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Popularisation Strategies of Medical 
Knowledge and Terminology in Chinese 
Medical TV Series: A Preliminary 
Investigation

Natalia F. Riva and Alessandro Vallati * 1 1

Università degli Studi di Milano (Italy)

doi: https://doi.org/10.7358/lcm-2025-002-riva

Abstract
Chinese medical television series (yiliaoju 医疗剧) operate as hybrid cultural 
artifacts blending entertainment with informal health education and convey-
ing social and moral values. These productions shape public perceptions of 
healthcare, trust in medical institutions, and doctor-patient relationships, 
while simultaneously serving as vehicles for the dissemination of specialised 
medical language. This study offers a preliminary investigation of the strategies 
employed by Chinese yiliaoju to popularise medical knowledge and terminol-
ogy, focusing on the 2024 series Live Surgery Room (Shoushu zhibo jian 手术直

播间). Using a qualitative approach, the analysis draws on a corpus comprising 
130 minutes of drama to explore how verbal and visual resources support com-
prehension of clinical concepts and practices. Within the framework of written 
popularisation discourse, eight strategies are identified and organized into 
four overarching categories: concept identification, linguistic re-elaboration, 
relational mapping, and contextualisation. When assessed against these criteria, 
the preliminary results demonstrate that the series operates through the inte-
grated use of verbal explanations, subtitles, visual didacticism, and immersive 
simulations to make complex medical phenomena accessible to non-specialist 
audiences, underscoring the potential of yiliaoju to mediate and disseminate 
specialised medical knowledge. 

	
11*  The article is the result of a joint research effort. In particular, sections 1 and 5 

were conceived and written collaboratively by both authors, Natalia F. Riva authored 
section 4 whereas Alessandro Vallati is the author of sections 2 and 3. 
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1.	 Introduction: scope and research objectives

In the People’s Republic of China (PRC), science popularisation (kexue 
puji 科学普及) is considered central to national modernisation and tech-
nological development. The 2024 revision of the Law on Science and 
Technology Popularisation (Zhonghua renmin gongheguo keji jishu puji fa 
中华人民共和国科学技术普及法) affirms its strategic role, emphasising the 
dissemination of specialised knowledge to foster scientific literacy and 
public engagement (MoST 2024; Bertulessi 2025). Within this frame-
work, the media are recognised as essential vehicles for science commu-
nication, tasked with the strategic mission of bridging expert discourse 
and mass audiences by leveraging their communicative power (Ren et al. 
2021). Medical TV dramas exemplify this mediating function. 

Scholarly literature suggests that medical TV series are not merely 
entertainment but cultural artifacts of societal influence: they shape 
public understanding of health issues and influence viewers’ behaviours 
and trust in medical institutions, framing perceptions of doctor-patient 
dynamics and other key societal relations, such as self-body, physician-
healthcare system, etc. (Chung 2014; Kohler et al. 2019; Pilz et al. 2020; 
Tian and Yoo 2020; Zago et al. 2024). They also function as informal 
pedagogical tools, disseminating specialised language through scripted 
dialogue and providing instructions for medical and non-medical learn-
ers (Kim and Kim 2019; Alahmari 2023; Yanagi et al. 2023). 

Because of this dual role, medical TV dramas have been studied 
across disciplines, from narrative analysis to healthcare communication 
and reception research (Sonego and Rocchi 2024). While much schol-
arship focuses on English-language series, such as ER, Grey’s Anatomy, 
and House, M.D. (Wicclair 2008; Ye and Ward 2010; Vignozzi 2020), 
interest is turning to how medical TV dramas in other contexts, includ-
ing China, communicate medical knowledge and broader cultural values 
(Chen 2019; Li 2022; Riva and Tarantino 2023; Riva 2025). Although 
terminology popularisation may not constitute their primary objective, 
their representation of medical procedures, doctor-patient exchanges, 
and professional discussions inevitably entails specialised vocabulary 
that shapes the audience’s familiarity with medicine. As mass-oriented 
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audiovisual products, medical dramas often require, or purposefully 
deploy, specific strategies to make technical discourse intelligible. In this 
sense, popularisation can be understood as a form of recontextualisation 
or intralingual translation, whereby specialised knowledge is reformu-
lated, simplified, or anchored in accessible linguistic, visual, and narra-
tive frames.

Building on these premises, this paper explores the role of Chinese 
medical TV series in health communication, with particular attention 
to their potential contribution to the popularisation of medical ter-
minology. Using the 2024 Chinese series Live Surgery Room (Shoushu 
zhibo jian 手术直播间, Youku/Alibaba Pictures) as a case study, it adopts a 
qualitative approach to investigate whether, and how, this show employs 
discursive strategies fostering the dissemination of medical knowledge 
and specialised language. The working hypothesis is that, given the 
specific affordances of both the genre (Chinese medical drama) and the 
medium (television), traditional mechanisms of popularisation may be 
adapted or at times replaced by alternative strategies shaped by multimo-
dality. After introducing the communicative and linguistic strategies in 
the popularisation of medical discourse, alongside the main features of 
Chinese medical terminology and its dissemination, the study outlines 
the characteristics of Chinese medical TV dramas and their regulatory 
context before applying the analytical framework to the series. In par-
ticular, it will be shown how, in the episodes analysed, the interaction 
between verbal and visual modes plays a crucial role in making medical 
knowledge accessible.

2.	 Communicative and linguistic strategies 
in the popularisation of medical discourse 

The increasing scholarly attention devoted to the dissemination of scien-
tific discourse has led to a reconceptualisation of popularisation as a pro-
cess of recontextualisation or intralingual translation, wherein knowl-
edge is reformulated across communicative settings while preserving 
its epistemological integrity (Bucchi 1996; Gotti 2014). Such recontex-
tualisation involves deliberate lexical and discursive adjustments aimed 
at managing terminological density and conceptual complexity without 
compromising accuracy. A substantial body of research examines the 
rhetorical and cognitive strategies employed to enhance accessibility in 
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popular science texts (Ciapuscio 2003; Gülich 2003; Calsamiglia and 
van Dijk 2004; Garzone 2006; Anesa and Fage-Butler 2015; Sterk et al. 
2023), often characterizing them as hybrid genres at the intersection of 
scientific norms, media conventions, and audience expectations. 

In the popularisation of medical discourse, linguistic strategies 
respond to the asymmetry in knowledge, beliefs, and values between 
experts and lay audiences. As a general rule, to offset the compactness 
and terminological density of specialised texts, popularised discourse 
tends to be more expansive, with lower lexical density, a predominantly 
expository mode, and reduced technicality. Concepts may be expressed 
more generally, technical terms replaced or supplemented with collo-
quial equivalents to foster reassurance, and sentence structures simpli-
fied to limit syntactic and informational complexity, thereby enhancing 
accessibility while preserving core accuracy (Garzone 2006, 88-91). This 
section outlines the specific strategies through which medical discourse 
is adapted for lay audiences, merging Garzone’s (2006), Boginskaya’s 
(2023), and Sterk and van Goch’s (2023) taxonomies, originally devel-
oped in the contexts of mass-media popularisation, online expert-lay 
interaction, and science journalism respectively.

Denomination or designation constitutes a fundamental approach 
in which new concepts, objects, or phenomena are introduced through 
neologisms or metaphoric expressions (Garzone 2006, 91-92). This strat-
egy often relies on linguistic markers such as jiaozuo 叫做 (called, known 
as), ye jiao 也叫 (also called), and chengwei 称为 (referred to as) to explicitly 
signal the introduction or clarification of specialised terms. 

Definition involves providing a succinct conceptual delimitation of a 
term by outlining its general and specific attributes such as composition, 
quantity, size, localisation, time, process, and functions (Calsamiglia and 
van Dijk 2004, 379). This strategy establishes a preliminary consensus 
with the audience and draws attention to salient features of the referent. 
Definitions are frequently articulated via juxtaposition, parenthetical 
remarks or footnotes to enhance clarity without disrupting the flow of 
the text. 

Reformulation or paraphrase refers to the restatement of complex or 
specialised discourse segments into simpler, more accessible language 
(Hyland 2007, 269). Such reformulations may appear within paren-
theses, dashes, quotes, as appositional constructions or introduced by 
reformulation markers and may draw on either contemporary usage or 
etymological insights (Gülich 2003, 238-240). Common reformula-
tion markers include ji 即 (that is, namely), huanyanzhi 换言之 (in other 
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words), huanjuhuashuo/jiang 换句话说/讲 (in other words), and ye jiu shi 
shuo 也就是说 (that is to say) (Sun, Herget, and Silvestro 2024), which 
facilitate cognitive processing and comprehension.

Explication consists in offering supplementary information that 
enriches the interlocutor’s knowledge base. By increasing the degree of 
shared understanding between expert and layperson, explication func-
tions as a deliberate effort to bridge epistemic gaps and facilitate effective 
communication (Garzone 2006, 97). 

Analogy and metaphorisation employ comparative mechanisms to 
relate unfamiliar medical concepts to known or more readily grasped 
referents. Metaphors, comparisons, and similes are particularly salient 
within this category, as their primary function is to render abstract or 
complex notions intelligible by framing them in terms of more familiar 
experiences (Lakoff and Johnson 1980, 5-10; Gülich 2003, 241-242). 
Typical linguistic cues include expressions such as he … yiyang 和…一样 
(same as) and leisi yu 类似于 (similar to). 

Generalisation entails extending the applicability of a proposition 
to encompass a broader category or set (Calsamiglia and van Dijk 2004, 
383; Garzone 2006, 96). This strategy is often introduced through 
formulations such as shuyu 属于 (belong to), shi yi zhong 是一种 (to be a 
kind of ), and keyi guiru 可以归入 (can be classified as), thereby situating 
specific instances within a wider conceptual framework.

Exemplification provides concrete secondary instances that clarify a 
general claim (Hyland 2007, 270). This strategy is frequently marked by 
resorting to expressions such as biru shuo 比如(说) (for example), liru 例如 
(for instance), and ju ge lizi 举个例子 (let me give an example), which serve 
to ground abstract propositions in tangible cases, thereby enhancing 
understanding.

Scenarisation, finally, consists in constructing plausible, hypothetical 
situations or events to clarify complex concepts (Ciapuscio 2003, 213). 
By appealing directly to the public and embedding specialised content 
in relatable, everyday contexts, this strategy enables the formulation 
of hypotheses about possible conditions, actions, and consequences, 
particularly when definition, reformulation, or analogy are not viable 
options. Gülich (2003, 244) differentiates scenarisation from concretisa-
tion, the latter referring to the reformulation of abstract information 
into a more tangible and concrete form. In this study, concretisation is 
regarded as a sub-strategy within the broader framework of scenarisation.

These eight strategies can be grouped into four higher-order func-
tional categories, reflecting the cognitive and discursive operations they 
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perform. Concept identification encompasses denomination or designa-
tion and definition, both of which establish the referent and delineate 
its semantic scope. Linguistic re-elaboration includes reformulation 
or paraphrase and explication, which reframe or expand information 
to enhance accessibility. Relational mapping comprises analogy and 
metaphorisation alongside generalisation, linking unfamiliar concepts to 
familiar ones or situating them within broader categories. Contextualisa-
tion (or illustration) subsumes exemplification and scenarisation, which 
anchor abstract notions in concrete cases or plausible scenarios, thereby 
fostering comprehension through contextual grounding. 

It is important to highlight that when simplifying specialised con-
tent, terminology often cannot be substantially altered (Bhatia 1983, 43), 
as most technical terms are tied to specific concepts, enabling patients to 
recognise familiar information in new contexts. They also function as a 
defining marker of professional expertise, thus replacing them may cause 
a distortion of the intended meaning (Gülich 2003, 240). Nonetheless, 
popularisation strategies are often combined to enhance communicative 
efficiency (Boginskaya 2023, 169). Understanding how they interact lays 
the groundwork for a more in-depth analysis of their empirical applica-
tion and effects in the transmission of medical knowledge to lay audi-
ences within serialised television products.

3.	 Chinese medical terminology and the popularisation 
of medical discourse

Medical language denotes a particular language for specific purposes 
(LSP), encompassing the linguistic and non-verbal practices employed 
in healthcare interactions between professionals and patients, in both 
oral and written discourse, with communicative functions ranging from 
anamnesis and diagnosis to therapeutic intervention (Jiang 1998, 4). 
Within LSP research, terminology (shuyu 术语) represents a central focus, 
generally defined as the lexical items used to accurately categorise spe-
cific entities, phenomena, characteristics, relationships, and processes, in 
accordance with the principles of univocity, semantic accuracy, speciali-
sation, and systematicity (Xia 1986, 94-95).

While in Western medicine terminology developed as a highly spe-
cialised system rooted in Greek and Latin (Zhao 2016, 47), later shaped 
by English as the global lingua franca of biomedical communication 
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(Mićić 2013, 219-227), in China the introduction of modern scientific 
knowledge – particularly after the Opium Wars in 1839-42 and 1856-60 
and later during the Reform and Opening-up in the 1980s – led to the 
large-scale incorporation of foreign terms or xenisms (wailaici 外来词) 
(Wu 2008, 55; Sun and Li 2012, 10). Alongside these imported terms, 
Traditional Chinese Medicine maintained an autonomous terminologi-
cal system grounded in classical cosmology and premodern diagnostic 
theory. The coexistence of these systems, occasionally yielding parallel 
designations for similar conditions (Gan 2013, 50-53), reflects the persis-
tent epistemological tension between indigenous and imported medical 
frameworks.

As a result, Chinese medical terminology encompasses morpho-
logically complex domain-exclusive terms denoting specialised concepts, 
processes, or tools, often opaque to non-experts. Much terminology 
relies primarily on compounding and derivation. In particular, com-
pounding is the preferred strategy in medical language due to its descrip-
tive precision, as seen in the use of xibao 细胞 (cell) in juyouxibaoxing 
pinxue 巨幼细胞性贫血 (megaloblastic anaemia) 1. Derivation typically 
occurs via affixation, by means of prefixoids and suffixoids, such as 
kang-  抗- (anti-) in kangning 抗凝 (anticoagulation), and -liu -瘤 (-oma) 
for tumours, as in xiongxianliu 胸腺瘤 (thymoma).

The introduction of medical xenisms into Chinese has involved 
several morphological and semantic adaptation strategies. These consist 
of: phonetic calques, as in asipilin 阿司匹林 (aspirin, lit. ‘a + department + 
equivalent + forest’) (Wan 2020, 42); hybrid terms emerging through 
compounding, as in the case of bing 病 in aizibing 艾滋病 (AIDS); 
semantic calques, such as tuofa 脱发 (alopecia, lit. ‘lose + hair’); semantic 
shifts, exemplified by yinzi 因子 (factor) in ningxue yinzi 凝血因子 (clot-
ting factor); and eponyms, such as Pajinsen zonghezheng 帕金森综合征 
(Parkinson’s disease). Furthermore, English loans and acronyms such as 
DNA, hybrid acronyms as B chao B超 (ultrasound), and abbreviations as 
fangchan 房颤 (atrial fibrillation) instead of xinfang chandong 心房颤动, 
are frequently used in medical discourse. Synonymy also may occur, 
depending on register or specialisation, as jiemoyan 结膜炎 (conjunctivi-
tis) used predominantly in formal contexts versus the more colloquial 
hongyan 红眼 (red eye), or the histological term xianxian 涎腺 (salivary 

	 1  The examples cited herein are drawn predominantly from the glossary included 
in the Medical Chinese Test (MCT) Outline (CLEC and CTI 2020) issued by the PRC 
Ministry of Education.

Lingue Culture Mediazioni / Languages Cultures Mediation – 12 (2025) 2
https://www.ledonline.it/LCM-Journal/ - Online issn 2421-0293 - Print issn 2284-1881

https://www.ledonline.it/LCM-Journal/


Natalia F. Riva and Alessandro Vallati

208

gland) preferred over tuoyexian 唾液腺 (saliva gland) (Gan 2013, 50-52; 
Guo 2013, 149; Wan 2019, 20-23) 2.

Despite the complexity and heterogeneity of Chinese medical ter-
minology, recent efforts to popularise medical knowledge and terminol-
ogy have been increasingly shaped by institutional initiatives aimed at 
enhancing health literacy among citizens 3. National policies on public 
health communication – most notably the Healthy China 2030 pro-
ject – have promoted linguistic simplification and the dissemination of 
medical knowledge through plain-language materials and media-based 
education (State Council 2016). While these initiatives primarily address 
the domestic audience, their logic extends outward through the Medical 
Chinese Test, designed to evaluate communicative competence in medical 
contexts and promote a standardised use of Chinese medical terminol-
ogy among international healthcare professionals (Vallati 2024b). These 
processes find further resonance in contemporary media narratives, such 
as medical TV dramas. Although research on health communication is 
relatively recent in China, it is gaining importance, with studies ranging 
from macro-level theoretical and comparative work to analyses of how 
different mass media (e.g. Internet, television, new media) disseminate 
health information and influence public attitudes and behaviours (Li 
2017; Lin 2020). Yet, systematic analyses of Chinese medical dramas 
from a health communication perspective are still limited, making their 
exploration through linguistic, terminological, and socio-cultural lenses 
particularly valuable.

4.	 Popularising healthcare information through 
TV drama: “Live Surgery Room” as a case study  

Chinese medical TV series (yiliaoju 医疗剧) have become an established 
genre in China’s television landscape, positioned between medical real-
ism, sentimental drama, and social commentary. Defined by hospital 

	 2  For a detailed analysis of the morpho-lexical features of medical Chinese termi-
nology, cf. Vallati 2024a.
	 3  Health literacy refers to the ability to access, understand, and use health informa-
tion effectively to improve personal and collective wellbeing. According to the China 
Health Literacy Survey, the proportion of residents with adequate literacy rose from 
6.48% in 2008 to 23.15% in 2020, though marked regional disparities persist (cf. Gao et 
al. 2022;  Li et al. 2022).
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settings and medical professionals as central characters, these dramas 
intertwine clinical cases with longer narrative arcs that explore the 
technical and human dimensions of healthcare, depicting not only pro-
cedures but also the emotional and ethical challenges faced by doctors, 
thus prompting reflections on responsibility, social tensions, and the 
value of life (Lü 2014; Li 2017; Li 2020). As shown by previous studies 
(Riva and Tarantino 2023; Riva 2025), yiliaoju go beyond entertain-
ment: closely tied to both media regulation and healthcare reform, they 
operate within the framework established by the National Radio and 
Television Administration – NRTA (Guojia guangbo dianshi zongju 国家

广播电视总局), which defines audiovisual productions as instruments for 
education, trust-building, and value promotion, and serve pedagogical 
and ideological purposes, reshaping the public image of doctors and hos-
pitals while promoting model citizenship. Meanwhile, they respond to 
contemporary healthcare challenges, offering reflections on issues such 
as rising costs, strained doctor-patient relations, and incidents of violence 
against medical staff (Liu and Tan 2021). 

Within this landscape, Live Surgery Room constitutes a pertinent 
case study to investigate how Chinese serialised television products 
popularise medical knowledge and specialised terminology. Directed 
by Qiu Zhongwei, the 28-episode drama premiered in April 2024 on 
Jiangsu TV and Youku, combining the institutional authority of the 
State-owned provincial broadcaster with the reach of one of China’s larg-
est private streaming platforms. Adapted from a web novel written by 
a practicing physician, the series stands out for shifting the focus from 
romance – a convention of contemporary yiliaoju – to real clinical expe-
riences, technical credibility, and the psychological pressures of medical 
work.

Mixed online reviews (Sohu 2024a, 2024b, 2024c) praised the series’ 
cast 4 and realistic depiction of hospital spaces and surgical details, but 
criticised the shift from the novel’s inspirational tone to a suspense-
driven plot as well as the lack of expected sentimental elements. Rat-
ings peaked at only 2.274% while debates arose over the authenticity of 
televised medicine and the balance between professional accuracy and 
dramatic appeal, an issue of particular relevance given that over 60% of 
viewers reportedly rely on such series as a source of medical knowledge 

	 4  The series features Zhang Binbin and Dai Xu in the leading roles, alongside vet-
eran actresses Liu Mintao and Yuan Shanshan in supporting roles. Further information 
on the cast and production details can be found on the series’ Baidu page (Baidu 2025).
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(Wenxiaobai 2024). Despite these limitations, Live Surgery Room was 
formally recognised by the medical community for advancing public 
communication: at the 2024 Annual Meeting of the Chinese Medical 
Association for Interventional Physicians, it received the title of CCI 
2024 Interventional Communication Ambassador, acknowledging its 
role in popularising interventional medicine and fostering public under-
standing (Yang 2024). 

By blending medical realism with popular entertainment, Live Sur-
gery Room can be said to exemplify the hybrid function of yiliaoju as a 
medium of health communication at the intersection of didactic and 
dramatic imperatives. For these reasons, it was selected as a case study, 
focusing on a sample of three episodes (Eps. 1-3), amounting to about 
130 minutes of audiovisual material. These opening episodes were 
chosen because they contain key narrative, linguistic, and visual pat-
terns recurring throughout the series. As expected, they introduce the 
protagonists and hospital setting: Zheng Ren, a talented yet emotionally 
restrained interventional surgeon, and Su Yun, the cynical head of the 
emergency department, who together face both surgical and institu-
tional challenges at Haicheng Hospital, under the bureaucratic and 
cautious direction of Su Li. By highlighting ethical and communicative 
tensions between empathy, professional duty, and institutional rules – 
elements which are central to the genre – and showcasing representative 
equipment and high-stakes procedures along with collaborative work 
among surgeons, nurses, anaesthesiologists, and support staff, the open-
ing episodes establish the series’ overall tone. 

Given the exploratory nature of this study, the approach adopted is 
qualitative and combines textual and audiovisual analysis, guided by the 
higher-order functional categories introduced earlier. These categories 
provide a framework for identifying how specialized medical language 
is recontextualised within the narrative and multimodal fabric of the 
series. Multimodality here refers to the interplay of semiotic resources 
in constructing meaning. Television dramas, with their complex plots 
and characters, are inherently multimodal, combining language, image, 
and sound to reflect social realities, guide understanding and emotional 
engagement, and generate further discourse (Bednarek 2015). This 
paper argues that popularising medical terminology and the related 
knowledge in products of this kind relies crucially on this integration 
of expressive codes. While explicit linguistic structures typical of writ-
ten popularisation often seem to be less prominent, Live Surgery Room 
frequently translates specialised knowledge into visual form through 
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images, on-screen text, and contextual cues that make medical discourse 
intelligible to non-specialist audiences. The following analysis examines 
how this interplay of multimodal resources unfolds across the selected 
episodes by means of representative examples.

A key mechanism is the combination of concept identification and 
linguistic re-elaboration to unpack or paraphrase newly introduced 
technical terms. When the rare SAPHO syndrome is mentioned (Ep. 2, 
12:46-13:02), Dr. Zheng uses the term SAPHO zonghezheng 综合征 but 
immediately explains: “a combination of symptoms including syno-
vitis, acne, pustulosis, hypertrophy, and osteomyelitis” (yi huamoyan, 
cuochuang, nongpaochuang, gufeihou, gusuiyan wei bingzheng de zongheti 
以滑膜炎、痤疮、脓疱疮、骨肥厚、骨髓炎为病症的综合体). The Chinese subtitles 
avoid the hybrid acronym and likewise spell out the components. This 
strategy recures with other common abbreviations: when Dr. Zheng uses 
CT MRI pianzi 片子 and PET CT (Ep. 1, 19:29 and Ep. 2, 12:57), the 
subtitles expand the terms into heci gongzhen 核磁共振 (nuclear magnetic 
resonance) and zheng dianzi fashe jisuanji duanceng saomiao 正电子发射计

算机断层扫描 (positron emission tomography). Similarly, when a patient 
“needs to be transferred to ICU” (xu song ru ICU 需送入ICU, Ep. 1, 
35:58), the subtitles replace the English acronym with its full Chinese 
form zhongzheng jianhu shi 重症监护室 (intensive care unit), privileging 
explicitness over abbreviation. 

A second strategy is cause-effect framing, whereby conditions are 
explained through logical chains. In Ep. 2 (12:54), Dr. Zheng names 
SAPHO syndrome and adds that “a percentage of patients develop shin-
gles and may experience chest pain” 5, linking a rare condition to recog-
nizable outcomes.  In another scene (Ep. 2, 17:36-17:40), Dr. Su explains 
to his colleagues: “There’s no cure for liver cancer; even the efficacy 
of targeting drugs is generally less than 10%, and they are expensive” 6. 
Although talking to his peers, he proceeds in steps, exposing both medi-
cal and socio-economic implications. Such explanations often rely on 
relational mapping, situating technical processes within broader catego-
ries as shown in a scene with Dr. Zheng reading imaging and Dr. Su tell-
ing a junior resident that he is “looking for abnormal signalling shadows 
on the edge of the liver to see if that’s the feeding artery for the tumour” 
(Ep. 2, 38:49-38:55) 7, thus generalising a complex diagnostic act. Simi-

	 5  一部分患者合并带状疱疹就会出现胸部疼痛的症状。
	 6  肝癌没有特效药就算是靶向药物药效率普遍低于百分之十而且很贵。
	 7  寻找肝脏边缘异常的信号阴影，看看是不是肿瘤的供养动脉。
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larly, in Ep. 3 (16:23-16:33), the hospital Director and Vice-Director 
observe the procedure Dr. Zheng is performing in the operating room 
and note that “all blood vessels in the body can supply oxygen to the 
tumour. This is a characteristic of tumour tissue. The difficulty of inter-
ventional dual-colour surgery lies in finding the oxygen supply blood” 8, 
reframing a specific surgical risk as a general physiological property and 
anchoring new knowledge in familiar categories.

These strategies also extend into teaching moments, staged when 
surgeries are observed and commented on by colleagues outside the 
operating room. During the interventional procedure mentioned above, 
the watching staff provide a running commentary: they name technical 
acts, identify the arteries involved in the chemoembolisation (hepatic, 
superior mesenteric, gastric, etc.), explain risks (“forced embolisation 
of spinal cord vessels might lead to ectopic embolism. It’ll paralyse the 
patient”) 9, and evaluate alternatives (“the structure of the blood vessels 
supplying the spinal cord is very different from person to person. If I 
were to perform this operation, I would definitely not choose the arter-
ies supplying the spinal cord”) 10. The scene mirrors a teaching hospital 
setting in which actions are narrated, contextualised, and assessed in 
real time. Simultaneously, Dr. Zheng’s dialogue with the patient on the 
operating table introduces moral considerations, contrasting survival 
time (“if this fails, you may be paralysed, but without it you can only live 
three to six months”) 11 with the ethical principle that “life is the most 
precious thing in the world” 12.

In audiovisual popularisation, contextualisation (exemplification 
and scenarisation/concretisation) is not merely intrinsic to the medium 
but a deliberate didactic strategy: instead of asking viewers to imagine 
situations, TV dramas stage them through performance, dialogue, and 
visual cues, translating abstract knowledge into embodied events. In 
this sense, Live Surgery Room makes extensive use of what can be called 
‘visual didacticism’: at the basic level, procedures and tools are named 
and shown on screen, with close-ups anchoring specialist vocabulary to 
concrete gestures and instruments, but beyond this, the series externalises 

		  8  全身的血管都有可能给肿瘤供氧血液，这是肿瘤组织的特性。介入双色术难就难在一定要

找到那条供养血管。
		  9  强行栓塞脊髓供氧血管术后很可能会导致患者瘫痪。(18:10)
	 10  脊髓供养血管每个人从结构上说差异非常大，如果由我来主刀这台手术，我是绝对不会去

选择脊髓供养动脉的。(20:51)
	 11  如果失败可能会导致瘫痪,但如果不继续超选你只能活三到六个月。(18:54)
	 12  生命是世界上最宝贵的东西。(19:28)
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the diagnostic and decision-making processes, visually displaying medi-
cal reasoning. On-screen charts and scans appear both before and during 
procedures, guiding doctors’ choices within the diegesis while allowing 
viewers to follow the same interpretive cues. At times, medical cognition 
is further dramatised by using floating textual labels that externalise 
Dr. Zheng’s thought process. For instance, in Ep. 1 (7:13-7:32), symptoms 
such as “profuse sweating” (huanzhe hunshen dahan linli 患者浑身大汗

淋漓), “dyspnoea” (huxi kunnan 呼吸困难), and “jugular vein distension” 
( jingbu jingmai quzhang 颈部静脉曲张) appear as labels anchored to close-
ups of the patient. As the camera shifts to Dr. Zheng’s mental assessment, 
these diagnostic clues hover in his visual field like tangible thoughts. 
Their accumulation mimics the cognitive process of weighing symptoms, 
culminating in the final diagnosis explicitly visualised as a 3D model of 
the heart marked “pericardial tamponade” (xinbao tianse 心包填塞).

Visualisation is further extended in sequences where simulation 
supports both diagnostic reasoning and procedural planning. In Ep. 1 
(28:40-29:15), as Dr. Zheng evaluates an ongoing surgery, floating terms 
appear within his cognitive field externalising the risk factors he weighs. 
The scene then transitions inside the body, showing a catheter advancing 
through the vessels in an interventional embolectomy, and ends with the 
caption “embolisation success” (shuanse chenggong 栓塞成功), turning an 
otherwise invisible procedure into a visible chain of actions and results. 
Dr. Zheng then estimates a “one in a hundred” chance of success, echo-
ing other moments where quantification by means of vital signs read-
outs – coagulation index, blood pressure, or oxygen saturation – creates 
an impression of clinical realism even when not fully intelligible to 
viewers. Numbers thus serve as scientific markers and narrative devices, 
heightening suspense by framing metrics as signs of life, death, and 
urgency. This pursuit of realism, however, is sometimes counterbalanced 
by visual restraint: in the same scene (Ep. 1, 27:12-40), the camera lingers 
on an incision but blurs overtly bloody details, softening the impact for 
mainstream television. 

Even more innovatively, the series employs simulation and training 
sequences in which doctors interact and practice with virtual or holo-
graphic organ models, pushing visual didacticism to a more advanced 
level. For instance, in Ep. 3 (11:00-11:52), Dr. Zheng and Dr. Su use a 
Virtual Surgical System to rehearse a late-stage liver intervention emboli-
sation: wearing VR headsets, they manipulate a 3D annotated liver that 
can be virtually rotated, enlarged, and incised, visualising anatomy and 
procedural steps without risks.
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Overall, these examples show how Live Surgery Room turns special-
ised knowledge and terminology into an immersive, perceptible experi-
ence, transforming medical expertise into a shared narrative and bridg-
ing professionalism and public understanding. In doing so, it illustrates 
how contemporary yiliaoju reconfigure medical popularisation through 
multimodal storytelling.

5.	 Conclusions

This study has examined how medical knowledge is popularised in 
contemporary Chinese television drama through an exploratory, multi-
modal discourse analysis of Live Surgery Room. Situated within broader 
debates on medical communication and audiovisual mediation, it aimed 
to identify how medical terminology and concepts are recontextualised 
for mass audiences through the interplay of linguistic and visual modes. 
Drawing on a limited corpus of three episodes, this investigation rep-
resents an initial step toward a more systematic understanding of how 
yiliaoju function as informal health communication within China’s 
regulated media ecosystem.

Despite its limited scope, the analysis yields several preliminary 
insights. First, the simplification of medical terminology, while observ-
able, is not the principal vector of accessibility. The drama deploys an 
array of multimodal strategies going beyond lexical reformulation. The 
eight micro-strategies identified – grouped under concept identification, 
linguistic re-elaboration, relational mapping, and contextualisation  – 
operate in a synergetic way across verbal and non-verbal dimensions 
through subtitles, explanatory overlays, simulation sequences, and dram-
atised visualisations of clinical reasoning. Rather than paraphrasing 
specialised language, these techniques anchor terminology in embodied, 
perceptually salient events, thereby externalising diagnostic and proce-
dural cognition.

Second, the popularisation observed in Live Surgery Room diverges 
from the conventions of written scientific dissemination, where sim-
plification and analogy predominate. In this audiovisual environment, 
popularisation operates through recontextualisation rather than reduc-
tion: medical expertise becomes intelligible not through linguistic 
simplification alone but through its embedding within a multimodal 
narrative mobilising spatial, visual, and affective resources. This reflects 
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a broader semiotic view of meaning-making distributed across multiple 
modes rather than confined to the verbal plane.

Third, the centrality of visual didacticism – close-ups, floating tex-
tual labels, real-time simulations, and quantified data displays – under-
scores how the televisual form itself functions as a pedagogical interface. 
The series transforms abstract biomedical reasoning into observable 
practice, producing what might be termed an ‘experiential epistemol-
ogy’: the viewers’ understanding emerges from the co-occurrence of 
linguistic, visual, and emotional cues jointly simulating medical cogni-
tion. Subtitles, acting as paratextual mediators, further supplement pro-
fessional exchanges that would otherwise remain opaque, constructing 
a hybrid discourse at the intersection of education, entertainment, and 
institutional communication.

In sum, by reframing popularisation as a process of multimodal 
translation and semiotic negotiation, the study highlights the need for 
an expanded theoretical model of medical discourse dissemination 
accounting for the epistemic, pedagogical, and ideological dimen-
sions of televised medicine in contemporary China. Nonetheless, these 
conclusions remain provisional. The limited sample constrains the gen-
eralisability of the findings, and the qualitative orientation precludes 
quantitative validation. Future research should broaden both dataset 
and methodology, incorporating additional series, genres, and viewer 
reception data to assess whether the multimodal mechanisms identified 
are recurrent, genre-specific, or idiosyncratic. Cross-comparative analy-
ses could further clarify how different representational strategies interact 
with sociocultural and regulatory variables, particularly in relation to 
China’s evolving media policies and public health narratives.
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