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A B S T R A C T

When analyzing the cumulative reception of TV series, often called binge-watching (i.e., watching several episodes 
of one TV series back-to-back), there has been a strong focus on potentially harmful consequences in the liter
ature, such as insomnia, anxiety, depression symptoms, and particularly addiction. However, only a few extant 
studies have considered potential nonharmful or even beneficial consequences from binge-watching. The present 
study addresses this gap in the binge-watching literature and calls for future studies that address the gap between 
the two contrasting perspectives on binge-watching, i.e., whether it is a harmful or beneficial behavior. In the 
present study, 24 semi-structured, diary-based interviews were conducted with young adults, yielding a wide 
spectrum of thoughts, affects, and behaviors that outlasted the exposure situation. The qualitative content 
analysis revealed long-term effects, such as transferred positive and negative moods, delayed sleep, feelings of 
inspiration or motivation, and urges to research or communicate about the TV series. A key finding was that 
binge-watching also triggered affective states such as heightened arousal or grieving, which could last up to 
several hours or days. The described media effects’ potential persistence demonstrates the importance of 
considering the time aspect in future research because the longer the effects last, the longer they potentially 
impact one’s everyday live.

1. Introduction

In the first quarter of 2024, the number of Netflix subscribers 
increased by 9.3 million to almost 270 million worldwide (Netflix, 
2024). This can be attributed partially to the stricter handling of pass
word sharing and turning unauthorized viewers into official subscribers 
(Kennedy, 2024). However, based on the ongoing upward trend in the 
video streaming industry’s financial performance, it also is clear that 
there is an “increasing appetite for digital streaming content” (Durrani, 
2023). As streaming services such as Netflix have started publishing 
entire seasons of TV series in one release, binge-watching (i.e., watching 
several episodes of one series back-to-back) has become a popular 
practice among mainstream media users (Jurgensen, 2012; Stelter, 
2013). Binge-watching can be defined scientifically as “viewing more 
than one episode of the same serialized video content in a single sitting 
with one’s own pace and time” (Merikivi et al., 2020, p. 10). The first 
scientific paper that referred to TV series reception as binge-watching 
was published in 2015 by Pittman and Sheehan.

Since then, further research has analyzed the motives and predictors 

of this special mode for watching a TV series. An often-discussed point in 
scientific talks about binge-watching is whether motives and media ef
fects really differ from those observed with appointment viewing or 
other forms of watching. So far, this remains an ongoing discussion, with 
findings leading in both directions. Amid the literature on binge- 
watching’s post-exposure outcomes, many contributions have focused 
on its potentially harmful consequences, such as insomnia, anxiety, or 
depression symptoms (Alimoradi et al., 2022). Based on concepts such 
as video gaming addiction, this intense watching behavior also often has 
been conceptualized as an addiction (Favieri et al., 2023; Flayelle et al., 
2017; Forte, Favieri, Casagrande, & Tambelli, 2023; Forte, Favieri, 
Tambelli, & Casagrande, 2023; Riddle et al., 2018). However, as a 
consequence of rather conflicting findings regarding binge-watching’s 
harmfulness, several researchers have started to examine binge- 
watching behavior as a continuum that ranges from binge-watching as 
a pleasurable activity that can improve well-being to a maladaptive 
behavior associated with addiction symptoms (Billaux et al., 2023; 
Forte, Favieri, Casagrande, & Tambelli, 2023; Forte, Favieri, Tambelli, & 
Casagrande, 2023).
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The present study attempts to fill two gaps in the binge-watching 
literature. One important goal is to detect the previously strongly un
derrepresented variety of long-term consequences of binge-watching, 
which are located along the continuum between binge-watching as a 
harmful or a beneficial behavior. Second, aside from binge-watching 
research on addiction and depression, most relevant articles have 
concentrated on the experience while watching. Unlike previous studies, 
the present study concentrates exclusively on an extended time period 
after reception.

The author prioritized approaching the phenomenon in a termino
logically unbiased way; therefore, associating binge-watching with 
negative connotations associated with binge eating and binge drinking 
shall be avoided. Following Czichon’s (2019) example, the phenomenon 
of interest is termed cumulative series reception in the present study, but to 
avoid imposing the term post hoc on other authors, binge-watching still is 
used in the literature review.

By conducting diary-based, semi-structured interviews with addi
tional biographical questions, this study examines which affective, 
cognitive, and behavioral consequences can be observed after cumula
tive series reception. In contrast to many extant studies that have 
examined relevant motives, media effects during exposure, or clinical 
correlates, the present study seeks to demonstrate the range of long-term 
outcomes that can be observed minutes, hours, and sometimes even days 
after cumulative series reception.

2. Theoretical background

2.1. The concept of binge-watching

In the past few years, the binge-watching phenomenon has emerged, 
in which multiple (mostly operationalized as more than two) episodes of 
the same TV series are watched in one sitting, i.e., back-to-back 
(Anghelcev et al., 2021; Billaux et al., 2023; De Keere et al., 2021; 
Favieri et al., 2023; Wirz et al., 2023; Yu & Alizadeh, 2024). This ap
pears to be the baseline definition of what can be called a single binge- 
watching experience. Merrill Jr and Rubenking (2019, p. 10) defined 
binge-watching as “viewing more than one episode of the same serialized 
video content in a single sitting with one’s own pace and time”. As this 
was the vague consensus in 2020, this definition was used for the present 
study. Notably, this paper mostly discusses TV series that include many 
episodes and several seasons. Thus, this is a watching behavior that 
potentially is repeated many times in the span of a week.

Regarding the discussion on whether binge-watching is beneficial or 
deleterious, relatively new approaches have been taken in the literature 
to differentiate between types of this behavior. Flayelle, Canale, et al. 
(2019) and Flayelle, Maurage, et al. (2019) identified four types of 
viewers via cluster analysis: recreational viewers; regulated binge- 
watchers; avid binge-watchers; and unregulated binge-watchers. More 
recent studies have distinguished between trouble-free binge-watchers 
and problematic binge-watchers (Billaux et al., 2022; Flayelle et al., 
2022). Nonproblematic binge-watching is a pleasurable activity, while 
problematic binge-watching is a maladaptive activity (Forte, Favieri, 
Casagrande, & Tambelli, 2023; Forte, Favieri, Tambelli, & Casagrande, 
2023) that can cause long-term harm in terms of hampering one’s daily 
routine (Flayelle et al., 2022). Pittman and Steiner (2021) also 
conceptualized and analyzed two different subtypes of binge-watching: 
feast-watching and cringe-watching. Feast-watching is described as a 
planned, social, and attentive form of watching a TV series that is 
associated with a negative impact on health. Cringe-watching is defined 
as an automatic, solo, distracted behavior associated with a positive 
impact on health (Pittman & Steiner, 2021).

2.2. Theories on long-term media effects

Many theories that aim to explain media effects focus on the media 
exposure’s time frame, such as parasocial interaction (PSI; Horton & 

Wohl, 1956), identification (Cohen, 2017), transportation (Green & 
Brock, 2000), and excitation transfer (Zillmann, 2008). Only a few 
existing theoretical concepts in media research have explained through 
which mechanisms media effects can outlast the exposure mode. Before 
diving into the state of research concerning binge-watching outcomes, 
two important theories that can explain the long-lasting effects from TV 
series are outlined below briefly. For both of these concepts, the factor of 
serial narration is important.

Within the spectrum of serial narration are two main categories: 
continuous TV series (e.g., soap operas) and episodic TV series (e.g., 
sitcoms). Popular sitcoms such as Modern Family and How I Met Your 
Mother have closed storylines within each episode and a lot of repetition. 
The narrative progresses rather slowly throughout the episodes and 
seasons. Also common is the episodic serial narration. Drama TV series 
such as Grey’s Anatomy feature developing narratives regarding the 
characters’ personal lives. Simultaneously, every episode ends with a 
different medical case solved (Wohlmann & Harrison, 2019).

To build a parasocial relationship, you need a repeated encounter 
with the same media character. If an attitude is to be established ac
cording to the cultivation hypothesis, you must face a similar narrative 
repeatedly. For the above reasons, the concepts of parasocial relation
ships and cultivation theory are well-suited to explaining serial narrated 
content’s long-lasting media effects.

2.2.1. Parasocial relationships
Although no actual interaction occurs with the media person, it often 

feels similar to a face-to-face interaction for the recipient. Horton and 
Wohl (1956) originally introduced the concept of parasocial interaction 
(PSI). Unlike PSI, the concept of parasocial relationships (PSR; Giles, 
2002) focuses on a long-term relationship between the recipient and the 
media persona that outlasts media exposure (Schramm, 2015). When a 
liked character vanishes from the screen––such as the elimination of a 
character or a season or TV series finale––the PSR ends in a parasocial 
breakup. How much distress that breakup causes depends on various 
factors, such as perceived closeness or involvement with the character 
(Eyal & Cohen, 2006).

It is difficult to characterize PSRs’ dimensions, as there are many 
different operationalizations of parasocial phenomena that differ 
immensely (Liebers & Schramm, 2019). The first measurement tool that 
Rubin et al. (1985) established remains the most popular one and has 
been adapted to many different contexts. It includes facets such as 
“seeking guidance […], seeing media personalities as friends, imagining 
being part of one’s favorite program’s social world, and desiring to meet 
media performers (p. 156).” Originally, these items referred to one’s 
favorite newscaster (Rubin et al., 1985), but have been adapted to many 
different types of media personas, including fictional characters. In their 
recap of extant research on parasocial interactions and relationships, 
Liebers and Schramm (2019) addressed how there remains no widely 
established definition or operationalization of PSR. The emergence and 
persistence of PSRs in the context of a TV series has a long tradition (Eyal 
& Cohen, 2006; Hoffner & Cohen, 2012). More than 10 years ago, 
Hoffner and Cohen (2012) reported how a strong PSR associated with 
the famous TV series character Monk––a police detective with obsessive 
compulsive disorder (OCD)––correlated with less stereotypes about 
OCD. A more recent experimental study comparing binge and non-binge 
situations reported stronger PSRs for binge exposure (Erickson et al., 
2019). The observation of PSRs in the context of intensive TV series on 
video-on-demand portals can be viewed as a natural development from 
years of PSR research.

2.2.2. Cultivation
Conversely, the cultivation hypothesis (Gerbner et al., 1986) de

scribes a learning process in which increased TV consumption causes 
people’s worldviews to become more aligned with the dominant nar
ratives conveyed by TV (Shrum, 2017). A parallel between the cultiva
tion hypothesis and the binge-watching phenomenon can be seen in how 
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the amount of TV consumption also plays a major role in the cultivation 
context. Gerbner et al. (1986) differentiated between light and heavy 
viewers; therefore, this theory can be applied effectively to the cumu
lative reception of TV series via video-on-demand platforms. For 
example, Krongard and Tsay-Vogel (2020) reviewed the cultivation 
hypothesis in the binge-watching context. Those who binge-watched 
popular TV series containing violence or injustice exhibited more 
negative perceptions of the world. They also reported more fear and 
mistrust toward others. The present study examines binge-watching 
sessions’ influence on everyday life, and cultivation theory can explain 
long-term changes in the interviewees’ attitudes or mindsets.

2.3. Defining cognition, affect, and behavior

With the aim of making the coding decisions reported later 
comprehensible, the working definitions of the superordinate di
mensions cognition, affect and behavior are discussed briefly. Forgas 
(2008) examined a large amount of extant research with the intent to 
better understand the interactive relationship between affect and 
cognition. Based on relevant empirical research, he concluded that 
“there are close neural links and a complex, multifaceted, and bidirec
tional relationship between affect and cognition” (Forgas, 2008. p. 99). 
Following Russell and Carroll (1999), the present study understands 
affect as a superordinate concept that includes emotions, moods, and 
different activation levels. Russell and Carroll (1999) differentiated 
between affective expressions that relate to one’s own experience and 
expressions that relate to the emotional classification of external factors. 
Likewise, in this study, cognitions are differentiated from affect by 
assigning statements that make no direct reference to one’s own affec
tive experience with the cognition dimension. No consensus has been 
reached in modern psychology on how to define behavior (Henriques & 
Michalski, 2020), so this study uses a simplified definition and views 
behavior as an observable action.

2.4. State of research

To the author’s knowledge, three systematic reviews have been 
published thus far that analyzed binge-watching (Alimoradi et al., 2022; 
Flayelle, Maurage, et al., 2020; Flayelle, Verbruggen, et al., 2020; 
Starosta & Izydorczyk, 2020). Flayelle, Maurage, et al. (2020) and 
Flayelle, Verbruggen, et al. (2020) highlighted binge-watching motiva
tions, outcomes, and mental health correlates. Their systematic analysis 
of 24 extant studies revealed that the binge-watching concept is vague 
and neither a homogeneously defined nor operationalized construct. As 
part of their analysis, they differentiated between mental health corre
lates and positive and negative outcomes. Among reported post- 
reception outcomes are variables such as PSRs, eating behavior, sleep 
quality, recovery, addiction, depression, and regret (Flayelle, Maurage, 
et al., 2020; Flayelle, Verbruggen, et al., 2020). Alimoradi et al. (2022)
only focused on mental health concerns, such as depression symptoms, 
anxiety, addiction, or insomnia. Starosta and Izydorczyk (2020) exam
ined definitions, motivations, personality traits, and the risks of exces
sive binge-watching. All of these reviews analyzed solely quantitative 
studies, indicating a clear focus on negative mental health outcomes. 
These systematic reviews revealed a complex reception phenomenon 
with many potential correlates. As seen in all three reviews and the 
author’s own literature review, there is massive overlap among cross- 
sectional surveys and only a few experimental (Billard, 2019; Flayelle, 
Maurage, et al., 2020; Flayelle, Verbruggen, et al., 2020; Walter et al., 
2018; Wirz et al., 2023) or longitudinal (Sigre-Leirós et al., 2023; Wirz 
et al., 2023) designs. Even rarer are qualitative approaches (Chang & 
Peng, 2022; Flayelle et al., 2017). The following sections examine cur
rent trends and foci in the binge-watching literature. There seem to be 
two overarching research directions: binge-watching as a potentially 
addictive behavior and a danger to mental health, or as a beneficial 
viewing experience, e.g., as a coping strategy that can reduce stress and 

anxiety. In the same context, Starosta and Izydorczyk (2020) examined 
two different perspectives on how to comprehend binge-watching.

2.4.1. Negative associations
When new media technologies and behaviors are integrated into 

society, concerns about potentially negative impacts typically arise 
(Ferchaud, 2020). Even if binge-watching is no longer a novel phe
nomenon, there still is a trend toward analyzing potential risks. To date, 
most studies that have investigated binge-watching have focused on its 
potentially harmful consequences, such as decreased sleep quality 
(Exelmans & Van den Bulck, 2017), addiction symptoms (Favieri et al., 
2023; Riddle et al., 2018), anxiety (Tefertiller & Maxwell, 2018), or 
depressive symptoms (Ahmed, 2019; Steins-Loeber et al., 2020).

Mental health and addiction. The body of extant research on mental 
health considers a large number of affective variables (e.g., anxiety or 
depression). Of course, cognitive variables, such as anticipation, or 
behavioral aspects, such as social avoidance, also play a role. Among the 
studies that have focused on potential health risks, a preponderance, as 
Billaux et al. (2023) also noted, have examined binge-watching in the 
context of addictive symptoms. Riddle et al. (2018) reported more 
addiction symptoms (adapted TV addiction scale; Horvath, 2004) for 
watching sessions (≥ 3) that were unintentional compared with inten
tional binge-watching sessions. Favieri et al. (2023) analyzed the 
importance of distinguishing between nonproblematic and problematic 
binge-watching (both >2) according to the binge-watching addiction 
questionnaire (BWAQ; Forte et al., 2021). They observed worse mental 
health states (anxiety, depression, alexithymia, impulsivity) among 
problematic watchers than among nonproblematic ones. Flayelle, 
Canale, et al. (2019) and Flayelle, Maurage, et al. (2019) developed a 
similar tool called the Binge-Watching Engagement and Symptoms 
Questionnaire (BWESQ). However, no reliable BWESQ cutoff scores for 
problematic vs. nonproblematic binge-watching exist from recently 
published scores (Billaux et al., 2023). Yu and Alizadeh (2024) found 
positive correlates between the BWAQ (Forte et al., 2021) and affective 
variables such as stronger feelings of loneliness, anxiety, and depression. 
In Forte, Favieri, Casagrande, and Tambelli (2023) and Forte, Favieri, 
Tambelli, and Casagrande (2023), problematic binge-watchers reported 
poorer sleep quality and lower quality of life than moderate binge- 
watchers and non-binge-watchers.

2.4.2. Positive associations
Extant studies that also focused on beneficial outcomes (e.g., Gadino 

et al., 2023; Granow et al., 2018; Halfmann & Reinecke, 2021; Pittman 
& Steiner, 2021) have provided grounds to refrain from universally 
problematizing the phenomenon. As mentioned in the introduction, this 
perspective also is shared by Ort et al. (2020) and Flayelle, Maurage, 
et al. (2020) and Flayelle, Verbruggen, et al. (2020). Rewarding out
comes––such as higher usage satisfaction (Merikivi et al., 2018), higher 
transportation, and stronger PSRs (Erickson et al., 2019; Tukachinsky & 
Eyal, 2018)––and greater levels of enjoyment (Merrill Jr & Rubenking, 
2019) indicate healthy media usage and combine affective and cognitive 
aspects.

Granow et al. (2018) found that binge-watching is perceived as 
recreational when no goal conflicts or feelings of guilt are present. In line 
with these results, Halfmann and Reinecke (2021) discussed binge- 
watching as an escapist form of entertainment that can be a functional 
coping mechanism and can contribute to recovery. They particularly 
considered emotion-focused avoidance coping through binge-watching 
to be an effective way to reduce stress. Erdmann and Dienlin (2022)
uncovered additional positive relationships between binge-watching 
and feelings of competence and relatedness. According to Favieri et al. 
(2023), individuals engaging in nonproblematic binge-watching exhibit 
better mental well-being than those who abstain from watching TV 
series.

Gadino et al. (2023) compared which mental health gratifications 
originally were sought and which actually were obtained. They reported 
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reduced anxiety due to binge-watching, but mixed results for depres
sion. A qualitative study examined how binge-watchers evaluate their 
watching behavior’s addictiveness. The interviewees reported no im
pacts on their health, but highlighted their enjoyment and prosocial 
outcomes (Chang & Peng, 2022).

The positive correlates and effects from binge-watching often focus 
on the reception phase. Regarding post-exposure outcomes, potentially 
stronger PSRs, reduced anxiety, and better psychological well-being 
appear to be consequences of a beneficial coping strategy.

2.4.3. Ambivalent associations
Arousal. Recent extant research also has demonstrated that watching 

thriller TV series that incorporate cliffhangers impact one’s affective 
states by heightening physiological and cognitive arousal (Baselgia 
et al., 2023). The “pre-sleep arousal” phenomenon is characterized by 
cognitive arousal, higher cortisol levels, physiological arousal, and 
ruminative thinking. Physiological arousal pertains to activation of the 
sympathetic nervous system, which results in physical changes such as 
elevated heart rate and cortisol levels, whereas cognitive arousal is 
characterized by negative and intrusive thoughts, including worries and 
ruminative thinking (Baselgia et al., 2023).

Wirz et al. (2023) revealed a positive effect from binge-watching on 
arousal compared with watching one episode per day. However, an in
tegrated field study did not reveal any differences between binge- 
watching sessions (> 2 episodes) and episodic sessions (1–2 episodes). 
All the described correlates are related to the concept of well-being and 
are of great importance in relation to binge-watching’s “long-term” 
outcomes.

2.4.4. Limitations
Most studies examining this reception mode have been based on 

cross-sectional survey data, so the associated risks and benefits should 
be interpreted with caution. Statistically, cross-sectional data cannot 
answer the question of causality (Taris et al., 2021). Thus, it remains 
uncertain, for example, whether anxiety is a predictor or consequence of 
binge-watching experiences. In the sense of escapism and emotional 
coping, anxiety could be the motivation to engage in cumulative series 
reception. However, there are also indications of higher anxiety levels 
after a binge-watching session. The same discussion focuses on mental 
illnesses, such as depression. Being depressed could impact the need for 
distraction by watching a TV series, and simultaneously, long and 
exhausting watching sessions could reinforce depressive symptoms. It is 
also not possible to evaluate how long media effects last in a cross- 
sectional study design. Likewise, very few extant qualitative studies 
have analyzed the phenomenon in a holistic manner (Chang & Peng, 
2022; Flayelle et al., 2017). Following Flayelle et al.’s (2017) example, 
this reception behavior should be addressed qualitatively once again 
without a priori assuming problematic behavior and without limiting 
observations to existing items. Particularly with a phenomenon such as 
binge-watching, in which the name already implies a negative framing, 
it is essential to reflect repeatedly whether its name and research focus 
do justice to the phenomenon in its complexity and different valence.

Regarding the objects of binge-watching research, few extant studies 
have analyzed and discussed binge-watching’s potential positive long- 
term outcomes. Furthermore, the mainly confirmatory approaches 
leave no room for monitoring possibly new binge-watching character
istics. The author accordingly contends that it is necessary to investigate 
the users’ binge-watching experiences thoroughly without narrowing 
potential outcomes from the start.

2.5. The present study

The ambiguous findings discussed in Subsection 1.3 from almost 10 
years of researching cumulative series reception indicate the importance 
of reflecting on when this behavior was not yet viewed as problematic. 
Also, the findings so far are inconclusive in terms of potential differences 

between the media effects of appointment viewing and cumulative se
ries reception. The study’s research interest basically is detached from 
the platform or medium from which the TV series is watched. The pre
sent study design could be applied to any context that allows for cu
mulative series reception.

One reason for choosing a qualitative approach is the conflicting 
findings that reveal both harmful and beneficial effects on well-being 
and mental health. A qualitative content analysis also enables the 
researcher to describe this intense watching behavior’s effects in a 
phenomenological manner and also in a broad range. A qualitative 
interview gives the participants the opportunity to reflect on their ex
periences on their own terms and enables the interviewer to examine a 
complex phenomenon in depth (Tracy, 2024).

Another issue is the absence of questionnaires that uncover long- 
term outcomes aside from psychological diagnoses, such as anxiety or 
depression. Unique to this study is the observation of potential long-term 
post-reception outcomes aside from negative mental health correlates, 
such as depression or addiction. The explorative approach is intended to 
demonstrate the self-reported consequences of cumulative series 
reception in their many facets. In line with Flayelle et al.’s (2017) early 
phenomenological approach, this study also aimed to contribute to a 
balanced debate regarding the justification for pathologizing cumulative 
series reception, aka binge-watching, a priori.

The present qualitative study aims to provide a phenomenological 
overview of the possible post-exposure outcomes of cumulative series 
reception, with an emphasis on longer-lasting media effects. It attempts 
to answer the following exploratory research question:

What kinds of cognitions, affects, and behaviors stimulated by cu
mulative series reception spill over into everyday life?

3. Methodology

3.1. Participants

The convenience sample generated for this study includes 24 young 
German adults. Inclusion criteria comprised those who used streaming 
services and were willing to watch a TV series during the study. The TV 
series should include recurring characters. This requisite was essential to 
be able to demonstrate media effects associated with PSRs. The test 
subjects chose their TV series themselves; therefore, they were respon
sible for the content they received. The diary and interview did not 
intervene with their daily lives, aside from documenting their typical 
media use behavior. All participants reported that they used streaming 
services, such as Netflix, on a regular basis (Rage = 18–26, Mage =
21.42, SDage = 2.30, 66 % female, 34 % male, 75 % students, 100 % 
abitur). The study was part of a voluntary student seminar. Every stu
dent recruited two participants out of their peer group and selected them 
based on their viewing habits. Table 1 lists the main sociodemographic 
characteristics, as well as typical watching behavior per interviewee. 
The Ethics Committee of the University of Hohenheim reviewed the 
study and had no ethical concerns.

3.2. Procedure

On June 22, 2020, all participants received a video tutorial on diary 
management and a link to a brief online survey (covering sociodemo
graphic information and TV series viewing habits). Subsequently, the 
interviewees kept a digital diary for four days about what they did, how 
they felt, and what and how many episodes they watched (categorized 
based on morning/afternoon/evening viewing times). On the first page 
of the online survey, they were informed that by participating, they gave 
consent that their data would be collected, stored, and analyzed. They 
also were informed about how their data would be managed. Before the 
interview, they were reminded that they were free to stop the interview 
at any time and end their participation. The interviewees were allowed 
to watch any TV series with recurring characters on an online streaming 
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platform (e.g., Prime Video, Netflix, YouTube, Disney, media libraries, 
etc.). The participants were asked to start the diary after they had 
watched at least two episodes of a TV series consecutively. As their 
typical TV-series-watching behavior was not to be influenced, they also 
were allowed to watch several TV series during that time frame. The 
study concluded with a semi-structured Zoom interview (M = 28.42 
min, SD = 8.60 min, Min = 15 min, Max = 43 min). All interviews took 
place in June 2020 within one week and were conducted by the author 
(n = 14) and a colleague (n = 10).

The interview guide was developed and applied based on Helffer
ich’s (2011) manual and comprised three columns (leading questions, 
checklist, and narrative flow phrases). The first and most important were 
the leading questions, which were divided into three sections. These 
were complemented using a checklist of specific topics for the follow-up 
in case the interviewee did not mention them spontaneously. To facili
tate a seamless conversation, the third column contained general phra
ses designed to direct and maintain the narrative flow. Sections 1 and 2 
of the leading questions referred to the TV series of which the inter
viewee had watched the most episodes during the preceding four days. 
The complete interview guidelines can be found in the appendix.

The author and her colleague who conducted the interviews were in 
close contact during the survey phase and discussed their interview 
protocols. At the beginning, they also listened to audio recordings of 
each other and adapted relevant differences in interview styles. In the 
unstructured part, the checklist ensured that the interviewees addressed 
all relevant topics. The interviews’ varying lengths were due to different 
experiences and narrative styles.

Each interview started with the participant asked to discuss their TV 
series in general. Subsequently, they were asked to recount the most 
memorable storylines and characters. They also were asked how they 
felt about the respective characters and their actions. Before the second 
part of the interview, the interviewees quietly read their diaries to 
remember the preceding days more easily. Based on this, they reported 
about their daily lives, emotional states, and viewing behaviors. Sub
sequently, they were asked in which moments the TV series emerged in 
their daily lives in the form of specific thoughts, emotions, or moods. 
The time frame of interest was after or between watching sessions (post- 

exposure). Participants referred to the day after the most intense 
watching session (i.e., the day when they watched the most cumulative 
episodes). In the third part, the interviewees reported on a TV series they 
were particularly engaged with in the past. There were no restrictions on 
how long ago they watched their most memorable TV series. The same 
points as in Sections 1 and 2 were addressed. Their attention also was 
directed toward what role this TV series played in their everyday life at 
that time. All interviews were video-recorded on Zoom, but only the 
audio file was used for transcription.

3.3. Data analysis

The interviews were transcribed manually and verbatim in accor
dance with Dresing and Pehl’s (2020) guidelines. A qualitative content 
analysis was conducted using the software MAXQDA (VERBI Software, 
2024).

To do justice to the breadth and complexity of entertainment media 
correlates, the coding strategy combined deductive (concept-driven) 
and inductive (data-driven) approaches (Gläser & Laudel, 2010; Mayr
ing & Fenzl, 2014) in which the theoretically derived category system 
still guides extraction, but can be changed and extended at any point if 
relevant information cannot be assigned to existing categories. For each 
coding decision, the author weighed which category best described the 
statement and prioritized single coding for the media effects. However, 
the superordinate categories of cognition, affect, and behavior are not 
clearly distinguishable from one another, so the option of co-coding was 
given. Based on this, the author makes no claim to a distinct category 
system. After the author reviewed and analyzed the material twice, a 
colleague examined the coding system for comprehensibility. Subse
quently, the author made a final adjustment to the category system.

The category system (see Fig. 1) indicates the final categories and 
subcategories of the analysis. All self-reported outcomes related to TV 
series were classified into the categories of thoughts, affects, and actions, 
corresponding to the primary psychological domains of cognition, 
affect, and behavior.

Table 1 
Sociodemographics & typical TV series watching behavior of all interviewees.

Participants 
ID

Gender Age 
(years)

Highest 
level of 
education

Occupation Most watched 
TV series during 
diary

Most intense 
TV series in the past

Frequency watching 
behavior: 
2–3 episodes at once

Frequency watching 
behavior: 
4–6 episodes at once

1 Female 21 A-Level Student Modern Family Grey’s Anatomy 4–6 days a week 1–3 days a month
2 Female 20 A-levels Student Prison Break Outlander 4–6 days a week 1–3 days a week
3 Male 21 A-levels Student The Politcian Hollywood 1–3 days a week never
4 Male 22 College Job Sons of Anarchy Breaking Bad 1–3 days a week 1–3 days a month
5 Female 23 College Student Modern Family Gilmore Girls daily never
6 Male 26 College Job Lost in Space Game Of Thrones 1–3 days a week 1–3 days a month
7 Female 18 A-levels Student Narcos Grey’s Anatomy 1–3 days a week 1–3 days a month
8 Female 19 A-levels Student Vikings Game of Thrones 1–3 days a week never
9 Male 20 A-levels Student Vikings Breaking Bad 1–3 days a week 1–3 days a week
10 Female 21 A-levels Student Dear White People Madam Secretary 4–6 days a week 1–3 days a month
11 Male 22 College Student Avatar The Institution 4–6 days a week 1–3 days a month
12 Male 24 A-levels Student Suits Big Bang Theory 4–6 days a week never
13 Female 19 A-levels Student 13 Reasons Why Prison Break 1–3 days a week 1–3 days a month
14 Female 19 A-levels Job Once Upon a Time The Good Doctor 1–3 days a week 1–3 days a week
15 Male 20 A-levels Student Rick and Morty Breaking Bad 1–3 days a week 1–3 days a month
16 Female 19 A-levels Student The Suite Life on 

Deck
Elite 1–3 days a week 1–3 days a week

17 Female 22 A-levels Student Avatar One Day at a Time 4–6 days a week 1–3 days a month
18 Female 24 A-levels Student Berlin, Berlin Turkish for 

Beginners
1–3 days a week 4–6 days a week

19 Female 22 A-levels Job Modern Family Altered Carbon 1–3 days a month 1–3 days a month
20 Female 20 A-levels Student Dynasty Vampire Diaries 1–3 days a week 1–3 days a month
21 Female 22 A-levels Student Dynasty You 4–6 days a week 1–3 days a month
22 Female 19 A-levels School Kipo She-Ra 4–6 days a week 4–6 days a week
23 Male 26 College Job Trigun Brooklyn Nine-Nine 1–3 days a week 1–3 days a month
24 Female 25 A-levels Student Prison Break The O.C. 4–6 days a week 1–3 days a week
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4. Results

4.1. Thoughts

The results from the predominantly deductive content analysis are 
organized hierarchically based on superordinate themes and their sub
themes. All reported thoughts induced by cumulative series reception 
were categorized with reference to their specific content.

4.1.1. Analyzing the storyline
Participants varied intra- and interpersonally in terms of how 

detailed or concrete they were in their descriptions of their thoughts 
following their watching sessions. P08 (Vikings) and P13 (Prison Break) 
once reported that they were “still thinking about the storyline” for a 
significant period of time. In some cases, they focused on whether the TV 
series lived up to their expectations. For example, P16 (13 Reasons Why) 
described how the final episode left her with a “busy mind all day” 
because it somehow did not end the way she wanted it to end. P09 
(Vikings) discussed how he always had conflicting thoughts after 
watching because he thought that the quality of the TV series decreased 
over time. The two participants also shared thoughts about what nar
ratives they liked and what made sense. Furthermore, they anticipated 
what would transpire in the next few episodes. They also mentioned 
more concrete ways of processing the narrative, such as thoughts about 
specific actions, e.g., breakups, remarkable personality traits, or 
intriguing dialogue.

4.1.2. Similarities to personal life
Participants commonly reported reflecting on TV series because of 

perceived similarities to their own personal experiences. The most 
frequently reported phenomenon involved experiencing situations or 
environments that were similar to scenes in the TV series and thinking of 
the TV series as a consequence. Participants indicated varying levels of 
congruence between particular plotlines or character traits and their 
personal lives. P05 (Grey’s Anatomy) thought about the medical TV se
ries she watched whenever someone discussed their medical problems. 
Specific medical terms sounded familiar due to the TV series content. 
P07 watched the same medical TV series during an internship in a 

hospital and noticed that romantic relationships between nurses and 
doctors do not occur solely on Grey’s Anatomy. She also reevaluated 
certain actions of the main character when she experienced similar sit
uations. While talking to her father at a family dinner, P20 recognized 
“that it’s exactly the same as in the TV series; our whole life is deter
mined by the family business” (Dynasty). A few participants expressed 
concern for their friends who faced issues similar to those that the main 
characters faced in their TV series. For example, they viewed the TV 
series Breaking Bad as a disconcerting example of drug use when hanging 
out with friends who were taking or dealing drugs (P09, P15). A similar 
topic was mentioned after watching the heavily discussed TV series 13 
Reasons Why, in which a young girl commits suicide. It triggered P16 
into thinking about people she knows who were dealing with depres
sion. When she met with these friends, she also viewed the main char
acter as an example of depression. P03 had a conversation with his 
friend about career paths and, thus, thought of a career-oriented char
acter from the TV series Hollywood.

P19 described how she sometimes evaluates situations in her life 
differently after watching a TV series, explicitly attributing her thoughts 
and feelings in this context to her previous watching sessions. She 
recounted a time when she had watched many episodes of American 
crime TV series: 

When I’m out on my own in the evening or when I’m sitting on the 
train and I think, “Ah, why is that strange guy sitting next to me?” 
Those are moments where, in retrospect or at the time, I somehow 
realized that I was developing prejudices based on what I’d seen last 
night. Or that I was imagining scenarios (P19, The Mentalist, NCIS).

4.1.3. Parasocial relationships
Sometimes participants explicitly spoke about their relationships 

with specific characters. P16 talked about wanting to meet one character 
in real life and befriend her. The interviewee described how she 
appreciated certain character traits, such as meeting people without 
prejudice or not letting other people get you down. P15 stated how much 
he liked the character Jesse on Breaking Bad. He characterized Jesse as a 
really good-hearted person for whom he had a lot of compassion and felt 
sorry for him. P09 also mentioned this character, noting his desire to get 

Fig. 1. Final category system.
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to know the main characters and anticipate their next moves. P07 
described how she appreciates the character of Meredith on Grey’s 
Anatomy because she is a working mom and a good friend. She did not 
make it clear whether she views the character as a good friend to her or 
to other characters in the TV series. P05 explained how she has really 
grown to love the characters on Gilmore Girls. She also described how 
intense it feels to know them so well and that these feelings return 
whenever she hears the Gilmore Girls soundtrack.

4.1.4. Desire to continue watching
Several interviewees mentioned looking forward to watching epi

sodes nightly and often reported thinking about the next free time slot 
when they could continue watching more episodes as soon as they 
finished a watching session. In most cases, they experienced anticipation 
and excitement when thinking about continuing a TV series and learning 
how the story would progress. Some even reported an urgent desire to 
finish a season by a certain date.

4.1.5. Inspiration
Role model. Regarding main characters’ roles in viewers’ lives, some 

participants used or indirectly explained the term role model. P08 
watched Game of Thrones and felt inspired by Arya to act more strate
gically. P21 described a rather drastic relationship with a TV series she 
had watched repeatedly for several years: 

I’ve been watching Grey’s Anatomy for ages, probably since I was 16 
or something, five or six years already. I can’t live without it. We 
always compare a lot of things from our lives and somehow try to 
take that as a role model (P21).

P15 expressed a desire to adopt the cool and relaxed attitude of the 
main character on Rick and Morty. Others spoke about observing a 
character who struggles in life, but still persists. In these cases, the 
character functioned as a motivational role model in challenging life 
situations (P10, Madam Secretary; P24, The O.C.): 

It shows that you can survive difficult situations in life (P24).

Strong/brave/intelligent character. When asking participants which 
plotlines or characters resonated with them, they often mentioned a 
“confident,” “strong,” “powerful,” or “cool” character and their admi
ration for them. Immense overlap was found between the admired traits 
of female and male characters. P20 watched Vampire Diaries with her 
best friend, and both admired an exceptionally confident female char
acter with a strong personality. The character also was quick-witted, 
mirroring how P20 would have liked to be herself at that time. 
Another participant admired her character’s diversity (P16, Elite) and 
explicitly noted what she gained from another TV series: 

As a woman, what it’s like when a man makes a fool of you or maybe 
even gets a little too close or when you’re reduced to your appear
ance. So, the TV series also gives you strength because you can see 
that a group of women is fighting back (P16, 13 Reasons Why).

P08 also expressed admiration for the character of Arya Stark on 
Game of Thrones for “fighting her way through the world” and believed 
that she could potentially harness that mentality in her real everyday 
life.

As mentioned above, stereotypically strong features mainly were 
admired in both female and male characters. Aside from “admiration,” 
words such as “impressive” or “fascinating” were used to describe 
characters. For example, in Vikings, the main character, Ragnar, inspired 
P08 to be a bit more forceful in life: 

When you have a character like Ragnar in the back of your mind, 
who just takes whatever he wants, whatever he feels like, then you 
say to yourself: “OK, maybe I should be a little more motivated, 
maybe I should be a little more determined in the things or the tasks 
that are waiting for me now” (P08, Vikings).

P09 strove to adopt Ragnar’s “coolness” for himself. P09 also 
admired this character for his composure and control. Other morally 
ambivalent characters or actions also inspired feelings of strength (P09, 
Breaking Bad; P13, Prison Break) or achievement (P07, Narcos) among 
participants.

Raising awareness. The author observed two themes in reports on 
participants becoming aware of new topics due to a TV series. One 
theme can be summed up as having witnessed TV series characters’ 
morally questionable actions. As a consequence, participants reflected 
on their own previous behavior toward peers. Some even recognized 
themselves in certain behaviors. For example, P20 (Dynasty) emotion
ally prepared herself to engage in honest communication with her family 
after viewing the show. P24 (OC California) saw parallels with herself 
and characters’ manners and questioned whether she also causes stress 
for her parents. P21 (You) was sensitized to the issue of stalking, and she 
became obsessed with the topic for at least a week: 

We really need to switch Insta accounts to private, stop making them 
so public, and be a bit more aware of who’s actually lurking out there 
(P21, You).

Another theme was learning from the TV series as an example of 
progressive behavior. P22 (She–Ra) devoted substantial time to fan 
forums, became more involved with LGBTQ spaces, and thought about 
what progressive aspects could be transferred to the real world. P18 
(Turkish for Beginners) learned “to be more tolerant and open to new 
perspectives.” The TV series 13 Reasons Why made P16 aware of clinical 
depression, suicide, and mobbing. She described being “more concerned 
about peers who show similar behavior” as a result.

Intention for action. While fictional TV series frequently do not apply 
to people’s everyday lives from a macro perspective, minute details 
often do. For example, participants reported feeling inspired to party 
(P21, Dynasty), smoke (P17, Mad Men), meet friends, or do sports (P11) 
after observing such activities on screen. P03 was a filmmaker in the past 
and was inspired to execute film projects again after watching the TV 
series Hollywood because the characters fought for their dreams.

4.2. Affects

Any statement that referred to a triggered emotion, mood, tension, or 
general state of arousal was categorized within the domain of affects. 
The author is aware that cognition and affect are not distinct concepts, 
but rather two modalities that can overlap and work together.

4.2.1. Grief
Grief occurred when a TV series ended or an important character 

died. Such instances commonly are referred to as parasocial breakups 
(Cohen, 2003). When an important character dies or disappears, it could 
cause post-reception melancholy, shock, or mourning on the viewer’s 
end: 

The season finale dragged me down all day. […] and I was a bit sad 
that it’s now over again. Especially her suicide made me sad because 
with some people, you wouldn’t see that they are not doing well 
(P16, 13 Reasons Why).

P09 (Vikings) mentioned being “generally in a kind of farewell mood” 
when a character leaves the TV series for whatever reason. Days after 
such a scene on Grey’s Anatomy, P20 was still in shock and wondered, 
“How could they kill off this character? Why are you doing this to me?” 
Furthermore, breakups of romantic relationships on screen also could 
cause more sustained sadness (P16, The Suite Life on Deck).

4.2.2. Arousal
Statements that described some form of being agitated or restless 

were summarized under the category of arousal, though participants 
never used this term. Common themes regarding post-reception arousal 
include tension or rumination after watching several episodes of their 
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TV series. Also mentioned were feelings of mistrust (P19, The Mentalist) 
or irritability (P16, 13 Reasons Why) afterward. Others described this 
state as restlessness (P08, Vikings) or as not finding peace easily (P13, 13 
Reasons Why). Most of the time, they explained, of their own volition, 
what had been causing these feelings. One of the primary factors was 
content. Episodes described as conflict-ridden, thrilling, upsetting, vio
lent, and action-packed appeared to be essential for the transfer of some 
kind of arousal: 

So, since these were two episodes that were very conflict-ridden, that 
was reflected in a kind of tension throughout the day (P09, Vikings).

I was rather agitated after watching several episodes of GOT, and If 
I’ve really watched a lot, and it’s violent, then I find it draining (P08, 
Game of Thrones).

For P12, the famous comedy TV series Big Bang Theory had a 
“calming effect when it was extremely stressful [...] and then you could 
just switch off a bit.”

4.2.3. Sleep
When participants reported that they had trouble falling asleep after 

a watching session, it was primarily a consequence of watching in the 
evening. This was predominantly reported in association with the afore- 
analyzed transferred arousal. One of the primary factors that contrib
uted to delayed or unsettled sleep was always some type of tension or 
rumination. After watching many episodes of an action-packed TV series 
several times per week, one participant stated the following: 

It was like that, that I lay there in the evening and couldn’t fall asleep 
so well because you somehow still think about these actions and yes, 
because it’s also rather, well, let’s say action-packed and you 
somehow need a moment to calm down and then somehow think 
about other things (P13, Prison Break).

After watching four thrilling episodes––I was still tense afterward, so 
I had to force myself to sleep that day because it was already quite 
late (P23, Trigun).

A few interviewees explicitly referred to watching something close to 
bedtime as problematic, leading them to struggle with falling asleep, 
unable to calm down. At times, they criticized their behavior in the same 
sentence. As P17 (Avatar) expressed, “that wasn’t necessary,” and P16 
(The Suite Life on Deck) wondered whether “watching TV just before 
going to bed isn’t so good” in general. One person even dreamed about 
the suspenseful TV series Game of Thrones when she had watched it right 
before bedtime (P08).

4.2.4. Unspecific mood
P22 reported being influenced by episodes and remaining in corre

sponding moods for a long time. P15 (Modern Family) described 
watching a TV series as a way to switch off his mind. He described the 
state after finishing multiple episodes as follows: 

Turning it off, well, I don’t know. It’s a bit like falling into a drug- 
induced void. You’re out of it, and then the real world is back, and 
you somehow have to readjust. That’s often how I feel when I watch 
five or four episodes in a row (P15, Modern Family).

Others retrospectively realized, sometimes without mentioning a 
specific TV series, that a show’s mood could influence them for a long 
time afterward (P21, P17, P09). They used phrases such as “can influ
ence my mood completely” (P21), “I really transport the atmosphere or 
mood” (P17), or “I just take the mood [...] with me” (P9).

4.2.5. Positive mood
Participants also emerged from some watching situations in a posi

tive mood. The reasons provided for this varied. The most frequently 
cited reason was a connection to “happy” (P22, She–Ra; P11, Avatar; 
P12, Suits) or “positive” (P08, Vikings) events in the recently watched 

episodes. However, dramatic content also can be a trigger for sustained 
improvement in mood: 

In such TV series, a lot of suffering is inflicted, a lot of murder is 
committed, and these are problems that are much, much worse than 
the ones I have (P14, Once Upon a Time).

Through social downward comparison, one’s own life is perceived 
more positively. Another function of a TV series can be to help viewers 
unwind.

4.2.6. Negative mood
The participants described different emotional states that can be 

summed up as a negative mood. Two self-attributed causes could be 
extracted. One was a content-related negative mood, and the other was 
watching “excessively” or “too much” in one sitting. Participants 
phrased it as “depressing” (P16, 13 Reasons Why), “bad” (P15, Breaking 
Bad), or “dark” (P19, Altered Carbon). One participant framed it as a 
doomsday mood that “still echoed in my head”: 

It’s a very light series, but it nevertheless somehow hits the mood 
afterwards if you’ve watched too much. If you watch so much or 
even on YouTube or all these things, they just have a very long- 
lasting effect on me (P15, Modern Family).

4.3. Actions

Any reported actions that followed a watching session appeared to be 
forms of communication or research to process the previously watched 
content.

4.3.1. Follow-up communication
Specific actions reported frequently were follow-up communica

tions, most commonly with friends and family. This was also the most 
frequent and most common post-reception behavior among all 24 par
ticipants. Three types of conversation partners could be distinguished: 
co-watchers; peers who watched the same TV series; and peers who were 
not familiar with the TV series. The conversations were about when to 
continue watching, what they thought of certain storylines, what they 
liked or disliked, and sometimes what they would have liked to be 
different. One respondent described how often she and her friends quote 
lines from their mutually viewed TV series: 

That’s when one of us would say that the situations are very similar 
to ours. When we sit with the girls […] we often quote a lot, which is 
always very funny and fits well (P21, Sex and the City).

Some simply recommended their current TV series to their peers 
(P02, P06, P03). Two participants used the watched content as a refer
ence for their dialogue.

4.3.2. Follow-up research
Searching for information about actors, storylines, or other viewers’ 

opinions is also a common practice. A few respondents inquired about 
political matters, such as the status of women in the US or discrimination 
and mobbing at schools (P10, P14). For another participant, Grey’s 
Anatomy reinforced her decision to study medicine, and she took notes 
while watching and researched medical procedures following her 
watching sessions (P21). After finishing a TV series that focused on the 
LGBTQ community (She–Ra), P22 recalled deeply engaging with it for 
approximately one month.

4.4. No perceived effects

Only one participant (P04) did not recall any influences from the 
content he watched. Similarly, some individuals reported effects only in 
relation to the TV series they watched a long time ago. Furthermore, 
situational intrapersonal differences were found, and numerous 
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explanatory approaches were identified.
Irrelevant content. The characterization of unimportant content was 

made using phrases such as the following: “unrealistic” (P14, Once Upon 
a Time); “no similarities to own life” (P19, Altered Carbon); “no stirring 
topics” (P18, Berlin, Berlin); “light entertainment” (P19, unspecific); or 
“relatively unimportant” (P21, Grey’s Anatomy). The following state
ment is from the only interviewee who did not report any post-reception 
effects: 

Which somehow didn’t really get me; it is pretty far removed from 
my reality and my life (P04, Sons of Anarchy).

No mood changes. A few participants explicitly commented on their 
unchanged mood directly after watching (P24, P14, P12). They argued 
that they are simply emotionally involved while watching.

Superficially watching. Some statements suggested that a specific 
personality trait determines whether one is impacted by TV series in 
general. For example, P15 indicated that he is usually not “that deep into 
series.” Similarly, P04 stated the following: “I just watch it casually. [...] 
I’m not the type to project that onto everyday life.”

Overshadowed by other experiences. Another aspect was that the real- 
life experiences of the same day overshadowed a potential echo of the 
TV series (P09, P13, P15): 

We met our father’s girlfriend that evening, so I somehow had other 
things on my mind (P15, Rick and Morty).

Unspecific. Some generally commented that they could not think of 
any effects the TV series had on them. In some cases, this only applied for 
certain days, while in others, it applied for the entire duration of the 
study: 

Don’t think it had much of an impact last week (P05, Modern 
Family).

I just didn’t think about the series at all that day (P03, Politician).

4.5. Timing of outcomes

One intriguing element was the potential persistence of effects. 
Several interviewees elaborated on approximately how long their re
ported “effects” lasted. The estimated persistence ranged from just a few 
minutes after a watching session to hours, days, or even weeks later. 
Table 2 presents the corresponding quotes assigned to the coding system 
and the respective TV series. This kind of display enables one to see 
potential associations between the type of outcome and their persis
tence. Affects such as a negative mood or grief could last or reappear 
hours after watching sessions. Raised awareness on a specific topic could 
provoke intellectual reflection or dialogue weeks later. A perceived 
tension could last just a few minutes or for hours. By attributing a 
suitable genre to each TV series, one can try to find associations between 
the type of content and the media effect’s persistence. However, most of 
the TV series mentioned can be categorized under the drama genre. 
Consequently, no systematic relationships can be identified at this level.

5. Discussion

This study’s objective was to demonstrate a nuanced set of possible 
long-term effects from cumulative series reception and to describe them 
in a phenomenological manner. Particularly regarding affective vari
ables such as emotions or moods induced by TV series, not much extant 
research has examined their persistence or reappearance hours or days 
after media exposure. Conducting the interviews shortly after partici
pants finished their diaries made it possible to gain as direct an insight as 
possible into the study participants’ everyday experiences without dis
turbing them. The additional use of a biographical question, which 
referred to their most intensive TV series-watching experiences to date, 
provided further insight into these watching experiences’ influence 

one’s thoughts and emotions away from screen time.
The explorative approach adds a broad spectrum of findings of any 

valence to cumulative series reception research, once again opening the 
discourse to future research that considers a beneficial and harmful 
impact, and anything in between. Aside from that, the results contribute 
to the line of work that asks the question: In which context can cumu
lative series reception make a positive or negative impact on one’s well- 
being? However, one of the most intriguing findings was how long 
content-related thoughts, emotions, and actions can linger with us.

Following a short recap of what we already know about post- 
reception correlates and effects from cumulative series reception, the 
results will be put into the context of previous theories and findings. A 
large amount of quantitative literature can be found on the mental 
health risks of cumulative series reception (Alimoradi et al., 2022). 

Table 2 
Quotes referring to the timing of effects.

ID TV Series Genre Time Themes - 
subthemes

Quotes

P19 Altered 
Carbon

Sci-Fi Past Action – post- 
communication

For two weeks

P20 Grey’s 
Anatomy

Drama Past Affect - grief For several days

P16 Elite Drama Past Affect - grief Dragging me 
down all day

P22 Avatar Sci-Fi Past Affect – 
unspecific mood

Can be in the 
mood for ages, 5 
min to half a day

P21 Grey’s 
Anatomy

Drama Past Affect – negative 
mood

An hour later

P20 Vampire 
Diaries

Fantasy Past Affect – negative 
mood

For the next few 
hours

P17 Avatar Sci-Fi Present Affect - sleep It didn’t last long
P16 13 Reasons 

Why
Drama Past Affect - tension Minutes after 

watching to an 
hour

P09 Vikings Action Present Affect - tension Throughout the 
day

P15 Modern 
Family

Comedy Past Affect – negative 
mood

It can really last 
all day

P22 She-Ra Action Past Thoughts - 
sensitization

Was stuck in 
there for a good 
month

P21 You Drama Past Thoughts - 
sensitization

For over a week

P19 The 
Mentalist

Crime Past Thoughts - 
sensitization

A few hours 
later, sometimes 
3–4 days

P09 Breaking 
Bad

Drama Past Thoughts - 
similarities

The connection 
to the series only 
builds up about 
2 weeks after 
finishing the 
series

P05 Scrubs, 
Grey’s 
Anatomy

Drama Past Thoughts - 
similarities

At some point, it 
lets go of you a 
little so that you 
don’t always 
think about it

P17 One Day at 
a Time

Comedy Past Thoughts - 
storyline

Right after I 
watched it

P14 The Good 
Doctor

Drama Past Thoughts - 
storyline

For a long time

P08 Vikings Action Present Thoughts - 
storyline 
Affect -tension

For a relatively 
long time

P21 Dynasty Drama Present Thoughts – 
intention for 
action

Only on the same 
day

P03 Hollywood Drama Past Thoughts – 
intention for 
action

1–2 weeks

P22 Critical 
Role

Comedy Present Thoughts – 
similarity

The last few days
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Depending on the approach and conceptualization, some extant studies 
have found correlates with symptoms of depression (Ahmed, 2019), 
anxiety (Tefertiller & Maxwell, 2018), insomnia (Exelmans & Van den 
Bulck, 2017), heightened cognitive and physiological arousal (Baselgia 
et al., 2023), and addiction (Riddle et al., 2018). However, there are 
indications that cumulative series reception can be restorative––at least 
on a short-term basis (Granow et al., 2018)––and is used as an emotional 
coping strategy (Halfmann & Reinecke, 2021). Furthermore, positive 
and negative correlations with processes such as identification, trans
portation, and PSRs were reported (Anghelcev et al., 2021; Erickson 
et al., 2019; Wirz et al., 2023).

The main theoretical categories––namely cognition, affect, and 
behavior––were modified in alignment with the data into thoughts, af
fects, and actions.

Thoughts. The most diversified category encompassed concrete 
thoughts that revolve around the TV series. This is not surprising, as 
these are most likely easier to articulate than emotional states. The in
terviewees cognitively processed the episodes they watched by 
reviewing and evaluating plotlines or dialogues. Any form of overlap 
between the storyline and real life could be a trigger for remembering 
specific characters or scenes in their day-to-day lives. This could occur 
days or weeks after the exposure and was described by one person as a 
slowly subsiding state. As was to be expected, different facets of para
social phenomena were described, as well as related concepts, such as 
identification. Statements close to items on the original PSI scale (Rubin 
et al., 1985)––such as “I would like to meet the character in person” or 
“My favorite character is like an old friend”––were scarce. However, 
overlaps with items from the PSI process scale (Schramm & Hartmann, 
2008) were way more present. Contradictory studies supporting the 
notion of stronger PSR as a consequence of cumulative series reception 
(Erickson et al., 2019; Tukachinsky & Eyal, 2018), Billard (2019) found 
cumulative series reception to be a moderator that weakens identifica
tion’s positive effect on entertainment education effects. In the present 
study, identification with TV series characters turned out to be an 
important factor as to whether and how a TV series impacts one’s 
everyday life.

It has been hypothesized that strong identification can intensify 
potential media effects during the post-exposure phase (Cohen, 2006). 
Although identification is conceptualized mostly as a media effect 
occurring during media exposure, it seems to impact recipients beyond 
strengthening PSRs. When asked about the impact of TV series on their 
personal lives, the most prevalent statement referred to some kind of 
inspiration through the characters’ traits and actions. In the context of 
communication studies, identification refers to the recipient’s desire to 
be similar to individuals on the screen (Bonfadelli & Friemel, 2017). 
Interviewees mostly felt motivated and inspired by strong, intelligent, 
and courageous characters who could function as role models to a 
certain extent. Some transferred that motivation into everyday situa
tions, such as studying or handling personal relationships. Cohen and 
Klimmt (2021) explained that people typically identify themselves with 
media personas that have characteristics which differ from their own 
reality. Imagining oneself as a certain character and claiming their 
characteristics for oneself can even exert a positive effect on one’s 
psychological well-being (Cohen & Klimmt, 2021). However, extant 
research also has found stronger parasocial interactions when there are 
similarities in character traits, such as extraversion, as well as perceived 
overlaps with other character traits (Möri & Fahr, 2023).

Feeling motivated and inspired by a media character and transferring 
these feelings to real-life situations post-exposure also can be viewed as 
part of, or at least a consequence of, a PSR that motivates and inspires 
recipients as a friend would, with the notable difference that a TV series 
character, such as Ragnar from Vikings or Arya from Game of Thrones, 
exhibits more extreme displays of fearlessness or strategic thinking than 
one’s real-life friends.

Furthermore, engaging in fictional narratives via TV series enables 
someone to learn about social contexts or political issues while feeling 

entertained (Nærland, 2020). Some interviewees becoming aware of 
actions such as stalking or other morally questionable behavior indicate 
a cognitive echo that could last for days. Billard (2019) reported less 
prosocial behavior as a consequence of cumulative series reception 
compared with viewing single episodes. Extant research comparing 
heavy and light viewers of reality TV shows observed stronger cultiva
tion effects mediated by PSR with heavy viewers (Jahng, 2019).

What emerged is that the type of thoughts that participants described 
are in line with the corresponding research body. Processes such as 
identification (Manoliu, 2021), PSRs (Tukachinsky & Eyal, 2018), and 
inspiration (Chang, 2023) have been reported before as correlates of TV 
series reception. The finding that cumulative series reception can lead to 
longer-lasting engagement with a socially relevant topic, such as gender 
roles or sexuality, across different genres and content indicates the 
importance of representing different life realities. A further prominent 
positive takeaway from getting involved with a TV series intensely can 
be having a role model for challenging everyday situations. Thus, in 
terms of feeling inspired and educated, the phenomenon of cumulative 
series reception needs more research on entertainment education and 
prosocial behavior. A recent review of entertainment media’s medical 
education potential demonstrated that TV series and movies enhance 
students’ learning experiences, increase engagement with intricate 
topics, and promote development of essential skills (Piqué-Buisan et al., 
2024). The compact and intense watching mode reflected in cumulative 
series reception potentially allows for faster or stronger changes in at
titudes compared with appointment viewing.

Affect. The interviewees’ reports on persistence suggest that moods, 
emotions, and states of arousal can be passed on by the reception situ
ation. Even if no consensus has been reached on how to distinguish 
emotions from moods, a frequent understanding is, for example, that 
moods last longer than emotions. Overall, emotions often are concep
tualized as more specific and concrete in their cause, intentionality, and 
experience by both non-academics and academics (Beedie et al., 2005). 
A popular academic perception is that a mood can taint cognitions and 
perceptions, while emotions trigger behavior (Davidson et al., 1994). 
Theories such as excitation transfer (Zillmann, 2008) or mood man
agement (Zillmann, 1988) only explain affectional short-term media 
effects, but few existing theories and concepts have tried to explain 
longer-lasting, media-induced affectional reactions. One participant 
described her cognitive processing as having crime TV series in the back 
of her mind and judging upcoming situations differently. This state 
could be viewed as what is called cognitive arousal (Baselgia et al., 
2023). The observation of mainly cognitive pre-sleep arousal triggered 
by mostly suspenseful TV series is consistent with findings by Baselgia 
et al. (2023) and Exelmans and Van den Bulck (2017). However, by no 
means did the interviewees consistently rate this perceived cognitive or 
physiological arousal consistently as negative. Participants also 
mentioned intense watching sessions’ calming power, so they should be 
considered in future studies, leaning on Halfmann and Reinecke’s 
(2021) theoretical take.

Parasocial breakups could trigger a grieving process among partici
pants. It is assumed that a PSR exerts cognitive and emotional effects on 
the recipient that resemble those induced by a real interpersonal rela
tionship (Schramm & Hartmann, 2008). Accordingly, the breakup of a 
PSR can be painful and trigger symptoms similar to those following a 
real-life breakup with a friend (Cohen, 2003). According to the present 
study, such emotions could last for hours after ending a watching ses
sion. The recipients rather describe it as a recurrence of sadness or shock 
in everyday situations. Learning about the persistence of that grieving 
process raises the question for further research, if the grieving is stronger 
the more exposure I had with the character in a relatively short amount 
of time or if frequency and timing is not of essence. So far, the corre
sponding research is ambivalent. Inconsistent with the findings of 
Erickson et al. (2019), Ferchaud et al. (2022) reported no influence of 
cumulative series reception on PSRs or breakups. However, greater 
breakups distress was a result of positive PSRs compared to negative 
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ones.
In the present study the transfer of a positive emotional state or mood 

was mostly content related and caused by positive events in the watched 
episodes. A positive mood could also be a result of a drama TV series that 
prompted a social downward comparison, whereas a negative mood 
could be a consequence of the specific content or the amount of time 
spent watching. This is in line with Rosa et al. (2019) who reported 
negative effects on mood (sadness and lack of motivation) after watch
ing a drama TV series.

Also consistent with previous findings is the impact of watching a 
high volume of suspenseful content on one’s affective state, which is 
often called feeling tense. For the interviewees, tension and ruminative 
thinking could cause problems falling asleep. An experimental study by 
Wirz et al. (2023) revealed that heightened arousal was a consequence 
of cumulative series reception. They measured arousal via self-reports 
directly after watching sessions and did not differ between cognitive 
and physiological arousal. In addition, the present study suggests that 
the media-induced arousal can last up to several hours and has a pro
nounced impact in the evening.

So, there are certainly affective states such as sadness, tension or 
inner calm that occur as a result of cumulative series reception and, 
according to the participants, last significantly longer than just a few 
minutes after ending screentime. This observation can be a valuable 
contribution to show how maybe the intensity or the mode of watching a 
TV series impacts the persistence of affective outcomes. There is longi
tudinal research needed to focus on the duration or reoccurrence of 
certain affective states following one or multiple cumulative series 
receptions.

Actions. That recipients enjoy discussing the TV series they have 
watched is nothing new. Surprisingly, no communication via social 
media platforms such as reddit (Unkel & Kümpel, 2020) or Instagram 
was mentioned. Only face-to-face conversations with family and friends 
were discussed by the interviewees. As also mentioned by Ferchaud 
(2020), recommending a TV series was common in social interactions 
post exposure. Of course, that is not only applicable to cumulative series 
reception. However, due to the prolonged and repeated exposure to a 
continuous narrative in a relatively short period of time, the follow-up 
communication can also be triggered more frequently in that time 
period. The combination of repeated cumulative watching sessions and 
follow-up research had the power to reinforce effects such as becoming 
aware of a political matter. This process could continue for weeks. 
Accordingly, the mental engagement with a topic triggered by a TV 
series can lead to long-term actions like researching which presumably is 
reinforced by repeated watching sessions.

Just nothing. It is also important to mention that not every person and 
not every watching experience that can be classified as “binge-watch
ing” causes short or long-term effects on one’s cognitive, affective, and 
behavioral processes. When the content was evaluated as irrelevant, the 
interviewees reported no impact at all. It appears to depend on how 
involved and engaged recipients are while watching. These findings 
highlight how different the outcome can be depending on the situation 
or the recipients character traits. Accordingly, an intense watching 
session doesn’t have to be harmful or restorative. One person can be 
highly influenced sustainably one day and take away nothing from the 
reception the next day. This seems to be in line with the research body 
regarding addiction that proposes some kind of differentiating different 
kind of binge-watchers or binge-watching behaviors (Favieri et al., 
2023; Flayelle et al., 2022; Forte et al., 2021).

5.1. Limitations

Alongside the much-discussed limits of qualitative research per se, 
such as not being representative or objective (Scholl, 2016), the present 
study contains further limitations. By including a biographical question 
referring to the past, the design simultaneously precluded and gleaned 
insights. While one had the opportunity to determine what effects can be 

observed under particularly high involvement and engagement, two 
different time references were mixed. While some observations were 
reported after lengthy delays following the actual watching experience 
(interview guide, Section 3), others referred to diaries written merely 
days before the interview. However, the level of detail in the reports 
about former watching experiences was astonishing. Nevertheless, recall 
bias is substantially more likely when more time has passed. Another 
restriction is that the convenience sample resulted in a highly educated 
sample of young adults. Nowadays, video-on-demand (VOD) platforms 
are used among the broader population (Ewing, 2019). For this reason, 
an ideal sample should vary more in age and other sociodemographic 
variables.

6. Conclusion

Although qualitative research cannot uncover effects on a statistical 
level, it can delve both broadly and deeply into relations that remain 
underexamined. The results discussed above demonstrate that it is 
sometimes worthwhile to move away from established operationaliza
tions and research trends. Consistent with the so-far-very-small research 
branch of positive psychology in connection with binge-watching, this 
study also demonstrates that the outcomes of cumulative series recep
tion are by no means predominantly negative. Instead, a picture of many 
different media effects of any valence emerges. When done in an 
extreme manner, it can be deleterious to one’s well-being. Delayed sleep 
or feeling anxious for a while can be a consequence of watching copious 
episodes consecutively. However, there are also mechanisms, such as 
becoming aware of socially relevant topics, that lead to prosocial 
behavior or feelings of strength triggered by a powerful character that 
yield beneficial outcomes.

The findings also indicate that at the very least, the types of effects 
triggered by cumulative series reception are not that different from other 
entertainment media effects. Depending on factors such as content, 
involvement, and session length, among many others, it can make a 
rather negative or even harmful impact one day and an empowering 
impact the next day. The phenomenon of cumulative series reception 
deserves a chance to exist as a potentially beneficial and also potentially 
exhausting form of media consumption. The potential outcomes seem to 
be as broad, regarding its type and valence, as any other less-intense 
form of TV series reception.

The reports included only very few statements relating to possible 
addiction symptoms. This finding may arise from various factors. First, it 
is plausible that individuals only disclose addiction symptoms when 
directly queried about them. Furthermore, topics such as addiction, 
depression, and anxiety often are associated with discomfort and stigma, 
leading individuals to avoid discussion. Furthermore, it is conceivable 
that addiction symptoms are just not prevalent within the current 
sample. Concerning the inquiry into the significance of explicitly dis
cussing binge-watching again, the present findings suggest that the 
repeated, focused, and intensive engagement with a narrative or 
recurring characters can affect the degree and duration to which themes 
and emotions from the TV series resonate in an individual’s everyday 
life.

This study did not aim to minimize potential negative effects, but 
rather to help uncover the diversity of potential effects from cumulative 
series reception. Furthermore, after many studies analyzing the motives 
and exposure mode, the potential spillover into one’s live away from 
streaming time needed to be addressed. The reported duration of post- 
exposure effects definitely requires more attention in future research. 
For example, this could be investigated through a quantitative experi
ence sampling study that analyzes the stability of effects such as 
heightened arousal, similar to Wirz et al. (2023). Finally, the range of 
consequences experienced due to intensive TV series reception observed 
in this study highlights the importance of distinguishing between 
different types of watching situations in light of their qualities, motives, 
and effects (Forte, Favieri, Tambelli, & Casagrande, 2023), as well as 
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different types of viewers, or so-called “binge-watchers” (Billaux et al., 
2022; Flayelle et al., 2022).
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Piqué-Buisan, J., Sorribes, E., & Cambra-Badii, I. (2024). Exploring the impact of using 
cinema and series in medical education: A systematic review. Medicina Clínica 
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