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Abstract

Popular movies are increasingly used as a teaching method in many college disciplines. in medicine 

they are an important resource to teach some aspects of medicine that will gain a considerable 

benefit of being illustrated using the cinematographic language. among them, ethical behaviours, 

professionalism and doctor-patient relationship are the most considered in popular movies. however, 

their use in the teaching of other medical disciplines is scarce. in the present chapter we deal with 

the interest in the field of pharmacology, whose knowledge is in the frontier of basic and clinical 

fields. We review the beginnings of the use of popular movies for improving the teaching of 

pharmacology, especially for enhancing the understanding of the importance of drugs in daily life. 

for this purpose we outline the importance of the social contextualization of its use. some movies are 

especially useful to this purpose such as Awakenings (1990), Lorenzo’s oil (1992), The constant 

gardener (2005) and Dallas Buyers Club (2013). We also include some recommendations for its 

optimal use in the teaching of clinical pharmacology, as well as the way they should be used to 

minimize the disadvantages of such new approach.

Keywords: clinical pharmacology, feature films, pharmacology, popular movies, teaching,  

teaching innovation. 
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Movies in medical education

The use of commercial movies in 

education and scientific teaching has a 

long tradition, but using films to teach 

medical students is a relatively recent 

application.1 since the first published 

report of the use of cinema in medical 

education in 1979,2 the practice has 

received an increasing attention as a 

consequence of the interest of the use of 

the arts within medical education.

in the last few decades, many papers 

describing the use of popular films for 

teaching medical students have been 

published). This innovative approach is 

becoming more common. in a 

systematic review on the topic, 

darbyshire and Baker3 listed several 

reasons for using cinema in healthcare 

education. films tell us a story, and we 

are always happy to hear good ones. 

Plots often consider topics that can easily 

initiate a discussion among learners. 

learners’ active roles make this 

discussion an important component of 

constructivist learning. cinema utilizes 

sight and sound, which enhance 

learners’ ability of watching and 

listening. moreover, movies stimulate 

discussions and reflections, which is a 

part of an active learning process. This is 

achieved by engaging students in active 

learning, which is comparable to 

learning experienced during the actual 

consultations with patients.

The use of commercial films for 

teaching purposes is relatively common 

in many university degree programs. it 

has been especially relevant in the 

fields of medicine and the other health 

sciences. Topics considered include 

physiology, clinical microbiology, 

pharmacology and clinical 

pharmacology, bioethics, medical 

ethics, doctor-patient relationship, 

preclinical and clinical research, mental 

illness, drug addiction, palliative care, 

effects of disease on patients, medical 

professionalism, and social conflicts in 

medical care. Physicians are common 

characters in films and their depiction 

can help students to see how the 

general public views the medical 

profession.3-10

“cinemeducation” refers to the use of 

movies on dVd/Blu-ray or online 

resources, particularly clips from such 

videos, for educating residents and 

medical students in the psychosocial 

aspects of medicine.11 in recent years, 
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experiences using movies as the main 

resource for the full course and 

sometimes the entire course is based 

on viewing and discussing the films,  

as described in some courses of 

bioethics, or right to die with dignity.  

in some cases, teachers prefer to use 

commercial or feature movies 

(blockbusters), but other prefer non-

commercial movies (less known, more 

local films), or documentary films. 

Popular movies can be powerful 

teaching tools. however, to ensure 

successful results, Baños and Bosch1 

have recently recommended some 

principles for using popular films in 

medical education (Table 1). They have 

explained the basis to identify 

educational elements in the film, 

recommended reading the literature on 

each film, and watching the film 

carefully. it is important to check that 

the material is appropriate for the 

students’ current knowledge. long 

duration films can be difficult to use, but 

using specific scenes (clips) is a good 

option. The plausibility of the events 

depicted may sometimes be more 

important than their factual accuracy. 

discussion of the film should be limited 

television series on medical issues are 

also being used in this context.7,12

recent articles in the medical literature 

have provided support for the idea that 

the use of such videos provides 

innovative and effective ways of 

teaching. Their relevance has been 

demonstrated in a series of articles, 

metanalysis, and the appearance of 

several books. several web-sites also 

host information about cinema and 

medical education, there are some 

university courses and there is at least 

one journal devoted to the topic (The 

Journal of Medicine and Movies [Revista 

de Medicina y Cine]) with more than 10 

years of life. 

movies in medicine can be used to 

learn different aspects, including how 

medicine and doctors are described in 

movies or to use movies to teach 

several aspects of medicine using clips 

or full movies. depending of the 

authors, movies are used as an 

additional tool, and they use a specific 

movie to explain some topics, short 

clips from a movie are included in 

some lectures or seminars, but 

sometimes a complete movie is one of 

the seminars. There are some 

using popular movies in teaching: the case of pharmacology
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Movies in pharmacology and  

clinical pharmacology teaching

Pharmacology is not an easy subject 

area for movies, as most knowledge is 

based on memory and it includes too 

much topics as well. in most experiences, 

cinema is used only to explain or support 

some aspects of the use of drugs, drug 

of abuse (addiction) or to introduce the 

scientific and ethical aspects of 

to a few questions previously identified 

by teachers, with clear objectives and 

questions to be discussed. The useful 

aspect in films includes medical 

knowledge but social and humanistic 

elements are also valuable. adequate 

assessment of students’ learning after 

the activity is critical to establish the 

legitimacy of using the film as a 

teaching activity.

Table 1. Some principles to use popular movies in medical education.1

· The most popular films are not always the most useful in medical schools. 

· reading how other teachers have used different films helps in making the right choice.

· The film should be appropriate for students’ knowledge.

· Viewing the films and taking notes before the teaching session improves planning.

· criticizing mistakes is important, but plausibility may be more important than accuracy.

· The length and technical characteristics of each the film should be always considered in the
selection.

· discussion of the film should focus on few questions. 

· The film should be used to explore social and humanistic values in biomedicine.

· Teaching activities using films should be planned like all other activities included in the syllabus. 

· some pre-established strategies are necessary to spark debate. 

· general introductions to the films are helpful. 

· grading should be based on realistic assessments.
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investigation of new medicines or the 

non-medical use of drugs.13-17 

The objectives of the use of movies to 

teach pharmacology and clinical 

pharmacy can be found in Table 2.18  

We have used movies in the teaching of 

pharmacology/clinical pharmacology in 

medical students (Table 3). for example, 

we have used Dallas Buyers Club to 

describe the process of drug 

development and approval.18 To a better 

understanding of the feasibility of its use 

we have included the educational 

objectives (Table 4) and the topics for 

discussion (Table 5).

The use of popular movies is not 

devoid of some potential 

Table 2. Uses of movies in pharmacology as suggested by Ferrándiz et al.18

·	 To show the most important pharmacological, therapeutic and / or ethical aspects of the chosen 
topics.

·	 To allow the student to understand the risks that all therapeutic novelty represents and the ethical 
problems that arise during the development of new drugs.

·	 To introduce the student to the critical analysis of a problem, to reason the exposed from different 
points of view and to express their opinions. 

·	 To recognize some fiction characters in movies characteristic of certain diseases.

·	 To bring the students the most human aspects of the disease and its treatment.

Table 3. Some movies used by the authors in the teaching of 
pharmacology and clinical pharmacology.

·	 Awakenings (1990)

·	 Lorenzo’s oil (1992)

·	 The fugitive (1993)

·	 Extreme measures (1996)

·	 Miss Ever’s boys (1997)

·	 The constant gardener (2005)

·	 Extraordinary measures (2010)

·	 Side effects (2013)

·	 Dallas Buyers Club (2013)

·	 La fille de Brest (2016)

using popular movies in teaching: the case of pharmacology
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Table 4. Educational objectives of dallas Buyers club.19

· To understand the process of drug development.

· To know the main aspects involved in the design of clinical trials such as randomization, masking, 
recruitment or informed consent.

· To understand the roles in clinical research: researcher, participants and sponsor/pharmaceutical
industry.

· To discuss the problem of clinical trials in diseases without effective treatments.

· To know the situations in which it would be ethical to use placebo in clinical trials.

·	 To become familiar with the “buyers club” concept and the trafficking of illegal or unapproved drugs.

· To understand the use of medications off-label (non-approved indications).

· To understand the role of government agencies regulating medicines for human use (food and
drug administration, european medicines agency or national medicines agencies).

· To know the general aspects of aids, such as the beginning of the epidemic, its clinical course and
the mechanism of action of antiretroviral agents.

Table 5. Topics for discussion in dallas Buyers club.19

· The autonomy of patients to choose their treatment, especially in serious diseases (right to prove):

– Trafficking with illegal / unapproved drugs.
– relationship with current situations (e.g., cancer, severe diseases).

· The need for an adequate experimental design.

· The need for accurate monitoring of clinical trials. 

· The usefulness of randomization and masking in clinical trial design.

· The use of placebo in clinical trials.

· The process of drug approval:

– The safety assessment with short-term versus long-term studies. minimum duration of the
investigation to know effectiveness and/or safety.

– The interests of pharmaceutical companies, regulatory agencies and patient associations.

· The role of the clinician in relation to the role of the research physician and the problem of sharing
both roles.
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direct role, and guide the activity.1 The 

films may increase the motivation of 

students to understand clinical 

pharmacology principles and may 

become a driving force for an 

increased desire to learn.

disadvantages. sometimes, films may 

not be of interest to the students, but 

in other cases, its own subject may 

distract the students from the, let’s say, 

pharmacological topic. Teachers must 

carefully prepare the activity, take a 

References

 1. Baños Je, Bosch f. using feature films as a teaching tool in medical schools. educ med. 
2015;16:206-11.

 2. fritz gK, Poe ro. The role of cinema in psychiatric education. am J Psychiatry. 1979;136: 
207-10.

 3. darbyshire d, Baker P. a systematic review and thematic analysis of cinema in medical 
education. med humanit. 2012;38:28-33.

 4. Baños Je, samsó e, farré m. la fisiología en las películas: coma, co y la comprensión del 
intercambio gaseoso. rev med cine. 2015;11:13-8. 

 5. farré m, roset Pn, Bosch f, Baños Je. Puting clinical pharmacology in context: the use of 
popular movies. J clin Pharmacol. 2004;44:30-6.

 6. Klemenc-Ketis Z, Kersnik J. using movies to teach professionalism to medical students. Bmc 
med educ. 2011;11:60.

 7. Wong rY, saber ss, ma i, roberts Jm. using television shows to teach communication skills in 
internal medicine residency. Bmc med educ. 2009;9:9.

 8. alexander m, hall mn, Pettice YJ. cinemeducation: an innovative approach to teaching 
psychosocial medical care. fam med. 1994;26:430-3.

 9. farré m, arribas s, Pérez J, Baños Je. Bioethical principles, clinical research and popular 
movies. med educ. 2013;47:1141-2.

 10. Baños Je, Bosch f. using feature films as a teaching aid with medical students. med Teach. 
2015;37:883-4.

using popular movies in teaching: the case of pharmacology



MONOGRAPHS 38  The role of humaniTies in The Teaching of medical sTudenTs

103

 11. Pérez J, aramburu J, Baños Je, Bosch f, díez J, farré m, et al. uso del cine comercial como 
herramienta docente en estudios en ciencias de la salud. una experiencia multidisciplinar y 
colectiva. fundación educación médica. 2014;17:131-5.

 12. farré a, Torrens m, Baños Je, farré m. csi y la medicina forense. en: de la Torre T, coordinador. 
la medicina en las series de televisión. cuadernos de la fundación dr. antoni esteve nº 35. 
Barcelona: fundación dr. antoni esteve; 2016. p. 99-103. 

 13. Koren g. awakenings: using a popular movie to teach clinical pharmacology. clin Pharmacol 
Ther. 1993;53:3-5.

 14. farré m, arribas s, Pérez J, Baños Je. el uso de películas comerciales para comprender los 
principios bioéticos en la investigación clínica. rev med cine. 2013;9:151-5.

 15. farré m, roset Pn, Bosch f, Baños Je. Puting clinical pharmacology in context: the use of 
popular movies. J clin Pharmacol. 2004;44:30-6.

 16. Baños Je, Bosch f, Pérez J, farré m. al cruzar el límite (extreme measures): cine, principios 
bioéticos e investigación clínica. rev med cine. 2011;7:95-9. 

 17. mateus Ja, Baños Je, Papaseit e, farré m. el lado oscuro de los fármacos en el cine. rev med 
cine. 2015;11:87-96.

 18. ferrándiz ml, noguera ma, recio mc, Terencio mc, montesinos mc, garcía-arnandis i, et al. 
farmacinema: recurso docente en el aprendizaje de farmacología y farmacia clínica. ars 
Pharm. 2010;51 (supl 2):169-76.

 19. de haan-Bosch m, gómez-Tomas a, Baños Je, farré m. dallas Buyers club (2013): la 
investigación clínica con fármacos durante la epidemia del sida de los años 80. rev med cine. 
2015;11:73-81.




