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Introduction

The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) spreading has caused a worldwide pandemic and,
since the very beginning, has been affecting the whole community globally as per multiple life
issues strictly concerning not only the health-related domain, but also the economic, social
and cultural dimensions. To name some, people living in all areas of the globe have been
suffering from several effects of this huge public health emergency, such as economic and
working worsening conditions, a compromised emotional status and reduced access to care,
as well as increased contagion risk perception (WHOb, 2020).

Some evidence show that researchers employ science fiction and fantasy in public engage-
ment, advocacy and education as significant sources of insights to identify public interests,
inspire policies, and influence future science. These uses of science fiction as a supposed
source to reflect public interests are undermined if the intended audience or beneficiaries of
research interpret the examples employed by researchers differently (Menadue et al., 2020).

During 2020, many shows and film productions shut down. Among them, Grey’s Anatomy
had to stop before completing Season 16 with 21 episodes, instead of 24. Then, the show
came back on screen with Season 17 in November 2020, both in the USA and in Italy. Even
with a downsized schedule from 25 to 16 episodes due to the difficult filming in pandemic
time, the seventeenth season started narrating the COVID-19 pandemic at the Grey Sloan
Memorial Hospital, by interweaving it with the long-lasting plot (Studarus, 2020). So far,
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Grey’s Anatomy is a long-run television series, with a universal popularity (consistently a
‘top 10’ television show in the USA and in other countries as well), and its setting in a busy
urban tertiary-care teaching hospital. The fictional hospital is located in Seattle, whereas
filming taking place in Los Angeles previously (Serrone et al., 2018), the actual set is in the
State of Washington (Studarus, 2020).

Materials and Methods

We analysed the episodes of Season 17 from n. 1 to 6, broadcast from November to December
2020 in the USA with a quite same timing in Italy, too. Using the word search function, we
carried out a content analysis to the six episodes’ scripts to observe the storytelling cases
about COVID-19 pandemic, both as per hospitalized patients or as if the disease affected some
of the main characters (e.g., Meredith Grey or Tom Koracick). We ran the textual analysis
independently by a generalist software rather than specific tools, because the actual focus
was to detect associations to public health issues involved by the epidemic. Our intent was
exploring feelings, myths and legends on risk perception drivers as well as main worries and
fears in the general population by analysing recurring topics, expressions or wording in such
a popular show.

Results

We analysed the COVID-19 storytelling in Grey’s Anatomy 17x1-6 as follows by the fre-
quency of the mostly recurring terms. We explored four macro topic areas: 1) COVID-related
outcomes; 2) diagnostics or non-pharmacological interventions; 3) risk perception; 4) peo-
ple ethnicity. As expected, COVID/COVID-19 and pandemic as well are the mostly recurring
terms, with great peaks in the middle episodes [n. 3 and 4]. A few times other COVID-related
terms occurred, as disease standing alone or the more jargon illness, or words indicating pres-
ence or absence of symptoms, and relating to therapy or treatments. A concept we found
expressed many times is all around death and patients’ loss. About diagnostics or preventive
measures, facemask use and testing were the main drivers. Sense of fear or being scared is
the absolute indicator for risk perception, whereas as per individuals’ ethnicity black people
are the most recalled, in opposition to whites. Chinese ethnicity is mentioned just once in the
first episode and Asians four times in the fourth; on the contrary, China, Latin, Caucasian,
and African are terms never occurring. We found three macro topic categories with recur-
ring related expressions. In the first group, as per COVID-associated outcomes we observed
a set of issues on how the pandemic affects public health globally, such as: occurrence of the
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newly generated rules and operational protocols due to epidemic emergency; above all at the
beginning, lack of Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) supplies; uncertainty about therapies
and treatments. On the other hand, we have the health professionals’ perspective: diffuse
burnout or hard feelings affecting emotional state of surgeons, as for instance ways to com-
municate severe health outcomes to patients and their relatives. The second group is about
social issues such as health inequalities, stigmatization processes and individuals struggling
with challenges to the private life (e.g., living apart from their families, not in the condition
to hug and have physical contacts with family members). Other relevant tracks in these six
episodes concern mental health and human traffic.

Discussion and Conclusions

Grey’s Anatomy is a widely popular medical drama that even in the past has been the subject
of scientific papers published internationally (Torgerson, 2020; Serrone et al., 2018; Hallam,
2009). Since the fall 2020, it has been offering a prompt and multidimensional narration of
the COVID-19 emergency. As expected, the hospital setting has served as the main contextual
driver to clinical issues, such as hospitalization procedures or pertaining the professional per-
formances delivered by the high-level surgeons. They, in fact, do not cope easily with “losing
patients” and do not get used to the high speed of death toll due to the pandemic. In Grey’s
Anatomy, the entire storytelling is centered on all surgery fields and death or patients’ loss
are highly estimated since the first Season in 2005, as it is considered an assessment indicator
of the surgeons’ performance (Serrone et al., 2018).

By the story structure in its seventeenth Season, Grey’s Anatomy has also been telling to
what extent the COVID-19 has generated ‘alone’ effects within the broad healthcare sector.
Examples of that are the delay to other non-urgent surgery or treatments, because the response
to the pandemic has become the first and only issue that matters (PASSI and PASSI d’Argento
National Working Group, 2020). We observed that despite health professionals having been
recognized globally as “heroes” since the very beginning of the pandemic, this specific term
does not occur anytime in the episodes of the show (Cox, 2020). Or in the same way, another
stylistic choice is not focusing on nurses.

We detected a high-level attention to social issues (ASSET, 2015; Possenti, 2018) such as
stigmatisation processes (WHOa, 2020): characters never used the word “Chinese” to indicate
the virus, although President Trump named it (Gladstone, 2020). In the same way, the screen
players chose not to give importance to the fear against Chinese people. Patients showing
stigma against Chinese health personnel occur only twice, in the first and the fourth episodes
and, in both cases, the momentum ends immediately.
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Apparently, the pandemic emergency looks like it is affecting all individuals in the same
way, but it is not at all (Stokes et al., 2020; Killerby et al., 2020; Gold et al., 2020; Price-
Haygood et al., 2020; Millet et al., 2020). The COVID-19 occurrence serves as a further case
to enhance inequalities in health as well as more in general (US HHS, 2020). As Torger-
son describes (2020), Grey’s Anatomy always deals with social topics and one of the most
is about blacks vs white people. This feature is not missing in the pandemic scenario, but is
even greatly addressed. For instance, one of the main concern the medical doctors talk about
is how much medicine and diagnosis capacity are centered on white patients, or again the big
attention paid to the Afro Americans and the black community overall. During the episodes
from third to sixth, in fact, Dr. Pierce, Dr. Bailey, Dr. Weber and Dr. Jackson (all play actors
are black) speak about the big incidence of COVID between black community with a special
attention to life conditions and bias, the socalled social determinants of health that have histor-
ically prevented people of color belonging to racial and ethnic minority groups from having
fair opportunities for economic, physical, and emotional health (US HHS, 2020). There is
already increasing evidence for disproportionate COVID-19 effects on some of those popula-
tion groups (Stokes et al., 2020; Killerby et al., 2020; Gold et al., 2020; Price-Haygood et al.,
2020; Millet et al., 2020), because poverty and healthcare access affecting these individuals
are strongly associated with wide-ranged health outcomes and risk factors (US HHS, 2020).

Such a high degree of attention to the real world has been possible thanks to the medical
advisors, like Linda Klein (who can also be seen on screen as Nurse Linda), and meetings be-
tween the writers and real COVID doctors, about their experience fighting the virus (Studarus,
2020). The producers have included all real-life things that occurred since the beginning of
the epidemic and the narration reflects the actual timing. For instance, the adoption of the
preventive measures has dominated the big scene over all the 2020 and the availability ofPPE
has been a major issue, when the world was not prepared and filtering face pieces were not
a common use good (WHOb, 2020). In all episodes 1-6 we found someone mentioning the
wearing a mask issue.

There was also the question of how to recreate ethically a COVID situation without draw-
ing resources from facilities still on the frontlines. Back in March, the show donated boxes of
gloves and masks to local Los Angeles hospitals when it became clear there simply was not
enough PPE. For set decorator, Nicole Cramer (who slyly reveals that during a quarantine plot
line, in a series first, Meredith and her sisters will venture into their house’s toy-strewn back-
yard), it meant looking in less obvious places for set dressing. She reported they knew that
the storyline was going to be based in COVID, so she had to research how to get in screening
tents and pop up tents and, especially, not taking away them from hospitals in condition of
real necessity (Studarus, 2020).
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As usual, in Grey’s Anatomy a relevant space for narration is the introspective sphere,
sense of desperation and human limitations now as never are on the stage: the novel coron-
avirus wins (or at least seems to win) everything and everyone. It is cleverer than any surgeon
is, faster than any rider is, more pervasive and intrusive than any other aspect of life (Mehta,
2021). In each episode, indeed, medical doctors have to face the huge burden due to the situa-
tion, in terms of epidemic spreading but also as per its effects on everyday life. Almost all the
medical doctors among the main characters have a breakdown. If it is impossible to explore
all the COVID-19 consequences on the real life (WHOb, 2020), in only six episodes Grey’s
Anatomy has been capable of speaking about mental health, sexuality, treatments, baby blues
and inequalities.

Dr. Grey and Dr. Koracick were the two designated to suffer from COVID-19 with the
biggest burden on Dr. Grey that went on a vent at the end of the sixth episode. In this part
of the show, the same physicians usually going around in the hospital holding the iPads, who
have witnessed this kind of anguish again and again, have now contracted the coronavirus
and transitioned from caregiver to care-receiver, navigating physical suffering and fear for
both themselves and their families. To our knowledge, just in its first six Episodes of 17 Sea-
son, Grey’s Anatomy implemented an evidence-based and non-stereotyped communication
in public health (Reynolds, 2008; US HHS, 2008), addressing what it is recognized as key
factors at international level, both as experimented in pandemic time previously (HEG, 2011;
Infanti, 2013; Crosier, 2014, ECDC, 2018) and tackling the socalled “infodemics” condi-
tion (The Lancet, 2020; CDC, 2020). In comparison with analysis of communication flows
during this public health emergency (Seiter, 2021), the narration under observation resulted
actually effective and consistent in capturing the ‘spirit of the place’ (Haukeland, 2017), here
intending the most countries in the world living the COVID-19 pandemic within the broader
context of the post-trust society (Löfstedt, 2005). We privileged this observation placed in
a pre-vaccination context to highlight the most part of health emergency that the COVID-19
has been meaning over the world since the very starting moment. So far, such an observation
is missing in literature, but might biased somehow because the Authors may have excluded
some terms and, conversely, focused on certain issues. Anyway, basing on a appropriate set-
ting, Grey’s Anatomy has actually achieved the world record to be one of the first medical
dramas to have included extensive narrating of the emergency from the COVID-19 epidemic.
The true public health message we found in the analysed episodes is that such these hard-won
lessons may have the power to change how we build health and care for years to come. Along-
side the challenges and traumas experienced during the pandemic, beside high levels of fear
among people, these are the reasons for hope, in the way that many international organiza-
tions have been claiming in the past decades, demonstrating that to tackle effectively public
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health emergencies it is not enough just to bridge the divide between health and social care.
Conversely, to gain health we need that communities have been collaborating, partnering, and
supporting each other to do what one sector could never do as effectively on its own. Such
complex reasoning appears even more relevant now that the dominant discussion issue is the
vaccination.

Academia Letters, December 2021

Corresponding Author: Valentina Possenti, valentina.possenti@iss.it
Citation: Possenti, V., Serra, D. (2021). Narrating the COVID-19 Pandemic by Medical Drama: the Case of
Grey’s Anatomy. Academia Letters, Article 4456. https://doi.org/10.20935/AL4456.

6

©2021 by the authors — Open Access — Distributed under CC BY 4.0



References

Action plan on Science in Society related issues in Epidemics and Total Pandemics. (2015).
ASSET Strategic Plan.

Centers for Disease prevention and Control (CDC). (2020, March 2). Interim Guidance:
Public Health Communicators Get Your Community Ready for Coronavirus Disease 2019
(COVID-19).

Cox, C. L. (2020). ‘Healthcare Heroes’: problems with media focus on heroism from health-
care workers during the COVID-19 pandemic. J Med Ethics. 46(8): 510–513.

Crosier, A., Mcvey, D., and French, J. (2014). By failing to prepare you are preparing to
fail: lessons from the 2009 H1N1 ‘swine flu’ pandemic. Journal of Public Health, 1–5.
Oxford University Press on behalf of the European Public Health Association.

European Center for Disease prevention and Control (ECDC). (2018, June 20). HEPSA
health emergency preparedness self-assessment tool.

Expert Group on Science, H1N1 and Society (HEG) (2011). Science, H1N1 and society:
Towards a more pandemic-resilient society.

Gladstone, R. (2020, Septemeber 22). Trump Demands U.N. Hold China to Account for
Coronavirus Pandemic. The New York Times.

Gold, J. A., Wong, K. K., Szablewski, C. M., et al. (2020, March). Characteristics and Clini-
cal Outcomes of Adult Patients Hospitalized with COVID-19 — Georgia. MMWR Morb
Mortal Wkly Rep 2020;69:545–550.

Hallam, J. (2009). Grey’s Anatomy: scalpels, sex and stereotypes. Medical Humanities.
35:60-61.

Haukeland, J. (2017). The role of citizens in epidemic preparedness and response. ASSET
Paper series 6. Zadig srl, Rome, Italy, pp. 6–10.

Infanti, J., Sixsmith, J., Barry, M. M., Núñez-Córdoba, J., Oroviogoicoechea-Ortega, C.,
Guillén-Grima, F. (2013). A literature review on effective risk communication for the
prevention and control of communicable diseases in Europe. Stockholm: ECDC.

Killerby, M. E., Link-Gelles, R., Haight, S. C., et al. (2020). Characteristics Associated
with Hospitalization Among Patients with COVID-19 — Metropolitan Atlanta, Georgia,

Academia Letters, December 2021

Corresponding Author: Valentina Possenti, valentina.possenti@iss.it
Citation: Possenti, V., Serra, D. (2021). Narrating the COVID-19 Pandemic by Medical Drama: the Case of
Grey’s Anatomy. Academia Letters, Article 4456. https://doi.org/10.20935/AL4456.

7

©2021 by the authors — Open Access — Distributed under CC BY 4.0



March–April 2020. MMWR Morb Mortal Wkly Rep.

Löfstedt, R. E. (2005). Risk Management in Post-Trust Societies. Palgrave –MacMillan.

Mehta, S., Machado, F., Kwizera, A., Papazian, L., Moss M., Azoulay, E., Herridge, M.
(2021). COVID-19: a heavy toll on health-care workers. Lancet Respir Med.

Menadue, C. B., Giselsson, K., Guez, D. (2020) An Empirical Revision of the Definition of
Science Fiction: It Is All in the Techne. Sage Open. 2020 Research Article.

Millet, G. A., Jones, A. T., Benkeser, D., et al. (2020). Assessing Differential Impacts of
COVID-19 on Black Communities. Ann Epidemiol. 47:37-44.

PASSI and PASSI d’Argento National Working Group. (2020 December). PASSI and PASSI
d’Argento and COVID-19 pandemic. First National Report on results from the COVID
module. Rome: Istituto Superiore di Sanità.

Possenti, V., De Mei, B., Scardetta, P., Kurchatova, A., Green, M., Drager, K. H., et al.(2018).
The ASSET research project as a tool for increased levels of preparedness and response
to public health emergencies. In Responsible Research and Innovation Actions in Science
Education, Gender and Ethics - Cases and Experiences, Chapter 9. Springer Briefs in
Research and Innovation Governance, Cham, Switzerland, pp. 65-78.

Price-Haygood, E. G., Burton, J., Fort, D., Seoane, L. (2020). Hospitalization and Mortality
among Black Patients and White Patients with Covid-19. N Engl J Med.

Reynolds, B., Crouse Quinn, S. (2008). Effective Communication During an Influenza Pan-
demic: The Value of Using a Crisis and Emergency Risk Communication Framework.
Health Promotion Practice.

Seiter, C. R., & Brophy, N. S. (2021). Social Support and Aggressive Communication on
Social Network Sites during the COVID-19 Pandemic. Health Communication, 36(4).

Serrone, R. O, Weinberg JA, Goslar PW, et al. (2018). Grey’s Anatomy effect: television
portrayal of patients with trauma may cultivate unrealistic patient and family expectations
after injury. Trauma Surgery & Acute Care;3:e000137.

Stokes, E. K., Zambrano, L. D., Anderson, K. N., et al. (2020, January 22–May 30). Coro-
navirus Disease 2019 Case Surveillance United States. MMWR Morb Mortal Wkly Rep
2020;69:759–765.

Academia Letters, December 2021

Corresponding Author: Valentina Possenti, valentina.possenti@iss.it
Citation: Possenti, V., Serra, D. (2021). Narrating the COVID-19 Pandemic by Medical Drama: the Case of
Grey’s Anatomy. Academia Letters, Article 4456. https://doi.org/10.20935/AL4456.

8

©2021 by the authors — Open Access — Distributed under CC BY 4.0



Studarus, L. (2020, November 11). How ‘Grey’s Anatomy’ Is Taking on Covid in Season 17.
Shondaland.

The Lancet. COVID-19: fighting panic with information. (2020, February 22–28). Lancet.
Editorial Volume 395, Issue 10224, Page 537.

Torgerson T, Khojasteh J, Vassar M. (2020). Public Awareness for a Sexual Assault Hotline
Following a Grey’s Anatomy Episode. JAMA Intern Med.;180(3):456–458.

United States Department of Health and Human Services. (2008). Analysis of Risk Com-
munication Strategies and Approaches with At-Risk Populations to Enhance Emergency
Preparedness, Response, and Recovery Final Report, WR-598-HHS.

United States Department of Health and Human Services. (2020). Social Determinants of
Health.

World Health Organization. (2020, February 24). Coronavirus disease technical guidance:
Risk communication and community engagement. A guide to preventing and addressing
social stigma associated with COVID-19.

World Health Organization. (2020, December). A year without precedent: WHO’s COVID-
19 response.

Academia Letters, December 2021

Corresponding Author: Valentina Possenti, valentina.possenti@iss.it
Citation: Possenti, V., Serra, D. (2021). Narrating the COVID-19 Pandemic by Medical Drama: the Case of
Grey’s Anatomy. Academia Letters, Article 4456. https://doi.org/10.20935/AL4456.

9

©2021 by the authors — Open Access — Distributed under CC BY 4.0


