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Social Interactions  
After Limb Loss
Being treated like everyone else and 
being accepted by friends and family 
are important to the emotional well-
being of the person who has suffered 
limb loss. However, people living with 
limb loss often have negative social in-
teractions with those who do not have 
an amputation, with studies reporting 
that post limb loss, strangers, friends, 
or family acted differently either by 
staring, avoiding eye contact, or asking 
intimate questions.1 These interactions 
often left those with limb loss feeling 
stigmatized and uncomfortable. Reac-
tions from others were more negative 
if the person was not wearing a pros-
thesis, such that he or she was sud-
denly viewed as a “cripple” to be taken 
care of.1 These exchanges caused such 
anxiety that the respondents would go 
out of their way not to be seen without 
a prosthesis or to appear as if they still 
had all their limbs.1-3 Further, many 
people with amputations reported 
offensive social interactions, which led 
them to hide their prostheses or refuse 
to take them off to combat stigma and 
prejudice.2,3 These societal interac-
tions may add to the already traumatic 
experience of losing a limb and may 
increase rates of depression, anxiety, 
and low self-esteem.2 In turn, compli-
ance with prosthetic treatment and 
quality of life may be sacrificed. 

The Media’s Role in  
Reflecting and Impacting 
Social Perceptions
Most people living in the United 
States today have access to and watch 
mass media daily. The impact of this 

exposure and the effects of the mes-
sages presented have been studied. 
Researchers have found that public 
attitudes and perceptions are founded 
on observational learning, of which 
media plays a large part.4,5 Some of 
these studies have focused on people 
with disabilities in general. However, 
when it comes to people with limb 
loss specifically, few studies have been 
performed. The portrayal of people 
with disabilities has been predomi-
nately negative and unrealistic, which 
has resulted in stigmatized treatment 
from able-bodied people and even 
from themselves.4,6 These negative atti-
tudes are expressed through anxiety, 
pity, segregation, apathy, and embar-
rassment; yet these attitudes can be 
changed.4-6 One study found that when 
the subjects were shown positive clips 
of characters with disabilities, they 
experienced positive perceptions and 
feelings.5 

Mass media has been shown to both 
reflect and impact society’s percep-
tions of people with disabilities.4 There 
has been increased media representa-
tion of people with limb loss, such as 
inclusion in reality shows like Danc-
ing With the Stars, movies such as 
Mad Max: Fury Road and Kingsman: 
The Secret Service, and news cover-
age of the Boston Marathon bombing 
victims. This could be attributed to 
the advent of new, futuristic prosthetic 
technology and/or to news and reality 
television highlighting achievements 
of veterans and athletes with limb loss. 
This additional coverage could indicate 
an increased awareness of the struggle 
and/or an increase of stereotypes this 
population experiences. 

Users of Archaic Prostheses  
Negatively Portrayed in 
Movies
Recently proposed policy changes for 
reimbursement (e.g., the Draft Local 
Coverage Determination for Lower 
Limb Prostheses that was released 
in July 2015) would limit prosthetic 
technology for Medicare recipients 
with amputations to more antiquated 
designs. The effect of such policies on 
how people with amputations may be 
viewed by society can be studied by 
analyzing how people with amputa-
tions are portrayed in movies. Classic 
villains such as Captain Hook, Darth 
Vader, and the one-armed antagonist 
in The Fugitive are a few examples of 
how characters with amputations have 
been negatively portrayed in past mov-
ies. These characters utilize an array of 
prosthetic technologies ranging from 
archaic (Captain Hook) to futuristic 
(Darth Vader). In contrast, heroes 
with amputations represent positive 
portrayals and have also been seen us-
ing antiquated, modern, and futuristic 
prosthetic technologies. Therefore, 
establishing a relationship between 
the prosthetic technologies being used 
in the context of how the character is 
being perceived would provide insight 
into the context in which society and 
the prosthesis user may be viewed 
based on prosthetic technology utilized. 

A recent study I coauthored revealed 
that characters wearing antiquated 
prostheses were more often portrayed 
as villains.7 Movies were selected by 
searching the IMDB database for 
feature films released in theaters in the 
United States between the years 1965 
and 2015. A content analysis codebook 
and coding form was used based on 
Neuendorf to quantify variables of 
interest.8 All variables were determined 
before the official coding process began 
to reduce biases and invalidity. An in-
tercoder reliability test was performed 
to ensure the reliability of the context 
codebook. Out of 115 movies viewed, 
50 movies that included villainous or 
heroic characters with antiquated/
archaic or modern prostheses were 
analyzed for content. A chi-squared 
analysis was conducted on the interac-
tion between people with amputations 
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