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ABSTRACT

Traditionally, television shows were aired with a fixed schedule that enabled viewers to consume 
one episode at a time. However, due to online streaming television platforms such as Netflix and 
others, audiences have gained full control and accessibility on the amount of media they consume, 
enabling them to view more than three episodes back-to-back in a single session which is commonly 
identified as “binge-watching”. This escalating new norm of watching television series on streaming 
television platforms is shifting the way media is being consumed. Therefore, the current research 
investigates the binge-watching phenomenon to explore the reasons behind it and its implications 
on university students in Malaysia using a qualitative approach. Based on the active audience 
concept, the framework of the study was constructed to act as a guide for the researcher.  A total 
of 16 participants joined mini-focus group discussions that were designed to study binge-watching 
behaviour. A thematic analysis was then conducted to examine the collected data. The reasons behind 
binge-watching include entertainment, engagement, relaxation, and escapism. Additionally, numerous 
psychological and social binge-watching implications were identified. The psychological implications 
(physical and emotional) include dizziness, fatigue, severe attachment to a viewed series, as well as 
a void, loneliness, and emptiness after binge-watching sessions. While social implications include 
procrastination, lack of productivity, and ignorance of others. However, it was noted that all binge-
watching implications reported are temporary, and overall, binge-watching is considered a rewarding 
activity for viewers.
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INTRODUCTION

The ease of accessibility and availability of streaming television has changed the commonly 
known traditional television viewing trends. As more people shift to online streaming 
platforms, new norms and patterns of media viewing such as binge-watching arise. Pittman 
and Sheehan (2015) argued that the twenty-first century has experienced a radical shift in 
media consumption due to binge-watching. Thus, watching episodes back-to-back is now 
the new norm of watching television (Flayelle, Maurage & Billieux, 2017). 

The culture of binge-watching is altering the way traditional television is conceived 
and perceived today (Steiner & Xu, 2018). With more control given to the consumers of 
online media, the viewer is now able to determine his/her own flexible media consumption 
schedule (Panda & Pandey, 2017). Plenty of internet streaming television platforms such 
as Netflix, Hulu, Amazon Prime and HBO GO, have flourished over recent years, granting 
easy accessibility to media and encouraging subscribers to binge-watch their favourite shows 
(Sung, Kang, & Lee, 2018).  Furthermore, platforms such as Netflix tend to release entire 
seasons of television series in one day to secure the viewership which leads to audiences 
indulging in binge-watching (Sung et al., 2018).

“Binge” is a term commonly associated with intensified and time-consuming 
experiences that usually occur due to depression and loneliness; however, in the case of 
binge-watching, it is argued that it may have positive effects rather than solely negative 
ones (Sung et al., 2018). Jenner (2016) argued that binge-watching is a personalised act, as 
the binging behaviour is most likely to differ from one individual to another. Even though 
binge-watching is no longer perceived as a rare behaviour, the reasons behind it (motives), 
patterns, consequences, and effects are yet to be extensively explored, specifically in the 
Malaysian demographic. 

In 2017, Malaysia was ranked first in the list of top Asian binge-watching countries 
according to a Netflix survey (“Netflix: Malaysians”, 2017). Moreover, 80% of Malaysian 
Netflix subscribers proclaimed binge-watching in public, landing Malaysia among the top 
five countries globally to indulge in binge-watching on Netflix (Kaur, 2018). The binge-
watching culture has dramatically spread among Asian countries; thus, making it crucial 
to better understand this new behaviour in television viewing. 

Further, university students are more likely to engage in binge-watching 
behaviour more than adults as explained by Griffee in 2013; this is due to the flexibility 
of time and schedule of university students when compared to adults (as cited in 
Wheeler, 2015).

Due to the vitality of exploring the interpersonal traits linked to binge-watching 
and to acquire an in-depth understanding of the psychological and individual reasons 
behind this behaviour, a qualitative approach was adopted for this study. Additionally, 
the study identified the implications of binge-watching in the lives of university students 
from the psychological and social aspects. Therefore, this study attempts to understand the 
binge-watching phenomenon with the following research objectives: 

1. To explore the reasons behind the binge-watching behaviour among university
students.

2. To delve into the psychological implications of the binge-watching behaviour for
university students.

3. To identify the social implications of the binge-watching behaviour for university
students.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

The new norm of media viewing: Binge-watching
Video on demand (VOD) services and online media streaming networks upended the 
traditional fixed scheduled norm of media broadcasting. Viewers now can access and 
watch a complete television series all at once (Trouleau, Ashkan, Ding, & Eriksson, 2016). 

In recent years, the media consumption patterns, and quality experienced a dramatic 
shift due to rapid advancements in information and communication technologies (ICT) 
(Shim & Kim, 2017). With just an internet connection or a portable media device, media 
consumers can now have unlimited access to their favourite media at any time and place, 
encouraging them to participate in marathon viewing commonly referred to as “binge-
watching” (Shim & Kim, 2017). Watching episodes back-to-back is no longer a new trend 
of media viewing but has become the norm (Flayelle et al., 2017).

Media marathoning has long been a practice of television viewers over decades; 
however, media marathoning is predetermined by the television schedule while binging is 
more automated based on the viewer’s schedule and selection (Upreti, Merikivi, Bragge, & 
Malo, 2017). 

Moving away from traditional cable television, binge-watchers, especially college 
students, depend on online streaming video platforms such as Netflix, Hulu, HBO GO, 
and other third-party websites to fulfil their media consumption needs (Dandamudi 
& Sathiyaseelan, 2018). This facilitates access to unlimited television shows and 
movies that ncourages college students to engage in marathon-viewing behaviour which 
is commonly referred to as binge-watching (Dandamudi & Sathiyaseelan, 2018). 

Motivations of binge-watching  
Pittman and Sheehan (2015) noted that individual psychological motivations contribute 
to the binge-watching behaviour. These psychological motivations can be segregated 
into five different factors which are engagement, relaxation, pastime, hedonism, and social. 
Additionally, Dandamudi and Sathiyaseelan (2018), claimed that boredom, stress, 
loneliness, social engagement, habit, and addiction could all act as motivations for binge-
watching.  

In the transition state between school and college life, students face numerous 
new changes in their life; therefore, their psychological state experiences various 
challenges such as loneliness, and binge-watching offers them a way to fulfill their 
social interaction needs (Dandamudi & Sathiyaseelan, 2018). Scholars argue that 
binge-watching has a social value as it provides younger generations a topic for social 
interactions, which in turn, motivates college students to participate more in binge-
watching in order to socialise more with their friends (Dandamudi & Sathiyaseelan, 
2018). Subsequently, numerous binge-watchers create parasocial relationships (PSR) 
with the characters of the shows they are binging. Parasocial relationships are 
illusionary affairs that are created between viewers and television characters, where the 
viewer forms a mental and emotional one-way bond with a television character 
(Hassim, Jayasainan, & Khalid, 2019). The creation of these parasocial relationships 
through binge-watching provides students a sense of belonging and a substitute for 
real-life relationships (Dandamudi & Sathiyaseelan, 2018).

Overall, engagement is reported as the strongest motivation for binge-
watching. Moreover, engagement proved to be the only predictor of viewing frequency 
as the more engaged the viewer is with the story, the higher the tendency to binge-
watch (Pittman & Sheehan, 2015). On the contrary, other motivations such as pastime 
and relaxation are not significant predictors of the binge-watching behaviour, which 
further underpins the strength of the engagement motive (Pittman & Sheehan, 2015).
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The psychological and social implications of binge-watching
In comparison to other binging activities, viewers claim that binge-watching is a harmless 
behaviour that has no physical side effects (Devasagayam, 2014). However, Ramayan, 
Estella, and Abu Bakar (2018) argued that any binging activity may result in health 
concerns and binge-watching is no different. Likewise, Shim, Lim, Jung, and Shin (2018) 
reported that viewers who indulge in binge-watching tend to suffer from negative effects as 
binge-viewing is similar to the concept of “heavy” viewing of traditional television which 
has been linked to numerous negative consequences. 

Due to the similar nature of heavy television viewing and binge-watching, the side 
effects of binge-watching might be mentally related, for example, the viewer’s ability to 
socially communicate with others, a high possibility of developing heart diseases or other 
physical health problems (Devasagayam, 2014). Similarly, Karmarkar and Kruger (2016) 
reported that those who indulge in longer screen time and binge-watching suffer from 
excessive stress, anxiety, and depression. Binge-watching might also provoke various effects 
on moods and emotions resulting in undesirable emotions (Sung et al., 2018). Binging 
viewers tend to also suffer from eating disorders, depressive symptoms, and decreased self-
confidence (Ahmed, 2017). However, binge-watching has become a normal routine for 
college students, as 60% of the binge-watching college students admitted that the more 
they watch a show, the more addicted they become (Dandamudi & Sathiyaseelan, 2018). 

Certain binge-watchers suffer from withdrawal symptoms after finishing a binged 
show, in addition to experiencing mood swings, emptiness, depression, and emotional 
fatigue due to the plot of the series (Wheeler, 2015). As a result, the binger experiences 
a lasting emotional impact that leads to passivity and an inability to focus on their lives 
(Ahmed, 2017). Overall, binge-watching has negative consequences on the social life of 
viewers as they suffer from laziness, become less productive, and ignore other aspects of 
their lives (Ciaramella & Biscuiti, 2014). 

Based on the literature review analysis conducted above, it is noted that most of 
the studies on binge-watching were exploratory due to the newness of the behaviour. Past 
scholars focused mainly on identifying binge-watching behaviour and its motivations 
with very few examining its implications. Furthermore, a major segment of the literature 
was conducted and analysed in the Western context with very limited research in the 
Asian demographic. Moreover, the adaptation of a qualitative approach to examine the 
elements and impacts underlying this new behaviour in television viewing is comparatively 
inadequate. 

In the Malaysian demographic, studies related to binge-watching are relatively new. 
In 2018, Ramayan and team investigated the impact of binge-watching on interpersonal 
communications among DCLA students at Sunway University. Their study adopted a 
qualitative approach towards understanding the students' binge-watching behaviour by 
using a purposive sampling technique and adopting the users and gratifications theoretical 
framework. Their study concluded that students tend to binge-watch to gratify certain 
desires such as entertainment, escapism, social, character and educational needs. 

This study, on the other hand, attempts to explore the different aspects of the binge-
watching behaviour by studying a sample of students from different Malaysian universities 
to discover and deeply understand the reasons and feelings experienced by binge-watchers 
as well as examine its psychological and social implications on them.  

The active audience concept
The dynamics of media consumption are changing due to the technological advancements 
of the 21st century (Napoli, 2008).  The advent of Television 2.0 which refers to media that 
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is uploaded and viewed on streaming television platforms such as Netflix and others, has 
given viewers control over when, where, and how they consume the media (Napoli, 2008).

According to an article by Monalise Dani in Business World (2018), audiences 
nowadays are more eager to explore the variety of media content and streaming television 
platforms. They are no longer passive viewers who solely consume the media presented 
to them through traditional television broadcasting systems. Dani argues that this 
phenomenon is becoming undoubtedly prevalent throughout the globe and across several 
audience groups (2018). Audiences are active viewers of streaming television which acts as a 
representation of “pull” entertainment, where viewers can make choices about the content 
they wish to consume (Gilbert, 2019). The shift from traditional broadcast television to a 
pull-based system, where the audience is fully active and the media consumption primarily 
caters to their demands, encourages binge-watching (Gilbert, 2019). Audiences tend 
to get hooked on online television platforms due to their ability to construct an embrace  
the vast media database that is being offered instead of being confined to a fixed schedule 
(Gilbert, 2019). 

The ability of the audience to engage with the media content can be attributed to 
the active audience concept.  The audience, in this regard, is seen actively creating meaning 
from their media consumption activities. Hall, Hobson, Lowe, and Willis (1980) argued 
that the active audience not only receives the media content but is also actively involved 
in interpreting the messages within their personal and social contexts. The active audience 
concept recognises how social and daily experiences affect the way media content is read, 
interpreted and how audiences respond to it.  For this reason, the concept of active audience 
is used to understand the various ways in which students with different social backgrounds 
relate to their binge-watching activity and the implications it has on them.

Livingstone (2000) in her research on television and active audience argued that 
the audience engages with the mass media through three main aspects. Firstly, to obtain 
significant and logical messages from the media, audiences ought to initially interpret what 
they see. Secondly, the audience delves into their interpretations to come up with a variety 
of understandings from the same content. Lastly, the viewing experience acts as a crossing 
point between the media (and how the audiences comprehend it) and the way it affects 
their lives. 

Streaming television platforms have increased and enhanced audience autonomy 
resulting in a “devastating” control over media consumption (Napoli, 2008). Thus, based 
on the previously mentioned arguments, streaming television audiences are considered as 
active audiences as they are fully in charge of their media selection in terms of the watching 
experience and the content being viewed. Binge-watching is a series-viewing style that is 
practised by many streaming television audiences in Malaysia and across the globe. Binge-
watching audiences are undeniably active audiences that have personalised preferences of 
media consumption and subsequently, form their own interpretations. 

Hence, it is fundamental for researchers to address the binge-watching phenomenon 
through a qualitative approach by conducting discussions and interviews, to obtain an in-
depth understanding on the binge-watching viewing experience, the reasons behind it and 
how the audience interpretations can affect their lives in terms of the implications that 
might affect the viewers' well-being, either psychologically or socially. 

METHODOLOGY

Before initiating the focus groups, a background survey was distributed among different 
universities across Malaysia to gather the basic features and information on the nature of 
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binge-watching among Malaysian students. Through the survey, the researchers were able to 
identify the binge-watching audience using a filter question: “How many episodes of a series do 
you usually watch in one sitting?” The participants who answered three or more episodes were 
automatically classified as binge-watchers and were eligible to participate in the focus group. 

After identifying potential participants, three pilot focus groups were conducted 
prior to the actual study groups. These pilot focus groups were to test the clarity and 
sequence of the focus group questions, the harmony of the group composition, and to 
assess and state the number of groups needed to reach the data saturation level.

At the pilot stage, it was found that respondents’ demographics such as gender, 
age and ethnicity were not significant contributors to any aspects related to the binge-
watching behaviour. However, to ensure the balance and accuracy of the sample, an equal 
number of female and male participants (two female mini-focus groups and two male 
mini-focus groups) were recruited to take part in the study. Overall, the participants were 
chosen purposively based on the primary criteria of being a binge-watcher (watch three or 
more episodes of the same series in a single watching session on a regular basis through a 
streaming television platform).

For the actual study, 16 participants consisting of both female and male students who 
are binge-watchers were recruited to join the focus group discussions. The participants were 
divided into four mini focus groups consisting of four participants in each group. Groups 
1 and 2 were made up of female students aged 19–25 years old. Meanwhile, Groups 3 and 
4 were made up of all male students aged between 20–28. The duration for the focus group 
discussion was between one and a half to two hours. The discussions were designed to explore 
the participants’ binge-watching behaviour, the reasons behind it and its implications.

Table 1. Group 1

Participant 
ID

Gender Age Number of episodes watched in 
one sitting

Awareness of the term 
“binge-watching”

Carrena Female 25 Over three episodes Aware

Jamie Female 25 Over three episodes Aware

Imelda Female 25 Three episodes Aware

Natasha Female 23 Over three episodes Aware

Table 2. Group 2

Participant 
ID

Gender Age Number of episodes watched in 
one sitting

Awareness of the term 
“binge-watching”

Yasmin Female 19 Three episodes Aware

Juliana Female 21 Over three episodes Unaware

Pei Pei Female 19 Three episodes Aware

JoJo Female 21 Over three episodes Aware

Table 3. Group 3

Participant 
ID

Gender Age Number of episodes watched in 
one sitting

Awareness of the term 
“binge-watching”

Farid Male 28 Over three episodes Aware

Sam Male 26 Over three episodes Aware

Ray Male 26 Over three episodes Unaware

Lawrence Male 28 Over three episodes Unaware 
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Table 4: Group 4

Participant 
ID

Gender Age Number of episodes watched in 
one sitting

Awareness of the term 
“binge-watching”

Titus Male 24 Three episodes No

Niresh Male 21 Over three episodes No

Edmund Male 21 Over three episodes Maybe

Ammar Male 20 Over three episodes Yes

According to Morgan (1997), smaller focus groups are an optimal choice for 
researchers who aim to deeply understand participants’ opinions towards a certain topic 
as it gives each respondent a chance to talk and share more on the addressed matter. A 
thematic approach was adapted to analyse the data collected. A systematic approach 
was adopted to analyse the data which include familiarisation; identifying a thematic 
framework; indexing; charting; mapping, and interpretation. 

RESULTS 

Based on the findings of the focus groups, participants from the four focus groups generally 
explained that they tend to binge-watch to satisfy, entertain, de-stress, and immerse 
themselves in a series. Binge-watching is a rewarding and enjoyable activity for them. The 
findings across the groups were quite similar with only a few details differing from one 
viewer to another.

A spectrum of binge-watching implications was revealed during the discussions. 
Binge-watching had psychological side effects on those who indulge in it  such as tiredness, 
headache, dizziness, body fatigue, feelings of insignificance and severe attachment to the 
binged shows that results in a void, emptiness, and loneliness. Social implications were 
also detected such as ignorance of others, procrastination, and low productivity levels. 
Through the thematic analysis that was conducted, two main themes and six categories 
were identified (refer to Table 5). 

Table 5. Themes and categorisation

Themes Binge-watching experience Binge-watching implications
Categories 1) Entertainment and Immersion

2) Series Characteristics
3) Social

1) Psychological Implications
2) Social Implications
3) Addiction

A) Binge-watching experience
Firstly, the research intended to find out: Why do university students engage in binge-
watching? By looking into the reasons that encourage the audience to engage in binge-
watching behaviour and the feelings that they encounter while binging their shows, the 
study found three main reasons why university students engage in binge-watching as 
presented below.

1) Entertainment and immersion
Viewers tend to binge-watch to achieve immersion and to entertain themselves. Additionally, 
their motivations for binge-watching were deeply interrelated with achieving a feeling of
entertainment. For example, when the participants were asked to share their feelings while
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binge-watching their favourite show or why they binge-watch in general, they stated that 
binge-watching helps them to de-stress, makes them feel happy and provides an escape from 
daily routines. They also stated that they are motivated to binge-watch a show to immerse 
better in it, as it enhances their watching experience and creates an illusion of being inside 
the series. When participants were asked why they generally like to binge-watch, they said:

“This is my door to unstress myself. Because when we are doing something like 
working, it is too much stress during work so I must have something to relieve 
from stress and scatter my thoughts.”  (Loubna, female, 25 years old)

“It is a distraction from our jobs and life.” (Asyraf, male, 26 years old)

Other participants who talked about binging their favourite series said:

“I didn’t feel that happy in a while and I didn’t feel that excitement in a 
while.” (Yasmin, female, 19 years old)

“Because it makes me happy and relax because when I am doing assignments, I 
am stressed, then when I watch the drama at night, it makes me relax and enjoy 
the TELEVISION show.” (Edmund, male, 24 years old)

Several participants stated that immersion was one of the key reasons for their 
binge-watching behaviour as depicted in the following excerpts: 

“I don’t really have a genre; I just watch anything that makes me immerse in 
it.” (Lee, male, 23 years old)

“My latest is a Korean drama, Crash Landing On You. So, when I watch that 
series, I feel like I am Captain Ri, because the actress is so beautiful, so I 
feel like ahhh. The plot and the scriptwriting is very nice.” 

 (Ammar, male, 20 years old)

“For me, I got Sony headphones with noise cancellation, so I just close my 
door and lock it. I feel like I am in the drama, I like to feel that. The feeling is 
very important to me. If I feel that and I am in the mood, I am going to watch 
it straight away.” (Ali, male, 23 years old)

In general, audiences tend to immerse in a certain series as they aim to establish a 
connection with the series being viewed and to entertain themselves as well as achieve a 
sense of relaxation and escapism from daily routine. In other words, binge-watching acts 
as a liberating experience for the viewers. 

2) Series characteristics
Features such as complex narratives and quality shows play an important role in 
the audience’s viewing frequency. Participants indicated that the plot is the most 
important aspect that motivates them to watch a certain show. Plot twists are also 
considered an essential feature. Furthermore, the characters also act as an additional 
factor that intensifies attachment to the show, as some viewers tend to choose series 
based on the lead actor/actresses. Additionally, it was deducted that genre was another key 



103

aspect that encourages viewers to binge on shows. 

“I usually watch because of the plot.” (Danesh, male, 23 years old)

“Yes, the plot is very important.” (Asyraf, male, 26 years old) 

“I like to watch thriller also, the more plot twists the more I like.” 
  (Loubna, female, 25 years old)

“I will talk about Narcos because I said earlier, I like Pablo Escobar as a 
person. So, the show is based on a true story. So, I just like him, so I do a lot of 
research before I watch that show, I watch the documentary, what is he gonna 
do, so I watch the series because I wanna know if the documentary and the 
series are the same or not.” (Ali, male, 23 years old)

“I think I like Hotel de Luna, the hero and heroine are both my favourites.”                   
(Lubna, female, 24 years old)

“Sci-fi is really because it is something that is out of my imagination, it’s like 
I couldn’t think that it is possible, like you can travel in parallel and something 
new, mind-blowing and for the documentary, I could see what is actually the 
dark side of the world.”  (Titus, male, 24 years old)

In other words, series characteristics such as genre, storyline and leading actors play 
an important role in the viewing preferences of binge-watchers and the factors that lead 
them to continue binge-watching. The top most watched genres among the participants 
were action, thriller, mystery, and romance. 

3) Social
Social factors such as friends’ recommendations, the popularity of a show in a certain
society, sharing, and discussing a topic with other viewers were some of the predominant
motivations for binge-watching. A total of 14 out of 16 participants stated that they
socialise and share their binge-watching experiences with others.

“When I binge-watch with my husband, it is really a good experience for us 
because so many times we stop and speak about it and after we finish, we think, 
oh what is gonna happen after this.” (Alaa, female, 25 years old)

“When I open Facebook, and some people are sharing about a nice drama, I 
will save the title. Then when I finish my series, I will type my title and directly 
watch the drama.” (Edmund, male, 24 years old)

Similarly, others stated their source of encouragement: 

“The hype around the series.” (Asyraf, male, 26 years old)

“I always socialise with my friends about the show I am watching” 
(Danesh, male, 23 years old)



104

Overall, the majority of the participants stated that they love sharing about the 
shows they binge with their friends or claimed that they watch certain shows based on 
friends’ recommendations. Only a few stated that they keep their binge-watching experience 
to themselves. It is obvious that one aspect of binge-watching is the sharing with others 
and encouraging others to watch their favourite show.

B) Binge-watching implications
Apart from determining why students indulge in binge watching, this study also intends 
to uncover the implications of binge-watching activities experienced by the focus group 
participants. The study found that there are significant implications related to binge-
watching as discussed next.

1) Psychological implications
Participants were asked a set of questions to uncover any possible psychological implications 
of binge-watching on both their physical and emotional well-being. Overall, a total of
15 out of 16 participants stated that they experienced short-term physical side effects,
especially after engaging in long binge-watching sessions. The physical side effects included
dizziness, fatigue, sore eyes, lack of nutrition as they tend to skip meals, or generally being
sleep deprived.

“I feel like my eyes are really painful, it is very hot, like having an indirect 
headache.” (Yasmin, female, 19 years old)

“I feel tired and sticky and hungry and yes hungry.” (JoJo, female, 21 years old)

“I feel like kinda very tired, especially my eyes, and my whole body feels sticky 
because I didn’t wash my hair for like a week, so I feel very sticky.” 

(Pei Pei, female, 19 years old)

“I still feel physical side effects like dizziness and sore eyes, tiredness and 
fatigue but I cannot watch like 10 hours because I have to do something, I have 
to move. Maybe I watch the 4 hours in the morning, then I go relax, then I do 
4 hours at night.” (Shafiqa, female, 25 years old) 

Interestingly, only one participant reported that he did not experience any physical 
side effects. As he would binge-watch in intervals in between his work, he is uncertain about 
the cause of tiredness. When asked about experiencing any physical side effects, he stated: 

“No, I don’t think so. Usually, I don’t feel sleepy if the show is good... I am 
not sure if it is from binge-watching or working but I wouldn’t blame binge-
watching. I never blame binge-watching.” (Danesh, male, 23 years old)

Additionally, it was observed that the participants experienced a wide range of 
emotional effects after their binge-watching sessions, depending on the content of the 
series they viewed. 

“I feel empty, then I feel lonely, then it brings me down.” 
 (Shafiqa, female, 25 years old)



105

“For me, I don’t take a break, because I wanted that feeling to stay on when 
I stand up and I feel like I am here, I am in my bedroom, sad, lonely and 
depressed with my computer. Yeah, it is like you are in there, you feel like you 
are in that movie. So, I would search for a new show straight away.”

(Jojo, female, 21 years old)

“I felt sad and very frustrated, and my body was very tired. I need to digest 
because the plot twist is very hard. Then after I finished, I uninstall Netflix. I 
felt very tired and I took I think two days to move on from the story and to get 
over it. I even called my friend to talk about that. I felt emotionally disturbed 
like I am hallucinating.” (Ali, male, 23 years old) 

“I will feel really empty and then I feel like this happened in real life, so I 
just can’t get over it, so it is lonely and sad, it is like a disgusting feeling… 
sometimes it really bothers me like you are broken up or something.”

(Yasmin, female, 19 years old)

To conclude, the participants admitted that they suffered from physical and 
emotional implications after their extreme binge-watching sessions. The physical side effects 
experienced included being tired, exhaustion, fatigue, sore eyes, dizziness, and being sleep 
deprived. As for emotional effects, the participants felt hung up on a show, experienced a 
void or plot-based emotions such as anger, unsatisfaction, unhappiness, “traumatised” or 
experienced some undesirable emotions due to being overly attached to the show. However, 
all participants insisted that the physical and emotional effects as a result of their binge-
watching behaviour is merely temporary and thus, do not mind tolerating them. 

2) Social implications
The second category established through the data analysis looks at social implications
caused by binge-watching to answer: In what ways does binge-watching impact university
students from the social aspects? The thematic analysis revealed that due to excessive
binge-watching, some binge-watchers suffered from social consequences such as ignorance,
procrastination, and avoidance of others to binge-watch more. Some participants stated
that binge-watching affected their relationship with others. Additionally, 7 out of 16
participants admitted that they always end up procrastinating as they binge-watch.

“I keep watching the series and I didn’t see my mum for two days, so my mum 
was very angry.” (Ali, male, 23 years old)

“Sometimes my boyfriend gets angry because I am binge-watching and ignoring 
him.” (Lorraine, female, 25 years old)

“For me, when I am watching drama, I won’t reply to people’s messages. I think 
it is normal for everybody and then I forgot and some messages are like five 
days ago and then I am so sorry I didn’t see them because I was watching my 
shows.” (Pei Pei, female, 19 years old)
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Further, two participants complained that they faced problems due to other binge-
watchers around them.

“Back in the past I used to watch with my parents so when we watch the series, 
they get themselves too immersed in it and they think it is a real situation and 
suddenly, I get scolded.”  (Lee, male, 24 years old)

Likewise, one participant had this to say about her husband who is a binge-watcher: 

“I feel very jealous when he goes in deep and binge-watches his stuff… I feel 
like he is neglecting me.” (Alaa, female, 25 years old)

A few participants admitted that their productivity levels were affected due to 
binge-watching: 

“Sometimes I am thinking about it and I wanna go and see what is happening; 
somehow it does affect my productivity because at the end of the day, I have 
done nothing.” (Shafiqa, female, 25 years old)

“I lose the time that I need to do other stuff.” (Juliana, female, 22 years old)

Additionally, the participants experienced some social consequences due to binge-
watching such as misunderstandings with family members and partners as a result of 
neglect or lack of socialisation and communication when they become too engaged in 
binge-watching. However, one participant claimed that he was not intentionally ignoring 
his surroundings, but that he was too absorbed and immersed in his series to notice his 
surroundings. Additionally, some of the participants confessed that they sometimes 
procrastinate and delay their work to binge-watch.

3) Addiction
Additionally, a third category was added under binge-watching implications to gather
some insights of the possibility of experiencing addictive traits that are related with binge-
watching. To investigate whether binge-watching might have an addictive nature or not,
participants were asked one question: “Do you consider yourself  as a series addict?”

“When I am watching, I am an addict but when I stop, I am ok.” 
(Ammar, male, 20 years old)

“There is always this void of me wanting to find something to binge-watch.”
(Danesh, male, 23 years old)

 “I keep continuing to watch and it is so good, I can’t stop like cocaine.”      
(JoJo, female, 21 years old)

 “I feel like very sick of this series and I cannot stop; I must keep watching.” 
(Pei Pei, female, 19 years old) 

To summarise, when asked whether the participants considered themselves as series 
addicts, the majority denied and stated that they can usually control their binge-watching 
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cravings. Nevertheless, throughout the discussions, some participants described some 
instances where they binge-watched continuously for days and could not stop. Interestingly, 
participants insisted that they do not consider binge-watching as a harmful activity. 

DISCUSSION 

It can be deducted that the main reasons for binge-watching are plot of the show and 
the viewers’ desire for entertainment and immersion, followed by other characteristics 
of the series and social factors such as recommendations from friends and sharing. This 
finding corresponds with that of previous studies which found motivations for binge-
watching include psychological motivations such as engagement, relaxation and hedonism 
and boredom as well as social engagement (Pitman & Sheehan, 2015; Dandamudi & 
Sathiyaseelan, 2018) as well as  entertainment, engagement, series characteristics and social 
aspects. However, this study found that other reasons such as loneliness, construction of 
PSR (parasocial relationships) and achieving a sense of belonging are not significant 
motivations for the binge-watching behaviour, unlike what was previously reported by 
Dandamudi and Sathiyaseelan (2018).

In contrast to an earlier study that found engagement as the strongest motivation 
for the binge-watching behaviour (Pitman & Sheehan, 2015), the current study found that 
series characteristics such as plot, characters and cliff-hangers act as the most significant 
contributor/motivation for binge-watching.

The findings also reveal that viewers experience numerous psychological (physical 
and emotional) and social implications after long binge-watching sessions. Physical side 
effects include dizziness, exhaustion, fatigue, headache, and sore eyes while the emotional 
side effects are mainly related or influenced by the plot of the viewed series, as some 
experience anger, frustration, severe attachment to the story, void, loneliness, or emptiness 
after finishing a binged show. 

With regard to social implications, the study found that most binge-watchers 
procrastinate and delay their work to binge-watch more. Furthermore, some participants 
admitted that binge-watching wasted a lot of their time and decreased their productivity. 
Even more worrying was their admission of problems or small arguments with their family 
members/partners, due to their ignorance and their severe binge-watching behaviour. 
However, all participants contended that all the mentioned binge-watching implications 
were temporary side effects that faded within hours or over a couple of days.  

The negative effects of binge-watching are similar to that of heavy television viewing 
as stated by Shim et al. (2018). Correspondingly, the psychological and social implications 
identified in this study included fatigue, dizziness, lack of sleep, procrastination, and 
ignorance of others. However, the current study did not identify any other side effects such 
as stress, depressive symptoms, anxiety or decreased self-confidence as reported previously 
by Karmarkar and Kruger (2016) and Ahmed (2017). Nevertheless, some participants 
experienced mood swings and eating disorders as stated by Sung et al. (2018), Wheeler 
(2015), and Ahmed (2017), respectively. 

Throughout the group interview process, some addiction patterns emerged such 
as the inability to stop or control the duration and frequency of binge-watching sessions. 
However, almost all the participants insisted that binge-watching is not an addiction to 
them and that they can control their binge-watching. 

Overall, binge-watchers describe binge-watching as a rewarding activity that makes 
them feel happy, helps them to destress, and provides them an escape from their daily 
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routines which is aligned with the earlier studies such as Pittman and Sheehan (2015) and 
Devasagayam (2014) who explained binge-watching as an uplifting experience that helps 
viewers to de-stress, shut down their worries and provide a temporary escape from daily 
routines. 

CONCLUSION

The active audience concept that was adapted in this research, suits the main purpose 
of the study to explore the binge-watching phenomenon and its implications. The binge-
watching phenomenon refers to the current viewing experience that is facilitated by the 
autonomy given to the audiences of streaming television. This freedom and control have 
encouraged viewers to indulge in binge-watching behaviour. Subsequently, long exposure 
periods as a result of binge-watching affects the way media is interpreted, resulting in 
psychological and social implications on the audiences’ lives.

The findings reveal that the main reasons for binge-watching are to unwind, de-stress 
and break the monotony of daily life routine. Viewers binge-watch to deeply immerse in 
the series they watch. Further, binge-watching fulfils their sense of curiosity and 
entertains them. It is a thrilling activity that allows them to be fully engaged and 
become immersed in a series. 

Lastly, this study is an important contribution to the corpus of literature on binge-
watching with its rich subjective insights and fresh qualitative approach in the Malaysian 
context.  
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