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“Although for some people cinema means something
superficial and glamorous, it is something else. | think
it is the mirror of the world.”

Jeanne Moreau

Since their inception, cinema and television have
unquestionably transformed the way contemporary
society views itself. The screen is a broad canvas
on which settings and characters come to life
reflecting the changes culture has gone through
over the years. Medicine is one of the oldest and
most important professions, and has a long history
on film and television, being one of the first ones to
make it onto the big screen during the inception of
cinema at the end of the 19th century™.

From Men in White (1934) starring Oscar-winner
actor Clark Gable, to Side Effects (2013) starring
Oscar-nominated actor Jude Law, the medical
profession has never been short of star appeal
when it comes to the silver screen. Since the
beginning of cinema, there have been several
types of movies and portrayals of the medical
profession, with early serious and dramatic
movies such as Internes Can’t Take Money (1937),
A Child Is Waiting (1963) and MASH (1970), as well
as comedy movies such as Young Doctors in Love
(1982) and Bad Medicine (1985). Followed by films
like Awakenings (1990), The Doctor (1991), Patch
Adams (1998), Wit (2001), Something the Lord
Made (2004), and most recently Sicko (2007),
Contagion (2011) and Side Effects (2013); all of
them with different topics and points of view
according to their date of release and culture
influence at the time"4.

When it comes to television, though it may seem that
the medical dramas have only been recently popular,
in fact they have been around for years. The success
of Ben Casey in the 1960s and M.A.S.H. and Marcus
Welby, M.D. in the 1970s represented a defining period
onthe history of television’s prime-time medical series.
This set a path for a whole new genre in television that
was quickly followed by L.A. Law, St. Elsewhere, and
Doogie Howser, M.D. in the 1980s; E.R. and Chicago
Hope in the 1990s; and most recently Grey’s Anatomy
and House M.D. in the 2000s57.

Theportrayal of doctorshave changed simultaneously
with society and its need for information, going from
a cold and distant image of an all-knowing, god-like
doctor, known only by the outcome of his patients,
to a more human, more vulnerable portrayal,
allowing the public to know more about the
physician’s personal life and the struggles befitting
his profession; the archetype of the wounded healer
now pervades contemporary cultures®.

Depictions of healthcare on the media have become
increasingly important primary sources of medical
information for the general public as well as for
physicians-in-training. Some experts on the media
suggest that entertainment can be even more
successful than news in giving people a sense of
institutions such as medicine. A study performed
by the Johns Hopkins School of Medicine in 2008
demonstrated that more than 80% of medical and
nursing students watch television medical dramas,
and another study conducted by the University
of Western Sydney in 2009 revealed that 94% of
400 polled medical students are regular viewers of
medical television shows®?.
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The portrayal of doctors and healthcare in cinema
and television is worthy of analysis as its impact on
contemporary society is undeniable. Although the
medical drama genre can be both entertaining and
engaging, its true significance relies on its potential
to inform and influence its viewers regarding
controversial but important topics*®.

Probably the most popular medical condition
portrayed in cinema and television is cancer. This
medical condition is constantly brought up in today’s
medical dramas such as Grey’s Anatomy and House
M.D., as well as in television series not related
to medicine such as Breaking Bad and Curb Your
Enthusiasm. Its popularity in cinema is not different
from television, having being displayed from many
angles, from a dramatic and serious point of view in
films like Stepmom (1998), The Bucket List (2007) and
My Sister’s Keeper (2009); to a lighter and comedic
approach in movies such as Funny People (2009) and
50/50 (2011). There are benefits to be accrued from this
trend of depicting cancer in the media, such as: raising
awareness of certain types of cancer, reminding the
general public of risk factors and preventive measures,
and supporting those who have had cancer with the
emotional toll of their experience®”9™.

Asurvey performedin1999 by the National AIDS Trust
in London, UK, found that most British teenagers
gained their knowledge on HIV/AIDS from the plight
of Mark Fowler, one of the main characters of the
well-known English soap opera EastEnders. Another
study sponsored the Kaiser Family Foundation
showed that 53% of E.R. viewers stated having
learned about important health care issues from the
show and that 12% have contacted their physician as
the result of something they saw on E.R™5,

With the growing popularity of E.R. came a project
developed by the Johns Hopkins School of Hygiene
and Public Health in collaboration with NBC: a news
series called Following E.R. The main goal of the series
was to take advantage of the interest generated by
E.R. to disseminate accurate health information to
the general public, using a real-world perspective of
the medical environment portrayed in E.R., as well
as addressing complex political and ethical issues
related to health care in the United States™.

People obtain health-related information from
mass media more than any source other than
health care professionals, and although accurate
representations of medical situations on television
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can be valuable and educational, inaccurate
portrayals can engender misinformation. There is
evidence that the general public largely base their
perceptions about Cardiopulmonary Resuscitation
(CPR) on their experience of the portrayal of CPR in
the media. Many films and television shows present
exciting cases of CPR, including thoracotomies and
defibrillations, often performed in young victims
of violence. Unfortunately, these depictions are
often different from reality and from what has
been reported in medical literature. For example,
approximately 75% of cardiac arrest victims on
television survive, much more than the 5% who
survive in reality. Similarly, traumatic coma victims
on television are far more likely to return to normal
function than real traumatic coma victims; 89% vs. 7%,
respectively.

As a consequence of this, it has been estimated that
96% of Americans exaggerate the potential benefit
of CPR and such misinformation can lead to false
expectations of medical treatments. Likewise, it can
create communication difficulties between patients
and providers, given that in order for patients
and their families to have informed discussions
with medical professionals about CPR, neurologic
prognosis and withdrawal of life support after
resuscitation from cardiac arrest, they need to have
a realistic understanding of the procedure, its risks
and the probability of likely benefits™s7,

As television and cinema may potentially influence
the perceptions of the general public about CPR, it
is recommended that they should be perceived not
only as mere entertainment but also as a powerful
educational tool. Health policymakers and producers
should collaborate on using visual media to spread CPR
skill, through highly rated medical dramas, popular
entertainment programs and highly-acclaimed
films; taking responsibility for the accuracy and the
implications of the information provided™ .

Another point to consider is that if a majority of
patients are learning about CPR from the media,
it suggests that physicians are not providing their
patients with necessary information to make critical
decisions. And instead of putting all the blame on
cinema and television makers for failing to portray
CPR accurately, particularly in those productions
on which in-depth discussions of CPR have taken
place, physicians need to make a concerted effort to
discuss this difficult topic openly with their patients,
as suggested by Neal A. Baer, a Harvard Medical
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School physician and co-producer of the television
show E.R*.

Besides informing, educating and motivating
viewers to make choices for healthier and safer lives,
medical-related television storylines have brought
up attention to little-known or incurable diseases,
making people realize the importance of medical
research for a cure or a way to prevent conditions
such as Huntington’s disease, Alzheimer’s disease,
Parkinson’s disease, genetically transmitted diseases
and other neurodegenerative conditions™®*'.

Medical television shows have helped the general
public to understand illnesses such as autism,
Asperger’s disease, obsessive-compulsive disorder,
depression, HIV/AIDS, cardiomyopathies, certain
types of cancer, some chronic diseases, among
others; as well as the effect they have on the person’s
and family’s life. According to several support
groups, television shows have helped them deal with
the social and emotional implications of the named
conditions. As Martin Ledwick, head of Patient
Information at Cancer Research UK, told The Lancet
Oncology, by remaining sensitive, television writers
and producers have helped viewers to understand
cancer better, making it seem “more normal, less
frightening”™",

Cinema and television are very important vehicles
for education about health issues because they can
facilitate the debating and learning of attitudes in
patient care. Depictions of healthcare providers
on the media can serve as tools for teaching about
professionalism, etiquette and mannersto physicians-
in-training. Movies and television episodes often
provide examples of perplexing ethical issues and
inappropriate behaviors that are difficult to discern
inreal life, which in an educational setting, could help
to engage students and residents in discussions of
the appropriate management of such situations>9?'.

An innovative approach called cinemeducation,
involves using clips from popular films and television
shows in medical education. It was first reported
in 1994 and it has been successfully employed in
the instruction of different medical areas including
psychiatry, family medicine and internal medicine
in undergraduate and residency programs. This
instrument has become increasingly popular and
it has been reported that students are receptive
to this teaching method, being mostly used and
particularly useful in teaching about specific
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symptom presentations, therapeutic managements
and psychosocial aspects of illnesses, such as patient
care, communication skills, breaking bad news,
ethical issues and family dynamics®?.

A fondness for cinema helps developing sensitivity,
creativity and expressiveness, which can be highly
significant in the practice of medicine, particularly
in primary health care, and thus make it possible to
enhance the doctor-patient relationship through
the details seen on the screen. Doctor-patient
communication in medicine is a key area, since
successful communication skills are essential to
patient careasthey directly affect patient satisfaction,
adherence to treatment and health outcomes?#262,

Cinema, as a reflection of human life and its ups and
downs, is an indispensable tool for studying those
situations that are most transcendental for the
human being, such as pain, disease and death. In this
sense, the range of films that are useful in medical
education is very wide and several compilations of
titles and plots have been made, selecting those
that portray disease from perspectives that are
interesting for teaching (see Table 1)**3.

It should be noted that cinema and television,
however, are not scientific treatises and scripts are
not always historically and scientifically accurate,
they can have exaggerations and falsehoods, evenin
films and television shows that do not belong to pure
science fiction. If used as an educational instrument,
a profound analysis must be made of the approach
used in the film or television show regarding
diseases and health-related topics, assessing what
is close to reality and pointing out which are merely
cinematographic devices??3"3,

Cinema and television are, unquestionably, tools
with great impact and with a lot of potential for
informing, divulging messages and educating the
population, and they can serve enormously in
medical training with adequate methodology. Health
representatives, physicians and television and film
producers should cooperate with each other in using
visual media to spread accurate medical knowledge,
keeping the entertainment appeal of cinema and
television without diffusing inaccurate messages that
could misinform the general public. More studies are
needed about the influence of cinema and television
on people’s perception of Medicine and health-
related topics. In conclusion, it is recommended
that cinema and television should be perceived not
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only as mere entertainment but also as a powerful

educational tool?33,
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ANNEXES

Table 1. Useful films in teaching medicine.

Films of interest in psychiatry

One flew over the cuckoo's nest (1975)
Mr. Jones (1993)

As good as it gets (1997)

Fight Club (1999)

A Beautiful Mind (2001)

The Aviator (2004)

The Dark Knight (2008)

Shutter Island (2010)

Silver Linings Playbook (2012)

Films of interest in infectious diseases

Death in Venice / Morte a Venezia (1971)

A Brief Vacation / Una Breve Vacanza (1973)
Philadelphia (1993)

Twelve Monkeys (1995)

Contagion (2011)

Films of interest in bioethics

Ikiru (1952)

That is the Dawn / Cela s'appelle I'aurore (1956)
Eyes Without a Face / Les Yeux Sans Visage (1959)
Miss Evers’ Boys (1977)

Million Dollar Baby (2004)

The Sea Within / Mar Adentro (2004)

The Constant Gardener (2005)

Sicko (2007)

Side Effects (2013)

Films of interest in palliative care

Whose Life Is It Anyway? (1981)
Awakenings (1990)

The Doctor (1991)

Stepmom (1998)

Patch Adams (1998)

That's life / C'est la Vie (2001)
Wit (2001)

The Barbarian Invasions / Les Invasions barbares (2003)
4th Floor/ Planta 4a (2003)

The Bucket List (2007)

Amour (2012)
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