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The Nurse as a Sex Object in
Motion Pictures, 1930 to 1980

Beatrice J. Kalisch, Philip A. Kalisch, and Mary L. McHugh

A confent analysis of 191 motion pictures featuring 211 nurses as significant characters
was conducted to determine the nature and extent of the motion picture indusiry’s
depiction of the nurse as a sex object and to identify changes in that portrayal from 1930
fo 1980. Seventy-three percent of the nurse roles characterized nurses as sex objects. The
frequency and infensity of stereotypes of nurses as sex objects rose significantly during the
1960s and 1970s (p<<.0001). Exploitation of the nurse as a sex object was more common
in the larger nurse roles. However, in films with a strong emphasis on professional nursing
in either the sfory or in character development, sexual stereotyping of nurses was
uncommon. It was concluded that the image of the nurse as a professional care giver was
incompatible with that of the nurse as sex obiject, and that the motion picture industry has
opted primarily to present the latter image. The extremely negative sexual stereotype of
nursing promulgated during the past 20 years is cause for concern. Actions that the
nursing profession can employ fo counter the unfavorable portrayal of nurses in 1980s

motion pictures are suggested.

American motion pictures have contributed a
potent public message system about nurses and
nursing since the early years of this century.
Because of this power of the feature film as a
social and cultural force in American society the
investigators have examined the industry’s depic-
tion of nurses during the sound era of film since
1930. No form of mass communication so
explicitly offers sexuality to its audiences as does
the motion picture. When that sexuality is in-
tertwined with the depiction of the nurse, exami-
nation of this connection is in order.

Film media present a high level of information
to two senses, while specifically controlling and
minimizing other diluting influences by reason of
sefting (Schiller, 1970). Various audience needs
can be manipulated through portrayal of motion
picture images (Croce, 1967). Findings indicated
that “*‘movies may serve to motivate a viewer to

perform acts related to those he has seen in the
movie and further, the movie may increase for.
him the importance of the freedom to do so”
(Worchel, 1972, p. 431). Thus the feature film is
an important component of the social construc-
tion of reality as it relates to an identifiable group
(Berger & Luckmann, 1967).

The power of motion pictures to influence
public opinion has stimulated various groups to
analyze critically the quality of their images in
the medium. The motion picture image of minor-
ity ethnic groups has been the object of critical
analysis in several recent studies. Research find-
ings on the image of Blacks in motion pictures
(Cripps, 1977; Mapp, 1970), of Native Ameri-
can Indians (Bataille & Silet, 1980), and of
Hispanics (Pettit, 1980) have led to public pro-
tests by representatives of these groups against
their negative treatment by the motion picture
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