 2), all series show a consistent downward or stable trend in rating 
volume across seasons, except for House MD season 4, indicating progres-
sive loss of audience participation

3.2. Reasons for Criticisms in Negative Reviews of Medical Dramas

Table 2 shows the results of the GPT-4 semantic classification of negative 
reviews according to the six categories identified before, for every TV 
series and at an aggregated level. 

Considering all reviews combined, the main source of criticism is nar-
rative issues (37.8%), immediately followed by social or political themes 
(36.0%). Unrealistic medical representation accounts for 16.6%, while 
other categories represent smaller proportions.
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Table 2 - Results of the Semantic Classification of Negative Reviews

Semantic  
Category

N. of  
GA Reviews

N. of HMD 
Reviews

N. of  
NA Reviews

N. of TGD 
Reviews

N. of  
TR  

Reviews

N. of  
All Reviews

Emotional 
Response or 
Engagement

26  
(6.8%)

6  
(4.8%)

3  
(1.4%)

5  
(2.5%)

3  
(4.1%)

43  
(4.3%)

Narrative  
Issues

200 
(52.2%)

71  
(56.8%)

43  
(19.8%)

48  
(24%)

16  
(21.6%)

378 
(37.8%)

Production 
Quality

10  
(2.6%)

3  
(2.4%)

2  
(0.9%)

3  
(1.5%)

8  
(10.8%)

26 
(2.6%)

Social or  
Political  
Themes

95  
(24.8%)

20  
(16.0%)

123 
(56.7%)

98  
(49.0%)

24  
(32.4%)

360  
(36.0)

Unclear  
Criticism

7  
(1.8%)

0  
(0.0%)

11  
(5.1%)

6  
(3.0%)

2  
(2.7%)

26  
(2.6%)

Unrealistic 
Medical 
Representation

45  
(11.8%)

25  
(20.0%)

35  
(16.1%)

40  
(20.0%)

21  
(28.4%)

166 
(16.6%)

Total 383 
(100.0%)

125 
(100.0%)

217 
(100.0%)

200 
(100.0%)

74 
(100.0%)

999 
(100.0%)

The series-level analysis reveals that Grey’s Anatomy and House MD empha-
size narrative decline (>50% of negative reviews), while New Amsterdam 
and The Good Doctor receive criticism primarily for sociopolitical content 
(56.7% and 49.0%, respectively). While The Resident also exhibits pri-
marily criticism for sociopolitical themes (32.4%), it shows more bal-
anced criticism across categories, with notable emphasis also on unreal-
istic medical representation (28.4%).

Reviews in each category were also analyzed through close reading, 
and in what follows, the main emergent trends of dissatisfaction within 
each category are discussed.

Emotional Response or Engagement

In this category, we find reviews from users who either felt a lack of 
engagement with a medical drama episode or had a negative emotion-
al response. For the first, users mainly expressed boredom and noted 
that storylines and characters failed to evoke emotion and investment. 
For the second, users described their hatred towards certain characters, 
their negative feelings – and disagreement – about the loss of a char-
acter, or their annoyance and disgust towards storylines or topics due 

08_Ipalucci_p119-134.indd   12808_Ipalucci_p119-134.indd   128 10/04/26   10:0810/04/26   10:08

A
cquistato da greta.iapalucci@

unibo.it  su V
itaP

ensiero S
tore R

em
ote W

arehouse il 2026-05-13 09:14 N
um

ero O
rdine Libreria: 201202600218784 C

opyright ©
 2026 V

ita e P
ensiero



why viewers abandon long-running medical dramas 129

to their desire for pure entertainment. These emotions sometimes led 
them to regret spending time watching the episodes, because of an es-
capist entertaining desire. An example of a review is: 

What a load of pretentious pointless nonsense! This episode was so bad it genu-
inely made me angry I’d wasted an hour watching it. (nytol1-798-466578, HMD 
S02E24, ★★)

Narrative Issues

Within this category, reviews identify incoherent plotlines, lack of orig-
inality, excessive sentimental focus, poor character development, and 
perceived quality decline over seasons. Viewers attribute decline to writ-
ers, budget constraints, and creative fatigue. An example is:

I was napping half of it and fast-forwarding the other half. I believe that literally 
there is nothing more to say in this show. 99 percent of our favorite characters 
are gone, or dead, or lost. So, it is time to put an end to it! Please! (nenya_gladri-
el_63, GA S18E12, ★)

Production Quality

This category groups reviews that criticize production aspects. Reviewers 
mainly condemn poor acting skills, uninteresting scriptwriting, filming 
or editing mistakes, and low-quality props. Users often attribute these 
issues – similar to narrative criticisms – to low budgets or poor directing. 
Furthermore, many users are long-term viewers who note that quality 
has declined over time. An example is:

Flat writing. Emotionless acting. Even the set dressing looks awful. Grey’s used to 
be sharp and incisive, but now it has all the skill of a high school play. (bhvfuj, 
GA S17E01, ★)

Social or Political Themes

This category reveals two distinct patterns: (i) disagreement with theme 
portrayal (accusations of “liberal propaganda” or “woke agenda”), and 
(ii) rejection of the inclusion of the themes entirely, as viewers prioritize 
escapism over social commentary. A review exemplifying this second pat-
tern is:

Leave trends and political campaigns out of these shows, your viewers want “out” 
of the real world to enter a new one, with a story that has a beginning, middle 
and an end. Period! Forcing down Covid, Racism, Gender Oppression and com-
pletely forgetting about the main story is throwing a huge middle finger to your 
viewers.  (pedro-97797, NA S03E06, ★)
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Unclear Criticism

This category groups reviews that express a general dissatisfaction, ei-
ther considering the single episode under review as an exception or sig-
naling a broader decline in the TV series’ quality. Many users express 
their intent to stop watching the show. An example is: 

I just came back to try an episode because I stopped watching after season 2 
because it got bad and I wanted to see if it got better... I watched 10 minutes of it 
and it just wasn’t worth it watching. (simon_b-03265, TGD S04E03, ★)

Unrealistic Medical Representation

In this category, reviewers focus on three aspects: medical experts’ be-
havior, hospital setting and pathology portrayals. First, reviewers criticize 
doctors’ incompetence and unethical behavior, with the main complaint 
being the disproportionate focus on personal life while working. Users 
also criticize the predictable diagnostic structure: an initial simple diag-
nosis proves false, the patient’s condition deteriorates, and only near the 
episode’s end does the brilliant doctor identify the correct diagnosis. 

The hospital settings and props are also criticized as unrealistic. For 
example, some reviews mentioned that hospitals cannot keep all opera-
tion rooms occupied due to emergencies or that the doors of the oper-
ating rooms cannot remain open throughout surgeries. As for patholo-
gy portrayal, users note the unrealistic depiction of many conditions or 
their treatments. Viewers also disapprove of the frequent inclusion of 
extremely rare pathologies or rare diagnoses for common medical cas-
es. Another recurrent criticism involves errors in medical procedures, 
such as:

I could not believe my eye when I saw the laryngoscope being held upside down 
while pretending to intubate. You can try and make the act as sophisticated as 
you want but you cannot mess up using basic instruments. (a_zaima, TR S02E07, 
★)

4. Discussion and Conclusions

This study analyzed online reception of five long-running US medical 
drama TV series, examining time evolution of appreciation (RQ1) and 
primary sources of viewer criticism (RQ2).

Considering audience interest (RQ1), medical dramas maintain high 
IMDb scores (7.2-8.6) and generally exhibit U-shaped rating distribu-
tions, indicating higher satisfaction at series beginning, decline mid-se-
ries and recovery toward finale. This pattern confirms the hypothesis 
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about viewer excitement for novelty in new productions30. Critically, 
rating volume consistently decreases across seasons, reflecting progres-
sive loss of audience participation consistent with traditional broadcast 
viewership decline patterns31 – caused also by television distribution 
fragmentation –, suggesting gradual decline in audience engagement is 
genuine rather than merely an online behavior artifact. Taken together, 
these findings support the hypothesis of a gradual decline in the ability 
of medical dramas to sustain audience engagement.

Regarding criticism sources (RQ2), narrative issues (37.8%) and so-
ciopolitical themes (36.0%) emerge as primary drivers of dissatisfaction, 
followed by unrealistic medical representation (16.6%). This contrasts 
with prior research emphasizing medical realism32, yet aligns partially 
with series-level differences – which should be acknowledged as a limita-
tion of this study: Grey’s Anatomy and House MD receive criticism primarily 
for narrative decline, while New Amsterdam and The Good Doctor face criti-
cism mainly for sociopolitical content inclusion. These patterns partially 
reflect narrative isotopy distribution33: for instance, Grey’s Anatomy’s sen-
timental formula correlates with narrative criticisms, the social formula 
that emerged from New Amsterdam and The Resident relates to the high 
discontent towards sociopolitical themes, while The Good Doctor’s medi-
cal case-focus associates also with sociopolitical theme criticism. 

A close reading of the reviews revealed two transversal patterns: (i) 
the progressive decline concerning all categories and (ii) viewers’ rejec-
tion of the educational goal. As for the first, reviews show that dissatis-
faction with these TV series has not always existed, but it has increased 

30 N. Jashanmal, Quality Decline in Serialized TV Shows, cit. 
31 Even though the decrease is not always gradual, Grey’s Anatomy’s broadcast rat-
ings evolved from an average of 18.46 million of the first season to 6.9 of the last 
season (so far, see: Wikipedia, Grey’s Anatomy, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Grey’s_Anatomy, last accessed 21 December 2025), House, MD from 13.3 million to 
8.7 million (WIKIPEDIA, House (TV Series), https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/House_
(TV_series), last accessed 21 December 2025), New Amsterdam from 10.65 million to 
5.16 million (Wikipedia, New Amsterdam (2018 TV Series), https://en.wikipedia.
org/wiki/New_Amsterdam_(2018_TV_series), last accessed 21 December 2025), 
The Good Doctor from 15.61 to 5.11 (WIKIPEDIA, The Good Doctor (American TV 
Series), https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Good_Doctor_(American_TV_series), 
last accessed 21 December 2025)  and The Resident from 7.03 to 4.40 (Wikipedia, 
The Resident (TV Series), https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Resident_(TV_se-
ries), last accessed 21 December 2025).
32 For instance, S. DAVIN, Healthy Viewing; B.L. Quick, The Effects of Viewing Grey’s 
Anatomy on Perceptions of Doctors and Patient Satisfaction, cit.
33 M. Rocchi - G. Pescatore, Modeling Narrative Features in TV Series, cit.
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over time. This implies that the negative reviews were not written by 
casual or new viewers, rather from regular ones, who have noticed a 
deterioration in the quality of these products. A higher recent abandon-
ment of TV series could also be due to the Peak TV phenomenon, for 
which a high number of TV series are produced every year. As a previous 
study demonstrated34, the high production volume has caused a “series 
fatigue”, leading viewers to engage less or abandon more quickly the 
consumption of a serial narrative when disappointed, due to the availa-
bility of alternative content or expectations of upcoming cancellations. 
As for the second, audiences reject the educational intent of medical 
dramas, identified as one of the core features of this genre35. Especially 
in the categories of sociopolitical themes and emotional response or en-
gagement, viewers found medical dramas to be preachy and emphasized 
the entertaining power of fictional television. This finding is consistent 
with previous reception studies demonstrating audience resistance to 
persuasion36 and with works identifying escapism as a primary motive for 
watching medical dramas37.

Long-running medical dramas thus exhibit deterioration in per-
ceived quality driving progressive viewer abandonment. The rating re-
covery in final seasons may reflect either genuine quality improvement 
through narrative resolution or survivor bias – only dedicated fans re-
maining to rate final episodes. This “quality” decline, however, reflects 
audience perception through ratings and reviews, not the aesthetic cri-
teria of Quality Television38, even though studies have acknowledged 
that long-running series can also be Quality TV products39.

Limitations warrant acknowledgment. First, the dataset consists of 
self-selected reviews from online users, limiting generalizability. Sec-

34 S.G. Einwächter - T. Jensen, Exploring Viewers’ Experiences of ‘Series Fatigue’, in «Fan-
dom | Cultures | Research. Online Journal for Fan and Audience Studies», 1 (2024), 
pp. 106-122, http://dx.doi.org/10.25969/mediarep/23323.
35 M. Rocchi, History, Analysis and Anthropology of Medical Dramas, cit.; A. Sonego - M. 
Rocchi, Medical Drama TV Series, cit.
36 E.D. Asbeek Brusse - M.L. Fransen - E.G. Smit, Educational Storylines in Entertain-
ment Television, cit.; T.K. Lee - L.D. Taylor, The Motives for and Consequences of Viewing 
Television Medical Dramas, cit.
37 S. Branea - A. Guguianu, Audience’s Interest for Health Problems and Human Relations, 
cit.
38 See R. J. Thompson, Television’s Second Golden Age: From Hill Street Blues to ER, Syra-
cuse, NY, Syracuse University Press, 1997.
39 P. Brembilla - L. Tralli, With 22 Episodes a Year: Searching for Quality in US Network 
Television: The Cases of The Good Wife, Brooklyn Nine-Nine and Jane the Virgin, in «Comu-
nicazioni sociali», 29 (2015), 2, pp. 142-152.
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ond, given audience polarization – particularly regarding sociopolitical 
themes40 – focusing solely on negative reviews does not imply lack of 
positive reception. Moreover, negativity bias may also inflate the promi-
nence of critical responses41. Future research should examine both sat-
isfaction and dissatisfaction comprehensively and assess whether these 
patterns extend beyond medical dramas to broader trends in long-run-
ning serial productions.

40 A. Amendola - V. Marra - M. Quartin, The Evolving Perception of Controversial 
Movies, cit.
41 I.A. Manoliu, Like and Dislike: Negativity Bias in Political TV Series, in «Commpos-
ite», 19 (2017), 3, pp. 5-22, http://www.commposite.org/index.php/revue/article/
view/268.
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