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being portrayed as a hero (positive) 
or a villain (negative) when wearing 
a modern prosthesis or an antiquated 
prosthesis (defined as wooden legs and 
nonfunctional hooks).

Our analysis revealed a statistically 
significant correlation that villains 
were portrayed wearing archaic pros-
theses, while heroes typically wore 
more modern prostheses (Figure 1). 
There is also a higher frequency of 
traumatic amputations among both 
groups than amputations from other 
causes, despite the fact that in studies 
of today’s population, 54 percent of 
amputations are secondary to dysvas-
cular disease while only 45 percent 
are secondary to trauma (Figure 2).9 
Changes in portrayal over time are not 
accounted for in this data however, 
as this is an overview for the past 50 
years. The frequency of unrealistic 
portrayals has a negative effect as it 
leaves an inaccurate impression on the 
audience. Negative stereotypes and 
unrealistic expectations could increase 
misunderstandings of what real people 
who are missing limbs experience. 

Prosthetic Media Portrayal 
and Its Relationship With 
Reimbursement Policies
Current prosthetic treatment involves 
factoring in all aspects of the indi-
vidual’s needs and potential abilities 
according to his or her K-level or 
functional activity level. However 
some proposed reimbursement policy 
changes would require treating all 
patients the same or forcing them to 
pass benchmarks using outdated pros-
theses with limited design functions.10 
Societal perceptions of people who 
use prostheses drive how they inter-
act with prosthesis users. Therefore, 
reimbursement policies that force the 
use of antiquated prosthetic technol-
ogy could have a larger impact on the 
prosthetic community beyond restric-
tive function. The psychosocial aspect 
of wearing an obsolete prosthesis may 
help drive further social stigmas and 
negative stereotypes, compounding an 
already daunting recovery after limb 
loss, and inhibit prosthesis users from 
reintegrating into society.

Conclusion

Improving social perceptions, educa-
tion, and realistic representations of 
limb loss is vital to reducing stereotypes 
and stigma. Movies are a popular form 
of entertainment in the United States 
and the portrayal of people with ampu-
tations in movies provides insight to 
how these individuals are perceived and 
whether perceptions are shifting. An 
analysis of how people with limb loss 
are represented in film may also help 
shed light on how society views people 
with amputations who use different 
forms of prosthetic technology, which, 
in turn, would allow us to predict the 
impact of changes to reimbursement 
policies. Determining how and why 
people with amputations are presented 
to the audience is important for estab-
lishing how they are being portrayed, 
the effect it has on social interactions, 
and how to develop future interven-
tions to minimize potential negative 
associations. 

Realistic representations in a 
widely consumed media form, like 
movies, could have a major impact 
on improving the quality of life of 
those with amputations. Further 
studies are needed for a comprehen-
sive view of the portrayal of these 
characters. Given the frequency of 
villains with antiquated prostheses, 
an in-depth look at other aspects of 
portrayal, such as specific stereotypes 
and changes in portrayal over time, 
should be explored. Further research 
should be done to investigate other 
media influences, including commer-
cials and social media, and the effects 
on the audience’s perceptions and 
interactions with those living with 
limb loss. O&P EDGE

FREQUENCY OF VILLAINS IN  
MODERN VS ANTIQUATED PROSTHESES

FREQUENCY OF HEROES IN  
MODERN VS ANTIQUATED PROSTHESES

30% 30%

70% 62%

38%

¢ MODERN PROSTHESIS
¢ ANTIQUATED PROSTHESIS

Figure 1. 
Frequency analysis 

demonstrated 
villains are more 

often portrayed using 
antiquated prosthetic 

technology while 
heroes are more 

often portrayed with 
modern technology. 

This relationship 
was statistically 

significant.

Figure 2. 
Movies unrealistically 

portrayed with 
amputations due to 

trauma.
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