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ABSTRACT

OBJECTIVES: Since their debut, medical dramas have been popular, particularly among medical students. This study examined how much time
medical students spend watching medical TV shows and their impressions of the shows’ professionalism, ethics, and realism.

METHODS: A survey on medical students’ medical drama viewing behavior and perceptions with regard to bioethics was given to 341 first- to
fifth-year undergraduate medical students at a university in Al Majmaah, Saudi Arabia. The poll gathered demographic information, TV medical
drama watching habits, bioethical and professional concerns in medical dramas, and the sources of bioethical knowledge.

RESULTS: The most popular medical dramas were The Good Doctor, Grey’s Anatomy, and House M.D. Compared with English-language tele-
vision medical dramas, Arabic ones were less popular. Ninety-one percent of students watched television alone. There was no statistically sig-
nificant difference in respondents’ perceptions of ethics accuracy based on year of study, gender, or whether they discussed it with friends. In
comparison to students who had not seen any medical dramas, those who had were more inclined to view them as a credible source of ethical
advice (P-value .04).

CONCLUSIONS: There is a high interest in medical programs among medical students, and these programs can be used to teach them about the
ethical aspects of practicing medicine.
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Introduction
Medical drama has been one of television’s (TV’s) most

popular genres since its inception in the 1960s.1 Even though

the fact that the vast majority of TV medical dramas are pro-

duced in the United States and are centered on the American

healthcare system, they are viewed globally.2 In addition, the

growing popularity of online platforms, also known as subscrip-

tion video-on-demand services, has, over the past decade, rad-

ically changed the way TV shows are produced and viewed.3

Thus, medical students are influenced by a variety of global

English and non-English TV medical dramas. Moreover, in

recent years, there has also been an increase in the number of

Arab medical TV series. Two examples are the Saudi TV

show 37 Degrees, which has been on air for two seasons, and

the Egyptian show Critical Moments, which has been on air

for three seasons.4,5

In their portrayal of physicians, contemporary TV shows

focus more on moral ambiguity and realism, compared with

TV shows of the past, which presented extremely idealized fic-

tional doctors.6 In a content analysis of two TV shows, House

M.D. and Grey’s Anatomy, there were 179 and 396 depictions

of bioethics and professionalism, respectively.7 These dilemmas

are presented in an entertaining manner and also address the

interests and concerns of medical students.8 As a result,

medical students like watching TV medical dramas. Findings

on the percentage of medical students who watched medical

dramas in the past year range from 49% to 93%.2,9,10

Some educators have recognized that the appeal and

engaging format of TV shows and their presentation of

ethical issues may have educational worth.1 Although some

characters are presented as rude or unethical (eg, Gregory

House, the lead character of House M.D.), certain scenes

may help in teaching ethics to medical students.11 Twenty dis-

tinct learning outcomes were proposed by Berk (2009) while

using clips, including but not limited to: Attracting and retain-

ing student attention; facilitating focused attention; encour-

aging creative thinking; and promoting the free flow of

ideas.12 In a review of more than a hundred articles about

using TV drama and movies in teaching, it concluded that

teaching medical students and residents to identify and

process their own emotions through exposure to media like

TV and film helps them better empathize with their patients.13

Arawi14 argued teaching ethics using medical drama narratives

provides students with a setting that allows them to take in as

much context as possible, to participate in the case as active par-

ticipants rather than passive observers, and to immerse them-

selves in it just enough to feel invested but not so deeply that

they lose the ability to think critically about it. In a Canadian
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study where snippets from the TV show ER were shown, stu-

dents claimed that the clips sparked a debate. Moreover, these

video segments promote critical thinking and reflection.15 A

meta-analysis of 13 studies that assessed the use of medical

TV dramas in health science teaching showed that medical stu-

dents are generally in favor of using program clips as a teaching

tool.16 Moreover, modern TV depicts current ethical dilemmas.

New TV series like New Amsterdam, The Good Doctor, and

Chicago Med, for instance, feature many episodes pertaining

to the COVID-19 epidemic. In a number of incidents, the

impact of shortage on the delivery of optimal medical care

and the treatment of dying patients was illustrated.17

Conversely, some studies have found little evidence of the effi-

cacy of the use of TV programs in ethics education. Ward

(2014) suggests that the poor portrayal of nurses in medical

TV leads to the belief that physicians are the only ones involved

in ethical dilemmas and nurses are subservient.18 Trachtman

has pointed out that TV medical dramas depict extreme

ethical cases to be finished within 1 h with a clear outcome,

which contradicts real-life situations.19 He also suggests other

media that might stimulate bioethical thinking, such as litera-

ture, paintings, and plays.19 Also, most of the studies did not

compare medical TV drama with a standard method of teach-

ing (lectures, classroom) and did not evaluate the long-term

behavioral changes in students.13

In a study of US medical and nursing students, Czarny et al10

found that post-clinical students were more critical of projected

professionalism and ethical difficulties in TV dramas than pre-

clinical students. The same findings were also showed in an

English study.20 However, two other studies, one conducted in

England and the other in Australia, did not find a significant

association between years of enrollment and perception accur-

acy.2,9 To date, no studies on this topic have been conducted

in Saudi Arabia. Therefore, the purpose of our study was to

investigate the perceptions of medical TV programs among

Saudi undergraduate medical students. This article presents

the findings of a survey of medical students’ viewing habits

and perceptions of medical TV programs.

Methods
This cross sectional study was conducted at a medical school in a

small university in Al Majmaah, Saudi Arabia, during the 2021–
2022 academic year. From February fifth to February 12th, an

online population-based survey was distributed. All first through

fifth undergraduate students who were enrolled were included in

the study. Faculty and other collaborators were excluded. Our

study utilized a modified version of the medical drama TV

survey developed by Czarny et al10 The original survey was

designed to collect information on basic demographic factors,

TV medical drama viewing patterns, perceptions of bioethical

and professionalism issues in medical dramas, and sources of bio-

ethical knowledge. The survey adaptation was limited to the add-

itionofArabicTVprograms (37Degrees andCriticalMoments) and

omitting questions about rolemodels, watching formats, and types

of TV programs. The redesigned survey was pilot tested on five

medicine staff volunteers. The survey was redesigned based on

this feedback to increase its clarity. The survey was distributed

using SurveyMonkey (San Mateo), a platform that allows aca-

demics to conduct online surveys. The access link to the question-

naire was then shared via WhatsApp to all student’s groups. The
respondents were invited to participate in the survey by completing

the questionnaire at their leisure.

In the first part of the survey, participants were informed of

the purpose of the study and that their participation in the

research was completely voluntary. Students’ consent was pre-
sumed if they continued to complete the survey after reading

consent instructions. The Institutional Review Board at the

College of Medicine Majmaah University approved the study

(approval MUREC-Mar.23/CONI-2022/29-z).

Since all medical dramas were mentioned in the question-

naire, respondents may answer certain portions yes while

leaving others blank. In these circumstances, we regarded any

blank answer in the context of one or more “Yes” replies to

be a “No.” Respondents who left the whole question (and

survey) blank were removed from this study.

Statistical analysis
Continuous variables were presented as means (interquartile

range) or medians (standard deviation), and categorical vari-

ables were summarized as counts and percentages. and were

examined using the χ² test. SPSS software (version 23, IBM

Corp.) was used to perform the statistical analyses.

Associations between variables were tested with χ² or analysis
of variance scores where appropriate, with a statistical signifi-

cance cutoff of 0.05.

Results
Three-hundred forty-one medical students answered the ques-

tionnaire. The response rate is 90%. The median age of the par-

ticipants was 22 years (IQR, 3 years) and almost two-thirds

were men (n= 230, 67.4%). One-third of the medical students

were fifth-year students (n= 110, 32.2%), and the remaining

two-thirds were equally represented from the first-to-fourth

year of medical school. Watching TV, in general, was reported

at least over the past year by the vast majority of participants

(n= 273, 80.1%), with a similar rate among those who have

watched medical TV shows specifically (n= 254, 74.5%).

Among those who watched medical drama (n= 254), 20

respondents did not complete the questionnaire. The majority

of medical students watched these TV shows less than once

weekly (72.6%) or 1–3 times per week (18.4%). Students

watched these TV shows by themselves in 91.5% of the

responses. The most commonly watched TV shows were The

Good Doctor (64.6%), Grey’s Anatomy (46.5%), House M.D.

(46.1%), and New Amsterdam (42.1%). A quarter of partici-

pants showed interest in one of the two Arabic local medical
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TV shows, with more showing interest in 37 Degrees (28.7%)

than in Critical Moments (4.7%) (Table 1). Participants are

allowed to mention other series. It was noticed that they men-

tioned non-English and non-Arabic shows like Doctor stranger

and Romantic Doctor (Korean) and Mucize Doktor and Kalp

Atışı (Turkish).
Almost 42%of the students reported that they had never been

exposed to bioethics, whereas only 1 in 3 had been in under-

graduate courses. Generally, half of the medical students

usually discuss ethical issues with their friends, but most have

never been asked about bioethical issues raised in medical TV

shows. The depiction of ethical issues in medical TV shows

was deemed accurate (9.8%) or mostly accurate (2.1%) by only

11.1% of medical students (Table 2). This accuracy assessment

was not statistically different between years of study, genders,

or those who did and did not discuss these shows with friends.

In the participants’ view, rationing of care, medical mistakes,

and professional misconduct was the least well-handled topics in

medical dramas, while the topics of death, confidentiality, quality

of life, and infectious diseases were assessed as good or excellent

by44%–47%of theparticipants (Figure1).Depictionof leadership

inmedical TV shows had the highest positive rating in 70%of par-

ticipants, and respect had the highest negative rating (28%)

(Figure 2). The importance of bioethics sources in informing bio-

ethical issues was largely variable, with medical dramas being

among those considered the least important, and those considered

the most important being medical school (85%), religious values

(82%), and family (76%). The perceived importance of the

sources of bioethics was not influenced by whether the students

reported watching TV medical dramas, except on the degree of

importance of TV medical dramas (p-value .04) (Table 3).

Discussion
This study confirms what Czarny et al10 andWeaver et al9 have

found about medical students as avid TV viewers. In line with

Table 1. Basic Demographics and Medical Television Show Watching
Behavior of Saudi Medical Students (N= 341).

ITEM NUMBER %

Age, median (Range) 22 years, (19-35)

Gender Women 111 32.6%

Men 230 67.4%

What year of medical
school are you currently
in?

First 58 17.0%

Second 56 16.4%

Third 59 17.3%

Fourth 58 17.0%

Fifth 110 32.3%

Have you watched a
television program in the
past year?

Yes 273 80.1%

No 68 19.9%

Have you ever watched a
television medical drama?

Yes 254* 74.5%

No 87 25.5%

Have you watched any of
the following television
medical dramas? (n= 254)

The Good Doctor 164 64.6%

Grey’s Anatomy 118 46.5%

House, M.D. 117 46.1%

New Amsterdam 107 42.1%

37 Degrees 73 28.7%

Scrubs 32 12.6%

Critical Moments 12 4.7%

Other 23 6.7%

How often do you watch a
medical television
program, weekly? (n=
234)

Less than once 170 72.6%

1–3 times 43 18.4%

4–6 times 10 4.3%

More than 6 times 11 4.7%

Do you watch them with
friends? (n=234)

No, mostly by
myself

214 91.5%

Yes, non-medical
student friends

13 5.6%

Yes, medical
student friends

7 3.0%

Table 2. Saudi Student Exposure to and Interests in Bioethics (N= 234).

ITEM NUMBER %

Have you had previous
exposure to bioethics?
(n= 312)

Never 132 42.3%

Undergraduate
course

103 33.0%

Required medical
course

112 35.9%

Other sources 5 1.6%

Do you discuss the ethical
issues raised in medical
television shows with your
friends?

Yes 102 43.6%

No 132 56.4%

Do you think that television
programs accurately depict
ethical issues that arise in
clinical practice? (0= least
accurate, 5= most
accurate)

0 23 9.8%

1 27 11.5%

2 68 29.1%

3 88 37.6%

4 23 9.8%

5 5 2.1%

Have friends or family
members ever asked for
your opinion on a
bioethical issue they have
seen on a medical
program?

Yes 93 39.7%

No 141 60.3%
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Cambra-Badii et al2, the most popular shows were The Good

Doctor, Grey’s Anatomy, and House M.D. With its unique use

of an autistic character as the protagonist, The Good Doctor

has an advantage over other popular medical dramas in terms

of creativity. The appeal of House M.D. is most likely due to

its emphasis on clinical decision-making. Scrubs lost its appeal

to our cohort probably because it cannot be found on any

streaming services. Despite the fact that it aired more than a

decade ago, the Saudi medical drama 37 Degrees was watched

by a quarter of our students. Chicago Med, Dr Romantic, and

Code Black were also referenced by students in their comments.

New Amsterdam is a new series that debuted 4 years ago. It

focuses mainly on the underlying social structural concerns that

are the key drivers of the United States medical problems. Issues

like poverty, immigration, medicine cost, are represented in this

show.21 Compared to other medical dramas, 16% of narrative

time in New Amsterdam is dedicated to professional plot,

while in other series it is only 8%–9%.22

No statistical correlation was found between the year of

enrollment and the perceived accuracy of medical TV dramas.

Unlike the study by Czarny et al,10 this one is in line with

the findings of Weaver et al9 and Cambra-Badii et al2 Based

on this, we can assume that these students approach their

studies with a more critical attitude about the reality of

medical TV shows. Perhaps students may not realize how

much medical programs impact them, even in subtle ways.

The sources of information on bioethical issues deemed

most important in this study are consistent with those cited

in previous research,9,10 highlighting the significance of univer-

sities and scientific journals. However, religious values ranked

among the top 3 sources, while in the other studies, it is

usually in the lower three. Most likely because religion is seen

as a key part of how people think and act in the country.

Our study showed that most Saudi medical students

watch TV alone, but they discuss what they have seen with

their friends. This finding contradicts those of previous

Figure 1. Perceived overall handling of ethical and medical issues in medical television dramas among Saudi medical students (N= 234).

Figure 2. Perceived handling of the ideals of professionalism by medical television shows among Saudi medical students (N= 234).
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studies.9,10,20 Streaming services and smartphones make it

possible to view TV shows at any time. Furthermore, social

networking applications facilitate communication about the

most recent TV episodes.

Most of our participants watch medical dramas fewer than

once a week. This is comparable to other cohorts.2,10

Although we did not inquire about the formats in which stu-

dents watch medical drama, we suspect that they are using

video-on-demand platforms that allow viewers to see numerous

episodes at once like in a previous similar study.2

Although we did not ask about non-English and non-Arabic

shows, the frequent mention of a Korean medical drama by

survey participants merits further consideration. Korean

medical dramas place more emphasis on the negative character-

istics of doctors, particularly the “corrupt” ones.23 Currently, no
studies have evaluated the educational value of Korean medical

dramas. Students may benefit from learning about other cultures

and ethical challenges by expanding their horizons.

This study suggests that adding medical dramas as class

material may strengthen bioethics instruction. TV medical

dramas may help students reflect on bioethics since they are

widely seen, have a fascinating and appealing style and format,

and illustrate bioethical challenges students remember. It is

important to assess the content and determine the appropriate-

ness of the material for each educational purpose before using

a TV show to teach ethics. There have been several attempts

to produce instructions for educators to utilize medical dramas

for educational purposes.24 The large number of students who

could recall ethical dilemmas from medical programs suggests

that there may be advantages to using the programs in medical

school as case studies or examples in tutorials or lectures.

In a study evaluating the methods of teaching ethics in our

country, 92% of education was delivered through lectures. In

addition, students are evaluated primarily through written

exams. The majority of curricula were created by universities

themselves and unqualified faculty. Curriculum is primarily

based on religious standards and the characteristics a Muslim

doctor must possess.25 Our cohort demonstrated that religious

morals are valued in our culture. The incorporation of medical

dramas would increase the interactivity of ethics education and

broaden the horizon for approaching different cultures.

Incorporating TV medical dramas in curriculum can come

in many shapes and forms. For instance, a noncredit seminar

in which House M.D. was screened attracted a large number

of students and was favored over traditional seminars.26 Also,

an online course in which students can discuss in a form

under supervision of the instructor is a feasible method.27 In

a controlled environment supervised and moderated by a quali-

fied moderator, medical dramas on TV will serve as a supple-

ment to illustrate moral theories and principles rather than as

pure entertainment.

Our findings should be interpreted with caution. The study

was restricted to a subset of health science students from one

university. Consequently, generalizing this to different stated

and cultures may not provide the same outcomes.

Furthermore, the majority of respondents were male which

might affect the type of most-watched medical drama.

Future studies should evaluate the influence of local TV pro-

grams on bioethical concerns outside the United States.

Moreover, it may be worth comparing the influence of English

and non-English medical dramas on students’ views and beha-

viors and how it would conflict with religion as a source of ethics.

Conclusion
This research indicates that medical students are avid viewers of

TV depictions of their chosen profession. Medical dramas can

serve as useful tools in the training on bioethical and profes-

sional practices in the health sciences. Finding out what stu-

dents want to do in their free time, what shows they watch,

and what bioethical conflicts they remember might help tea-

chers design better lessons.
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Table 3. Association Between Having Watched Television Medical
Dramas and Perceived Importance of Sources of Guidance on Bioethics
Among Saudi Medical Students (N= 312).

PERCEIVED

IMPORTANCE

WATCHED MEDICAL

DRAMAS EVER

SOURCE YES NO P-VALUE

Television
medical dramas

Most important 40 (17.1) 6 (7.7) .043

Less important 194 (82.9) 72 (92.3)

Family Most important 133 (56.8) 40 (51.3) .393

Less important 101 (43.2) 38 (48.7)

Friends Most important 172 (73.5) 60 (76.9) .549

Less important 62 (26.5) 18 (23.1)

Magazines Most important 210 (89.7) 65 (83.3) .129

Less important 24 (10.3) 13 (16.7)

Medical school Most important 103 (44) 34 (43.6) .947

Less important 131 (56) 44 (56.4)

Newspapers Most important 211 (90.2) 68 (87.2) .457

Less important 23 (9.8) 10 (12.8)

Religious
values

Most important 116 (49.6) 35 (44.9) .472

Less important 118 (50.4) 43 (55.1)

Scholarly
journals

Most important 179 (76.5) 61 (78.2) .756

Less important 55 (23.5) 17 (21.8)
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