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ABSTRACT
Objective: to analyze the performance of Nursing with patients with eating disorders 
in films about the subject. Method: this is a descriptive-exploratory study developed 
from secondary data. The film database Internet Move Database and descriptors in 
Portuguese and English were used, which were: “anorexia”, “bulimia” and/or “eating 
disorders”. The following inclusion criteria were adopted: audiovisual creations 
produced between 1998 and 2020; the content is available on the listed streaming 
platforms; the creations have audio and/or subtitles in Portuguese; and the film has a 
scene with the Nursing professional. Six media met these criteria and were analyzed 
based on a script that investigates Nursing's approach to the treatment of eating 
disorders. To list the most suitable production for didactic purposes, six objective 
criteria were considered. Results: most plots conveyed Nursing in a stereotyped 
way and with little autonomy, in addition to attributing a “bad” or “good doctor's 
helper” attitude to these professionals. Although no plot met all the objective criteria 
satisfactorily, the audiovisual production that met most of the criteria was the one 
indicated for didactic purposes. Conclusion: the productions, in general, are more 
in line with the medical care model, in which the nurse develops actions that are 
technical, supervisory, and disintegrated from the multidisciplinary team to the 
detriment of the biopsychosocial model, which demands clinical reasoning, critical 
thinking and grounded scientific knowledge.
Keywords: Nursing; Anorexia Nervosa; Bulimia Nervosa; Feeding and Eating Disor-
ders; Instructional Film and Video.

RESUMO
Objetivo: analisar a atuação da Enfermagem junto a pacientes com transtornos alimentares 
em filmes sobre o assunto. Método: trata-se de um estudo descritivo-exploratório desenvolvido 
a partir de dados secundários. Utilizaram-se a base de dados cinematográfica Internet Move 
Database e descritores em português e inglês, que foram: “anorexia”, “bulimia” e/ou “transtornos 
alimentares”. Adotaram-se como critérios de inclusão: criações audiovisuais produzidas entre 
1998 e 2020; o conteúdo estar disponível nas plataformas de streaming elencadas; as criações 
terem áudio e/ou legendas em português; e o filme ter alguma cena com o profissional de 
Enfermagem. Seis mídias atenderam a esses critérios e foram analisadas a partir de um roteiro 
que investiga a abordagem da Enfermagem no tratamento dos transtornos alimentares. Para 
elencar a produção mais indicada para finalidade didática, foram considerados seis critérios 
objetivos. Resultados: a maioria dos enredos veiculou a Enfermagem de modo estereotipado e 
com pouca autonomia, além de atribuir uma postura de “mau” ou “bom ajudante do médico” 
a esses profissionais. Embora nenhum enredo tenha atendido a todos os critérios objetivos de 
maneira satisfatória, a produção audiovisual que correspondeu à maior parte dos critérios 
foi aquela indicada para a finalidade didática. Conclusão: as produções, de um modo geral, 
condizem mais com o modelo médico assistencialista, na qual o enfermeiro desenvolve ações 
de prevalência tecnicistas, de supervisão e desintegradas da equipe multiprofissional em 
detrimento do modelo biopsicossocial, o qual demanda raciocínio clínico, pensamento crítico e 
conhecimento científico fundamentado.
Palavras-chave: Enfermagem; Anorexia Nervosa; Bulimia Nervosa; Transtornos da Alimen-
tação e da Ingestão de Alimentos; Filme e Vídeo Educativo.

RESUMEN
Objetivo: analizar los cuidados de enfermería frente a pacientes con trastornos alimentarios en 
películas sobre el tema. Método: se trata de un estudio descriptivo-exploratorio desarrollado 
a partir de datos secundarios. Se utilizó la base de datos cinematográfica "Internet Move 
Database" y las palabras clave en portugués e inglés, las cuales fueron: "anorexia", "bulimia" 
y/o "trastornos alimentarios". Fueron adoptados los siguientes criterios de inclusión: creaciones 
audiovisuales producidas entre los años 1998 y 2020; el contenido estar disponible en las 
plataformas de streaming listadas; tener audio y/o subtítulos en portugués; y alguna escena 
con el profesional de Enfermería. Seis medios cumplieron estos criterios y fueron analizados a 
partir de un guión que investiga el abordaje de Enfermería en el tratamiento de los trastornos 
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INTRODUCTION
Eating disorders (ED) are conceptualized as distur-

bances in the eating pattern, being expressed by nutritio-
nal deprivation or excess caloric intake.1,2 Anorexia ner-
vosa (AN) and bulimia nervosa (BN) are the main eating 
disorders, and both are characterized by intense preoccu-
pation with weight and excessive fear of gaining weight.3-5

The consequences of such disorders permeate indivi-
dual and collective spheres, the main ones being extreme 
weight loss or obesity and damage to physical health and 
psychological functioning, in addition to constituting 
one of the health conditions with the highest mortality 
rate.6,7 The family, economic and social burdens are also 
highlighted, especially because such disorders culminate 
in a prolonged morbidity process and represent an impor-
tant risk factor for suicide.8-10

Regarding treatment, the most current recommen-
dations consist of approaches by multidisciplinary teams 
with a view to patient recovery, considering their multi-
ple dimensions.11 Therefore, an important emphasis has 
been given to the role of nurses in these teams, in view of 
their potential as caregiver, educator and researcher.12-14

As for the causes attributed to EDs, they are con-
sidered multifactorial. However, emphasis is placed on 
its association with the search for idealized standards 
of beauty, which are culturally, socially and widely dis-
seminated. Such standards are reinforced by the media, 
mainly the audiovisual one, which tends to prioritize 
biotypes that are not compatible with the majority of the 
population.4,5

In this sense, it is noteworthy that, as a vehicle for 
messages and information for society, the media has a 
great influence on the formation of opinions and, conse-
quently, on the reproduction of discourses. This greatly 
contributes to the stereotyping of people, institutions and 
professions - including Nursing.15,16

In view of the above, an important theme to be explo-
red by current studies is listed, namely: the performance 

of Nursing in EDs, in view of the reverberation of the 
social image that the media conveys about this profession. 
Given the relevance of such a theme, it is worth elucida-
ting the state of the art based on two main aspects that 
permeate it: studies on Nursing in the face of EDs and 
studies on the media and Nursing.11-16

Studies on Nursing in the face of EDs have focused on 
the inherent needs of patients affected by these disorders 
and on the respective Nursing actions. The skills that this 
professional must have to establish a therapeutic inter-
personal relationship through a bond of trust have been 
highlighted, in order to provide continuous and longitu-
dinal support. In addition, the nurse's ability to engage in 
actions that enable the expression of patients' emotions 
and ensure competence in the elaboration of evidence-
-based care plans based on the perspective of integrality 
stands out.4,11-14,17

Studies on the media and Nursing have analyzed 
the social image that the media conveys about the pro-
fession (mostly in print media) and the focus given to 
adverse events related to care.15,16,18-21 Among these stu-
dies, it is worth highlight one that specifically analyzed 
how Nursing is portrayed in series. However, there was no 
analysis of the content of the audiovisual creations them-
selves, but interviews were conducted with Nursing stu-
dents to understand their perceptions about these repre-
sentations.16 In this sense, a gap is identified in studies 
that directly analyze the work of nurse portrayed in film 
productions.

Bearing in mind that EDs are recurrent in society 
and frequently portrayed in audiovisual creations, the 
present study raises the following guiding question: is 
Nursing's role in the face of ATs in media content addres-
sed in a coherent way to the profession or is its image still 
conveyed to stereotypes? Therefore, the present study 
aimed to analyze the performance of Nursing in rela-
tion to patients with EDs in films about the subject. It is 
understood that the results can bring contributions to the 
academic and social debate about the representation that 
the media makes of the role of Nursing professionals in 
the care of people with EDs.

METHOD

Ethical aspects
This study falls within the sole paragraph of Article 

1 of Resolution No. 510/2016 of the National Health Cou-
ncil, which determines specific ethical guidelines for the 
human and social sciences. The study used secondary 
data and platforms with freely accessible information, not 

alimentarios. Para enumerar la producción más adecuada con fines 
didácticos, se consideraron seis criterios objetivos. Resultados: la mayoría 
de los pacientes veían la Enfermería de forma estereotipada y con poca 
autonomía, además de atribuir una postura de "madre" o de "buena ayudante 
del médico" a estos profesionales. Aunque ningún argumento cumplió 
satisfactoriamente todos los criterios objetivos, la producción audiovisual 
que cumplió la mayoría de los criterios fue la indicada para fines didácticos. 
Conclusión: las producciones, en general, son más acordes con el modelo 
médico asistencial, en el que las enfermeras desarrollan acciones prevalentes, 
tecnicistas, supervisoras y desintegradas con el equipo multiprofesional, 
en detrimento del modelo biopsicosocial, que exige razonamiento clínico, 
pensamiento crítico y conocimiento científico fundamentado.
Palabras clave: Enfermería; Anorexia Nerviosa; Bulimia Nerviosa; Trastor-
nos de Alimentación y de la Ingestión de Alimentos; Película y Video Educa-
tivos.
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having collected data from human beings. Therefore, it 
did not need to be evaluated by REC/CONEP.

Type of study and database
This is a qualitative, descriptive and exploratory 

study. The corpus used for the development of the 
study consisted of films and documentaries available 
on the cinematographic platform IMDb (Internet Move 
Database) and on streaming Netflix®, Google Play®, 
Telecine Play®, HBO GO® and Net Now®. Such plat-
forms were listed as they have a good variety of pro-
ductions in their catalogs, in addition to being widely 
accessed by the population.

Procedures for composing the sample
The survey of the productions to be analyzed was car-

ried out in two steps. The first consisted of defining the 
set of media (study population), and the second, identi-
fying the productions that met the eligibility criteria for 
the analysis itself (sample).

In the first step, the descriptors “anorexia”, “bulimia” 
and/or “eating disorders” were used in Portuguese and 
English. This search resulted in a list of 501 productions, 
which, after excluding duplicates, resulted in a total of 
133 films and documentaries (population). The eligibi-
lity criteria for the composition of the sample were: the 
work was released between 1998 and 2020; have audio 
and/or subtitles in Portuguese; and having the Nursing 
professional in the script. Thus, a final sample of six pro-
ductions was obtained,[1] namely:

1.	 Film Girl, Interrupted, released in 1999.
2.	 Film Sharing the secret, released in 2000.
3.	 Documentary Thin, released in 2006.
4.	 Film Body, released in 2015.
5.	 Film Feed, released in 2017. 
6.	 Filme To the bone, released in 2017.

Data collection

The six listed productions were watched in full by 
two of the authors, and the synopses of the scripts were 
copied to a text editor. The data collected were: the gen-
der of the Nursing professional; the type of eating disor-
der addressed; the activities developed by the Nursing 
professional in the scenes; and the timing of the scenes 
in which this professional appeared.

Data analysis

Data analysis was undertaken at two levels. In the 
first, the specificities of the scenes in each of the plots 
were considered; in the second, an overall evaluation of 
the film or documentary was made.

The specifics of the scenes of the scripts

At this level of analysis, a process of qualification of 
the scenes in which the Nursing professional appeared 
was undertaken. This analytical process was guided by a 
script previously prepared by three authors of the present 
study, which was submitted to the evaluation and adjust-
ments of two judges: a nutritionist with clinical expe-
rience and research on the eating disorder theme; and a 
Nursing history researcher, with an emphasis on work and 
the image of nurses. The items in this script focused on 
how the plots addressed Nursing in the treatment of EDs, 
considering the following aspects: presentation, image, 
posture, positioning, functions/roles and skills. In order 
to assess whether there was any stereotyped propagation 
of the profession's image, the posture that professionals 
maintained during the scenes was investigated, conside-
ring authenticity in professional practice, autonomy, ethics 
and their relationship with patients and other members 
of the multidisciplinary team. Clothing and visual pre-
sentation were also evaluated.

In addition, we sought to observe whether the plots 
included Nursing consultations and, if so, which activi-
ties of the Nursing Interventions Classification (NIC) were 
developed. For this, attention was paid to the characte-
ristics of these actions, verifying whether they were of a 
technical nature or whether they required planning and 
clinical reasoning. It was also considered whether the 
Nursing professional's relationship with the other mem-
bers of the multidisciplinary team was horizontal.

Overall evaluation of the films and the documentary

In order to obtain an overview of the media, descrip-
tive analysis was used, paying attention to the prevalence 
of some specific characteristics of the plot or characters. 
A lexical analysis of the synopses was also undertaken 
using the Word Art website (WordArt.com), which iden-
tifies the similarity of the words and highlights the most 
recurrent ones.

In terms of analytical refinement for media evalua-
tion, six criteria were defined. Three of these criteria 
were of a negative nature (i. scenes in which professio-
nals adopted an unethical posture; ii. scenes in which 

[1]Other professionals featured in the plots: the doctor, in all media; the psychologist, in media 4, 5 and 6; and the nutritionist, in the media 3.

https://doi.org/10.35699/2316-9389.2023.38249
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they carried out activities that do not belong to the pro-
fessional category; and iii. works that conveyed Nursing 
in a stereotyped way) and three were of a positive nature 
(i. productions that were minimally based on epidemio-
logical and psychopathological data on EDs, in order to 
convey a minimum of reliability to viewers; ii. scenes in 
which the relationships of nurses with other professionals 
took place horizontally; and iii. Nursing care activities 
that go beyond technical actions). The media that had 
more positive than negative aspects were highlighted in 
the presentation of the evaluation result, which was lis-
ted from the media with the best evaluation to the media 
with the worst evaluation.

The analyzes were carried out by two previously trai-
ned analysts who compared their interpretations in order 
to guarantee accuracy and reliability of the results. The 
details of the process are presented in Table 1.

RESULTS
Regarding the gender of the Nursing professional, all 

plots represented the profession by the female gender, as 
well as the patients who suffered from ED were also mos-
tly female. Furthermore, in all productions, the patients 
were played by young actresses; in the documentary, the 
majority of patients were under 30 years old. Concerning 
the type of disorder, four films addressed AN and one por-
trayed BN; the documentary dealt with both disorders.

As regard the activities most performed by nurses 
considering the NIC, in two of the plots (Sharing the secret 
and Body), the profession's actions were limited to assis-
tance and technical activities. Actions focusing on rela-
tional aspects were less addressed, and two important 
interventions provided for in the NIC (providing support 
to the family and teaching and reinforcing concepts of 

Table 1 - Collected data and respective descriptive analyzes undertaken. Ribeirão Preto, SP, Brazil 2020 (n=6)

Collected Data Descriptive Analysis Undertaken

Scenes Rating

Minutes of the scenes in which the nurse appeared

- time and importance given to nurses in the scenes

- discrimination of scenes in which a stereotype was conveyed
in relation to the profession
Aspects considered (script items):

* whether the nurse was presented as a doctor's assistant;
* whether the actions emphasized by the scenes were 
punishment, coercion, or neglect;
* whether the nurse was portrayed in the vigilant role;
* whether the posture adopted by the nurse in the scenes was 
inappropriate;
* if the nurse was presented in a sensual way;
* whether the actions performed by the nurse competed with 
the requirements of the profession

- discrimination of scenes in which nurses adopted welcoming
postures

- degree of autonomy of the actions conveyed
Aspects considered (script items):

* whether the nurse was presented as a decision maker;
* whether leadership was assumed in the care and/or 
discussion of cases;
* whether care planning was carried out;
* whether the nurse was in a horizontal position with the other 
professionals

Overall rating of films and documentaries

Gender of the professional nurse - the prevalence of plots in which the professional nurse was female

Type of ED addressed

- the prevalence of plots in which the eating disorder referred to
was bulimia

- the prevalence of plots in which the eating disorder referred to
was anorexia

Activities developed by the nurse

- accounting of activities performed by nurses considering the NIC

- the prevalence of technical/assistance actions in the plots

- the prevalence of relational actions in the plots

Characteristics of patients with ED - profile design of patients with ED

Synopsis - lexical analysis

Set of media - hierarchical classification

https://doi.org/10.35699/2316-9389.2023.38249
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good nutrition to the patient) were not presented in the 
plots (Figure 1).

The profession was represented with partial auto-
nomy of its actions. This means that there was decision-
-making related to physical care but there was no elabora-
tion of specific Nursing care plans or participation in case 
discussions. The only exception was the Thin production, 

in which the nurses carried out Nursing consultations and 
integrated actions with the multidisciplinary team, main-
taining horizontal and non-hierarchical relationships with 
other team members. The documentary included two 
interventions present in the NIC that did not appear in 
any of the other plots, namely: i) meeting with the team 

0 1 2 3 4

Teach the patient concepts of good nutrition

Provide support and guidance to the family

Limit physical activity

Meet with staff and patient about target weight

Meet with the team about the patient's progress

Build a supportive relationship with the patient

Provide patient support and guidance

Monitor vital signs

Administer medications

Help the patient assess dietary consequences

Establish weighing routine

Monitor feeding behavior

Observe the patient during and after meals

Monitor fluid/food intake/elimination

Relational Assistants

 

Figure 1 - Distribution of assistance and relational activities, according to NIC, developed by Nursing in the plots. Ribeirão Preto, SP, Brazil 
2020. (n=6)

to discuss the patient's progress and ii) to establish the 
target weight to be achieved.

This production also portrayed the support and gui-
dance that Nursing gave patients through group and 
individual conversations, in addition to attempts to help 
patients assess the consequences of their food choices. It 
is noteworthy that the other audiovisual creations presen-
ted either the Medicine or the Psychology professional as 
a central figure in the  patients’ treatment.

Regarding the image of nurses, some films showed 
brief scenes with them. In addition, all plots, at some 
point, conveyed her image in a stereotyped way, as a 
good doctor's assistant or as a bad nurse, punishing bad 
behavior.

In the film Sharing the secret, for example, there were 
two nurses monitoring vital signs at different times. The 
first scene took place in a school environment during a 
Nursing consultation, in which the professional was pre-
sent for less than five seconds. At another moment, a 

second nurse appeared performing actions under medi-
cal orders, a scene that occurred briefly and denoted sub-
mission to the doctor's authority.

The stereotyped placement of the nurse as a “good 
doctor's assistant” was also observed in the film Girl Inter-
rupted. In this production, when faced with a patient who 
questioned about a medication that would be administe-
red to her, the nurse presented a hostile posture, respon-
ding sharply that the question should be directed to the 
doctor, responsible for that knowledge. Still, the nurse 
was conveyed as “bad”: at one point, the professional 
“threw” a patient into the bathtub as a way of correcting 
her actions, adopting an unethical and punitive posture.

Another negative aspect, represented in Thin and 
To the bone, was the attitude of confiscating personal 
belongings under orders from third parties, without the 
patients' prior consent. The nurses played a role of “vigi-
lant” and showed inappropriate behavior: they showed 
distrust towards the patients, conveyed a “bad” attitude 

https://doi.org/10.35699/2316-9389.2023.38249
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and performed an attribution that is not incumbent on 
the category, such as the act of searching and confisca-
ting personal belongings without authorization or prior 
contractualization.

In Feed, the nurse's authority over the patient was also 
observed through a rude expression and a coercive pos-
ture. At one point, the nurse induced a patient to hand 
over a magazine she was reading. In addition, after seve-
ral refusals by the protagonist to eat, the nurse inserted a 
nasogastric tube without the patient's consent, also using 
physical restraint, portrayed as a punitive action.

The film Body was the only one in which the nurses 
appeared wearing outdated uniforms, characterized by 
a white dress and cap with a red cross. The image of this 
professional was also conveyed in a stereotyped way with 
a “bad” posture, represented by a rude facial expression, 
authoritarian behavior and change in voice intonation. 
In addition, automated actions were carried out, which 
were not very critical-scientific and activities that do not 
belong to the professional category, such as the role of 
receptionist. It is pointed out that the coercive, rude and 
punitive posture was conveyed only to the image of the 
nurse; at no time did the scenes suggest hostility or lack 
of ethics in the doctors' professional practice or submis-
sion in relation to their actions.

As for ethical conduct, in addition to the act of con-
fiscating personal belongings without the patients' autho-
rization (Thin and To the bone), there was the nurse's 

participation in embarrassing moments, in which she 
induced patients to intrigue and encouraged them to 
denounce their partners (Thin and Girl Interrupted). In 
addition, Feed, Girl Interrupted and Body portrayed the 
performance of procedures and actions against the will 
of patients, characterizing unethical actions by Nursing 
professionals. In Sharing the secret, there is no possibility 
of evaluating this criterion, as the nurses appeared in sce-
nes with very short time intervals.

It was also sought to find out if the nurses carried out 
activities that did not belong to the category. In the film 
Body, the nurse acted as a receptionist, controlling the 
entry and exit of companions, in addition to being res-
ponsible for opening and closing the door. In other plots 
such as Thin and To the bone, the profession was asso-
ciated with “vigilant” and the “confiscation” of personal 
belongings, in which the nurse went from room to room 
to search the patients' belongings. On the other hand, 
activities outside the clinic/hospital as a form of social 
reintegration and therapeutic follow-up were represen-
ted in Girl Interrupted and To the bone.

Concerning the treatment of EDs, four plots presen-
ted a multidisciplinary team (Nursing and two professio-
nals from other areas), and two presented only the nurse 
and the doctor. The documentar Thin was the one that 
most showed Nursing in the scenes, in addition to having 
autonomy in the treatment of patients. Furthermore, it 
was the only plot that exhibited the work of Nursing in an 
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Thin To the bone Feed Girl Interrupted Body Sharing the secret

Figure 2 - Number of interventions carried out by Nursing in audiovisual productions evaluated according to the NIC for the 
treatment of ED. Ribeirão Preto, SP, Brazil 2020. (n=6)
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IMAGE OF 
NURSES

Nurse "good 
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OTHER 
ACTIVITIES

Body

Feed

Girl Interrupted

To the bone

Thin

To the bone
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"Bad" Nurse

UNETHICAL

Body
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Girl Interrupted
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Thin
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Girl Interrupted
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Figure 3 - Summary of findings on how Nursing professionals are portrayed in film productions. Ribeirão Preto, SP, Brazil 2020. (n=6)

integrated way with the multidisciplinary team, with fre-
quent meetings to plan and discuss cases. It was also the 
production that most portrayed Nursing care, as shown 
in Figure 2. Sharing the secret, in turn, was the one that 
least portrayed the profession throughout the work.

Figure 3 summarizes the findings regarding the image 
of Nursing professionals in the analyzed productions.

Regarding the analysis of the synopses, the words 
that stood out the most were: life and death; young and 
weight; bulimia and anorexia; father, mother and son 
(Figure 4). In all productions, Nursing was part of a mul-
tidisciplinary team. However, in none of the synopses 
did the words “Nursing” or “nurse” appear, while the 
words “psychoanalyst” and “therapy session” made up 
the content.

DISCUSSION
Genre, image and professional recognition

There are two aspects related to genre that are funda-
mental to the discussion of the article. The first is that, in 
all plots, the Nursing category is represented by a female 
professional, corroborating previous studies.18,22,23 The 
Conselho Federal de Enfermagem [Federal Nursing Cou-
ncil] - COFEN carried out a survey to outline the profile 
of Nursing in the country and found that 84.6% of the 
Nursing team is composed of women - already conside-
ring the increasing incorporation of the male figure in 
the profession from the 1990s.24

This female predominance is directly related to the 
genesis of the profession, which was in the church, with 

deaconesses and widows who cared for the poor and sick 
with actions that expressed acts of charity. This occurred 
due to the fact that women were historically legitimized 
as the main responsible for care.25 It was with the secu-
larization of hospitals and the subsequent development 
of Nursing teaching in private schools, inspired by Flo-
rence Nightingale, that Nursing began to be recognized 
as a profession.26

Even so, although there is recognition of the occu-
pation as essential in healthcare services, there is little 
appreciation and prestige of the category - perhaps 
because it is a job traditionally performed by women 
and is constituted as substantially manual.25,26 Despite 
this, the exercise of Nursing includes a series of cognitive 
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activities, such as the development of clinical reasoning, 
care planning, development of the Nursing process, inte-
raction and decision on a complex information system, 
use and operation of the most diverse technologies and 
diversification of its character, which can be both mana-
gerial and teaching and research.12,13 Such activities asso-
ciated with Nursing are socially silenced and were also 
little represented in the analyzed plots.

It is understood that overcoming devaluation, ste-
reotypes, stigma and prejudice about the Nursing pro-
fession requires a change in society's historical-cultu-
ral formation on gender roles, (re)knowledge and social 
appreciation of professions.26

The second gender-related aspect is the prevalence 
of EDs in the female population: 9 out of 10 people with 
EDs are women. This corroborates the findings of studies 
in which the ratio between males and females is 1:10 and 
even 1:1217 for anorexia and bulimia, respectively. This 
prevalence derives from aesthetic standards widely dis-
seminated on social and media networks that establish 
that a woman is only attractive if she has a thin body.7

The symptomatology portrayed by the media also 
corroborates the findings in the literature and corres-
ponds to the criteria of the Diagnostic and Statistical 
Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5), such as maintai-
ning a lower than minimum body weight, restricting food 
intake, intense fear of gaining weight and distortion of 
the body image (in the case of AN), episodes of binge 
eating and inappropriate compensatory behaviors, such 
as inducing vomiting (in the case of BN).1,2

It is noteworthy that the media exerts an unques-
tionable influence on body self-image and its percep-
tion in adolescence, since at this stage of life people are 
exposed to greater vulnerability. Thinness is associated 

with social mobility, competence and sexual attractive-
ness, supporting the idea that a thin body without fat is 
necessarily healthy, while a robust body is unhealthy and 
undesirable.7

Thus, on social media, images of lean and fit bodies 
are disseminated, which reinforces the idea that success 
and satisfaction are only achieved if bodies are within 
standards7 increasingly young, growing up with low self-
-esteem, in addition to encouraging comparisons between 
women's bodies. This phenomenon also encourages the 
adoption of unhealthy behaviors, such as food restriction 
and anorexic practices.1,2

The performance of Nursing in the treatment of EDs 
and the importance of the multidisciplinary team

In the treatment of EDs, Nursing care is not limited to 
supervising patients during and after meals, administe-
ring medications and checking vital signs, as demonstra-
ted in most of the plots analyzed in this study. The Nur-
sing professional has a strategic role in forming bonds, 
in order to facilitate openness to treatment and its accep-
tance, maintenance of a positive relationship and active 
and therapeutic listening. Thus, it constitutes a link bet-
ween the family, the patient and the disease.12,13

In order to provide holistic and individualized care, 
based on the needs of each individual, the category has 
the Systematization of Nursing Care (SAE) and specific 
taxonomies, such as NANDA-I (North American Nursing 
Diagnoses Association), NOC (Nursing Outcomes Classi-
fication) and the NIC. With these instruments, it is pos-
sible to promote the implementation of the Nursing Pro-
cess, composed of the following phases: history, diagnosis, 
prescription and results. In this way, the professional uses 

 

Figure 4 - Word cloud generated through similarity analysis of synopses (WordArt.com). Ribeirão Preto, SP, Brazil 
2020. (n=6)
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a scientific and systematic approach that aims to plan, 
implement and evaluate Nursing interventions.27

Although the category has these instruments, the 
plots analyzed did not show the planning of Nursing 
care. With the exception of Thin, there was no discus-
sion of patient cases or setting of goals of care. In turn, 
welfare and technical activities prevailed, portraying the 
profession superficially and ignoring the multiple roles 
and different levels of complexity of its exercise. These 
data corroborate previous studies that discuss the media's 
emphasis on linking Nursing activities to the hospital con-
text,18,19 ignoring its importance in other settings of care.

In addition, most of the films analyzed here showed 
nurses with little or partial autonomy in their actions. 
Therefore, it is clear that Nursing professionals were por-
trayed as those with freedom to perform physical care 
that does not require complex clinical reasoning, such 
as establishing diagnoses or planning actions. That is, 
they are professionals who appeared only in mechani-
cal activities, focused merely on tasks, following norms 
and prescriptions and, consequently, developing fragile 
interpersonal relationships - findings that also corrobo-
rate previous studies.16,22,23

The therapeutic relationship, crucial for the success 
of the treatment, was no longer addressed and gave way 
to attitudes that harm the nurse-patient relationship. The 
“bad” posture and the unethical approach were present 
in most plots, damaging the profession's image and rein-
forcing adverse events to the detriment of their effective 
care skills, an aspect also verified in other studies.19-21 Fur-
thermore, there were attributions that did not belong to 
the professional category, such as the function of recep-
tionist, watchman and inspector of personal belongings, 
erroneously representing the activities of competence of 
the category and reinforcing the medical model of asy-
lum nature. Therefore, such results also emphasize the 
stereotyping of the Nursing professional, as already des-
cribed in the literature.16,22,23 These studies emphasize 
that these characteristics are inconsistent with reality, 
but remain in the social imagination, making it difficult 
to recognize the profession.22,23

Regarding the multidisciplinary follow-up, it is note-
worthy that other healthcare professionals appeared as 
part of the team in the films and in the documentary, such 
as the doctor and psychologist and, less frequently, the 
nutritionist. In most creations, the team acts in a disin-
tegrated way, that is, each professional develops his acti-
vities in isolation and with little or no communication 
between its members. The documentary illustrates the 

performance of the multidisciplinary team only in case 
discussions and actions aimed at establishing care goals.

Despite this, it is pointed out that all plots illustrated 
multidisciplinary follow-up, fundamental for physical and 
mental integrity, recovery of nutritional status, establish-
ment of behavioral changes related to food and guidance 
for both the patient and the family.11

The Content of the Synopses
As regards the lexical analysis, the words that stood 

out the most correspond to the questions that commonly 
permeate EDs. First, there is a predominance of young 
and female audiences with more prevalent diagnoses of 
bulimia and anorexia.4 “Mother”, “father” and daughter” 
are terms that appeared frequently in the synopses. It is 
understood that the family is the nucleus that suffers the 
most impact with the manifestation of the disorder, in 
addition to being one of the determinants in the way of 
facing the problem, which can both help clinical impro-
vement and predispose to the development or worse-
ning of the disorder.28 In any case, the family needs to 
know at least the most relevant aspects of the disorders 
so that clinical improvement can be achieved. Nursing is 
the category that maintains greater contact with family 
members, playing a strategic role in teaching,13 but in 
no scenario did nurses offer support and/or guidance to 
family members.

The dualism “death” and “life”, highlighted in the 
synopses, denotes the threshold of suffering of people 
with ED, which contemplates a process of constant ins-
tability in relation to their life and death punctures, as 
well as their psychological and somatic repercussions 
that, in general, have an uncertain course. In addition, 
such words may signal the patients' attempt to resume 
their lives after the diagnosis, as well as their predispo-
sition to suicide. It is noteworthy that, in the plots, the 
development of ED was also associated with the loss of 
a loved one.

Likewise, the absence of the words “Nursing” or 
“nurse” in the synopses reinforces the need to reframe the 
role of the profession in this treatment and the urgency 
of increasing the visibility and recognition of Nursing in 
society. On the other hand, the terms “psychoanalyst” 
and “therapy session” composed the analyzed content.

Based on the analysis carried out, it was identified 
that the plot that came closest to the reality experienced 
by patients and Nursing professionals was the documen-
tary Thin, which is, therefore, the most suitable audiovi-
sual creation for didactic purposes. In addition to demons-
trating symptoms consistent with the reality of EDs, such 
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as food rejection, non-acceptance of weight and the per-
son feeling fat (even maintaining BMI below the mini-
mum), it also conveyed, in most scenes, autonomy in the 
professional practice of Nursing.

In this production, these professionals participate 
with an active voice in case discussions, in therapeutic 
conversations (both in groups and individually), help in 
assessing the consequences of food choices, support and 
care. Unlike the other plots, it does not reduce Nursing's 
work to exclusively technical actions, nor does it link its 
image to a “good doctor's assistant”. Despite this, there 
are aspects that portray the category negatively, such as 
unethical and vigilant actions already mentioned above. 
This leads to the conclusion that none of the media satis-
factorily met the six evaluated criteria.

It is important to emphasize that Thin is a documen-
tary, which, unlike the fiction film, is guided by the repre-
sentation of the world with a certain fidelity to certain 
worldviews and exploration of reality.29 That is, the dua-
lity of the image of the professionals portrayed is also due 
to cultural factors, such as the social construction of the 
nurse's performance and the personality of each profes-
sional who composed the artistic creation.

It should be noted that the analyzed cinematographic 
productions were not developed to represent Nursing's 
performance. This study aimed to evaluate the plot that 
most corresponded to the reality of the profession in the 
treatment of EDs and that, eventually, could serve as an 
instrument of articulation between theoretical knowledge 
and the representation of the profession's practice to the 
lay public. This plot can also be a resource for teachers, 
as long as it is used with due consideration in the initial 
training of nurses, in order to provide opportunities for 
discussions and reflections on the image of the professio-
nal, their performance in care, among other issues that 
can be worked on through of film productions.

CONCLUSION
Regarding the role of the nurse portrayed in the 

analyzed plots, it was found that all, at some point, con-
veyed a stereotyped image of Nursing professionals. There 
are representations of professionals with a bad attitude, 
punitive and unethical behavior and, on the other hand, 
as “good help to the doctor”, denoting submission to the 
actions developed by the category, which are more of a 
welfare nature.

Despite this, there were scenes that conveyed the pro-
fession in a positive way, with a holistic approach to care 
and that suggested bonding, active participation in case 
discussions and elaboration of a Nursing plan. The plot 

that most portrayed care in this way was the documen-
tary Thin. Thus, it is understood that it is the most suitable 
artistic production for the didactic purpose as a resource 
to promote debates and discussions in relation to the per-
formance of Nursing, as it is consistent with the reality of 
the profession - despite the limitations presented.

It is believed that the way in which cinematogra-
phic productions convey Nursing influences, positively 
or negatively, the social recognition of the profession. 
When portrayed as an authentic, ethical profession, free 
from stereotypes and based on scientific precepts, it has 
the potential to influence the public to recognize and 
value the profession.

This appreciation, in turn, would certainly contribute 
to the category advancing in obtaining dignified working 
conditions. For this reason, one of the potentialities of the 
study is to promote debates on the importance of Nursing 
in the day-to-day of healthcare systems, increasing the 
public's knowledge about the reality of the profession. As 
a consequence, stereotypes and prejudices related to the 
category would be unlinked, starting in search of visibility 
and recognition, especially in the field of mental health.

The main limitation of the study is the possible inter-
pretation bias during the stage of completing the scripts; 
however, in order to minimize it, it was decided to col-
lect and analyze the data simultaneously by two resear-
chers. In addition, due to the conciseness of the synopses, 
it was not possible to perform the content analysis, only 
the lexical analysis, which resulted in a cloud of words 
that demonstrated, with great efficiency, the most com-
mon terms in the synopses.
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