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Purpose of review

Entertainment media contribute to how people understand and make sense of health issues, especially
stigmatized ones such as abortion. This paper reviews the peer-reviewed literature published between
2019 and 2024 on how abortion is depicted in scripted television and film available for viewing in the
United States.

Recent findings

The majority of recent studies focus on qualitative content analysis of a composite of television shows,
documenting the myriad ways that these programs reflect and are distinct from the reality of abortion
access in the United States. The quantitative studies find small but significant increases in abortion
knowledge related to exposure to television abortion plotlines, but no increases in support for abortion
postexposure. No studies track the impact of exposure to multiple abortion plotlines at multiple points in
time. Only one study included a sample of entertainment content creators to understand their motivations
for creating abortion plotlines.

Summary

Media depictions of abortion are often rife with misinformation, and may influence the U.S. public’s
general knowledge and beliefs about abortion. More research is needed to understand possible
relationships between television and film abortion content and its impact on viewers.
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INTRODUCTION

Exposure to fictional health content on television
can significantly influence knowledge, attitudes,
and behaviors, especially related to sexual and
reproductive health [1]. Exposure to accurate depic-
tions of contraception, for example, is associated
with increased contraceptive uptake [2] and
improved attitudes towards contraception [3]. Sim-
ilar research across other domains of reproductive
health suggest a relationship between media expo-
sure and increased communication about sexual
health [4], increased health information-seeking
behaviors [5], and increased pursuit of sexual health
screening [6]. Other studies document negative out-
comes of media exposure, such as greater intention
to engage in unprotected sex [7] or increased fear
about pregnancy and childbirth [8]. The study of
both the content and the impact of abortion
onscreen is relatively new compared to the decades
of literature studying portrayals of other health
topics, and it may be of increased importance given
the crisis of abortion access and misinformation in
the United States.

In June 2022, the Supreme Court revoked
federal protections for abortion rights in their
 2024 Wolters Kluwer H
Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health Organization deci-
sion, resulting in legal andmedical chaos, including
bans on abortion in 14 states and new abortion
restrictions in seven states [9]. Before Dobbs, knowl-
edge about abortion legality and contemporary
abortion restrictions among the U.S. public was
relatively low [10] and the decision increased con-
fusion on these topics nationally and locally [11].
Given this context, it is crucial to understand both
the content of abortion depictions and any docu-
mented impact of depictions on audiences.

This study reviews peer-reviewed publications
on abortion on entertainment television and
film available to US audiences over the last 5 years
(2019–2024).
Volume 36 � Number 6 � December 2024
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KEY POINTS

� Most recent studies focus on qualitative content analysis
of US television shows, finding that these portrayals do
not reflect the challenges of abortion access today.

� Many contemporary abortion depictions portray
abortion as a moral decision deserving of love and
support, a shift from more stigmatizing
historical portrayals.

� Exposure to these plotlines is associated with small but
significant increases in abortion knowledge, but not
with changes in attitudes.

� More research is needed to understand the impact of
abortion plotlines.
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METHODS

I used a scoping review methodology, informed by
the process described in the Booth and Grant frame-
works [12]. Because of the specificity of the research
question and the limited published research in this
area, a scoping review framework provided the proc-
ess by which to structure this review. This process
included developing an academic literature database
search strategy, creating study inclusion and exclu-
sion criteria, summarizing the study findings, and
identifyinggaps in theexisting literature. I conducted
this review according to PRISMA guidelines [13].

Search strategy: I employed a three-step search
strategy for identifying published studies. First, I con-
ducted a preliminary search on Web of Science to
identify key studies and began termharvesting. Next,
I tested potential search terms, such as ‘abortion on
television’ and ‘abortion in media,’ examining the
first 50 unique results for each term to determine the
term’s relevance. Finally, I searched the reference
lists of included studies to identify any additional
studies and search terms. I conducted searches twice:
onceon January24, 2024andagainonApril 12, 2024.
I also contacted two experts, one in the social sciences
and one in the humanities, to ensure that the major
studies from those fields were included. I conducted
additional searches on the databases Google Scholar,
JSTOR, the UCSF library, and Project Muse. I limited
the results to those publishedbetween 2019 and2024
and available in English.

Study selection: The literature search yielded
676 studies in all databases. After excluding dupli-
cates, I screened titles and abstracts of 353 articles. I
eliminated 327 based on exclusion criteria, leaving
26 studies included in the final analysis, as indicated
by the PRISMA chart (Fig. 1).

Data extraction: I created a standardized spread-
sheet to extract data in the following areas: year
1040-872X Copyright © 2024 Wolters Kluwer Health, Inc. All rights rese

Copyright © 2024 Wolters Kluwe
published, field, type of media analyzed, authors,
article title, methods, single show/composite, and
relevant findings. In accordance with scoping
review methodology [14], I did not conduct an
analysis of the quality of the studies.
RESULTS

Of the 26 articles included in the final review, 9 were
inmedia studies, 4 in television studies, 3 in cultural
studies, and the remaining in communications,
public health, sociology, feminist studies, and sci-
ence fiction studies. The vast majority (n¼22) were
an analysis of television, with only two on both
television and film and one on film alone. The vast
majority (n¼21) focused the entire analysis on
abortion content, while the others (n¼5) included
abortion in a broader analysis of media. The major-
ity (n¼18) included a sample of multiple television
plotlines or films, while the rest analyzed a single
media depiction. Commonly cited theories
included postfeminism (n¼6), entertainment edu-
cation (n¼3), and cultivation theory (n¼3), though
several articles (n¼5) did not cite theory at all. The
majority (n¼15) of studies employed qualitative
content analysis as the main methodology, whereas
small proportions used quantitative surveys (n¼4),
historical and archival analysis (n¼3), focus groups
(n¼1), and in-depth interviews (n¼1). Table 1
includes the year of publication, study titles,
authors, type of media studied, and the television
shows or films they included in their analysis.
Content analysis

Many studies employed qualitative content analysis
to uncover themes and patterns across television
representations of abortion. Two studies examined
past and contemporary seasons of a television show
(Degrassi [15] and Grey’s Anatomy [16]), finding that
the tone of abortion plotlines shifted with time.
Earlier seasons portrayed abortion as an immoral
but necessary choice, whereas more recent abortion
plotlines depict abortion as a decision deserving of
love and support. Three studies examine portrayals
of abortion in the early years of film and television,
upending inaccurate cultural assumptions of abor-
tion plotlines as a modern onscreen innovation.
Research on mid-20th century legal dramas [17

&&

]
and medical dramas [18] documents how these
programs set the standards for today’s ‘case of the
week’ procedurals while cementing stigmatizing
tropes about the ‘dangerous illegal abortionist’
and the male detectives’ and doctors’ role as gate-
keepers of safe abortion access and saviors of young
women. Other scholarship details how soap operas
rved. www.co-obgyn.com 401

r Health, Inc. All rights reserved.



Records identified from:
Databases (n = 676)

Records removed before 
screening:

Not relevant (n = 307)
Duplicate records (n = 16)

Title and abstract screened
(n = 353)

Records excluded:
Non-US (n = 22)
Not about abortion (n = 31)
Not about television or film 
(n=268)
Not peer-reviewed (n = 3)

Studies included in review
(n = 26)

Identification of studies via databases

n
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g
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cl

u
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ed

Full article text read
(n = 29)

Records excluded:
Unable to find full text (n = 1)
Not enough meaningful data 
about abortion (n = 2)

FIGURE 1. PRISMA flow diagram: abortion in entertainment media, 2019–2024. From: McKenzie JE, Bossuyt PM, Boutron I,
et al. The PRISMA 2020 statement: an updated guideline for reporting systematic reviews. BMJ 2021;372:n71.
doi:10.1136/bmj.n71.
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 on 10/31/2024
of the 1960s and 1970s debuted ‘reproductive
dramas’ that centered the pregnancy storyline on
a main female character, a departure from the often
male-centric television abortion plotlines of the
same era [19

&

].
Given the recent increase in abortion plotlines

[20], it is unsurprising that the majority of research
focuses on contemporary portrayals of abortion
onscreen. Yet, as this scholarship demonstrates,
an increase in depictions is not correlated with
increased accuracy. Recent research finds that some
of these depictions are both progressive and regres-
sive, depicting characters as obtaining abortions
while also reinscribing conservative ideas about
gender, power, andmotherhood [21–23]. Characters
who obtain abortions tend to be whiter, wealthier,
and nonparenting compared to real abortion
patients, and face fewer legal barriers to abortion
access than today’s abortion patients [24

&

]. When
the abortion procedure itself is portrayed, it is most
402 www.co-obgyn.com

Copyright © 2024 Wolters Kluwer H
commonly an in-clinic abortion [25], another con-
trast with a reality in which medication abortion
makes up the majority of all U.S. abortions [26].
Indeed, an in-depth examination of plotlines that
include medication abortion found that while these
plotlines did depict common adverse effects, such as
cramping and nausea, they also depicted characters
taking the pills incorrectly [27]. Though it may seem
that there is more dramatic television potential in
in-clinic abortion scenes, the diversity of the med-
ication abortion experience is vastly underrepre-
sented. Plotlines might investigate, for example,
the variety of methods a patient might use to obtain
abortion pills, including accessing them via tele-
health, driving across state lines, or procuring them
from a community-based network of informal pro-
viders. Given the waiting time between taking mife-
pristone and misoprostol, plotlines could explore
what patients do with this time, and who they call
on for support and encouragement. Indeed, several
Volume 36 � Number 6 � December 2024

ealth, Inc. All rights reserved.
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movies (such as 2020’s Saint Frances) and television
plotlines (such as 2022’s I Hate Suze Too, Station 19,
andAMillion Little Things) include characters dealing
with the physicality of medication abortion, wiping
blood into the toilet, for example, and the emotional
intimacy of peer and partner support during this at-
homeprocess. Although theremight not be drama in
taking a set of pills onscreen, the circumstances sur-
rounding access, particularly the legal, logistical, and
financial barriers a character might need to navigate
to access to the pills, could provide a unique oppor-
tunity for relationship building, narrative tension,
and dramatic, comedic, or romantic scenes. Given
the plethora of misinformation and confusion about
medication abortion among the US public [28], this
attention to detail matters.

Other scholarship critiques contemporary por-
trayals for emphasizing abortion as an individual
issue without incorporating the institutional, polit-
ical, and cultural components of abortion access. An
analysis of four ‘feminist’ abortion portrayals, for
example, found that these plotlines depicted abor-
tion decision-making and the procedure itself in an
empathetic manner, yet lacked any critique in the
power structures that make accessing an abortion in
the United States so unnecessarily onerous [29]. In
comparing depictions of white characters seeking
abortions to characters of color seeking abortions,
another study found that issues of race and racism
are largely invisible, obfuscating structural barriers
to abortion access [30

&&

].
Despite these critiques, two studies praised the

welcome complexity of today’s abortion plotlines,
particularly related to connecting abortion to other
emotionally salient topics. Though they are not com-
mon, the few abortion plotlines that revolve around
Latine characters include meaningful narratives
about family relationships, religion, and Latinidad
[31]. Recent comedies have been successful in show-
casing the absurdity of abortion restrictions, and fea-
ture supportive partners or friends providing comfort
andcare to theabortion seeker,who isoftenportrayed
as sure of her decision, strong, and independent,
inverting gender normative caretaking roles [32

&

,33].
Of the limited scholarship on the depiction of

abortion in film or across both film and television,
the existing studies echo the above themes. Recent
abortion-related films have subverted traditional
genres, such as the romantic comedy and road trip
film, depicting characters overcoming obstacles in
pursuit of an abortion, yet the majority of these
representations are of white, middle class or wealthy
women [34,35

&&

]. Two analyses of portrayals of abor-
tion in science fiction films and television plotlines
find that the use of futuristic reproductive technol-
ogies or alien pregnancies often reinforces
1040-872X Copyright © 2024 Wolters Kluwer Health, Inc. All rights rese
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conservative ideas about patriarchy and the inevi-
tability of motherhood [36,37].
Impact analysis

The limited studies on the impact of exposure to
abortion plotlines on audiences generallymirror pat-
terns in the evaluation of the impact of other health
issues in that there are significant but small increases
in knowledge, but no significant changes in attitudes
[38]. Exposure to medically accurate plotlines about
medicationabortion increasedawareness aboutmed-
ication abortion safety compared to nonexposure
[39]. Two other studies found that exposure to abor-
tion plotlines resulted in increased knowledge about
abortion compared to nonexposure, but did not
affect abortion attitudes [40

&&

,41].
The context and content of abortion plotlines is

also related to audience impact. Two studies exam-
ining narrative context find that an abortion-seek-
ing character’s positive attributes did not lead the
audiences to have more positive attitudes towards
abortion [42], and that an abortion-seeking charac-
ter depicted with little nuance led to a very critical
reception by focus group participants [43]. More
research is needed to understand how audiences
interpret depictions of abortion across a wide variety
of television plotlines, films, and different types
of characters.

Only one study examined abortion depictions
from the supply side, interviewing a sample of 46
entertainment content creators about their motiva-
tions in writing these plotlines, finding that show-
runners did not necessarily aim to reflect the reality
of abortion access, but instead sought to normalize
abortion by presenting what they believed to be
compassionate, stigma-free representations [44

&&

].
Because these interviews occurred pre-Dobbs, it is
unclear if and how content creator motivations and
experiences may have changed since then.
DISCUSSION

Most of the recent research studying abortion on
television and film uses qualitative content analysis
to examine themes and trends across abortion
depictions, with a focus on analyzing if and how
these depictions differ from the political, clinical,
and cultural reality of abortion provision and expe-
rience in the United States. Much of this research
finds that television misrepresents who obtains
abortions, the type of abortions they obtain, and
the process of obtaining an abortion, while simulta-
neously praising the emotional tenor of these plot-
lines as grounded in empathy and support for
abortion seekers. Given that the ultimate goal of
rved. www.co-obgyn.com 405
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the networks producing entertainment television is
to make money, not to educate viewers on the
particulars of abortion access, these inaccuracies
are, perhaps, not surprising. Although one study
[44

&&

] investigated how writers, producers, and
showrunners make decisions about when and how
to include abortion in their storylines, more
research is needed to understand who they imagine
their intended audience to be, what impact they
hope their plotlines have on these audiences, and
how that relates to the type of abortion plotline they
create. Indeed, scholars critique contemporary plot-
lines as ultimately conservative interventions in the
American imagination in which abortion is an indi-
vidual choice, easily obtained, and unmarred by the
structural inequities – namely, racism, sexism, and
classism – that are the unfortunate hallmarks of the
journey to obtain an abortion in the US healthcare
system. Studies evaluating the impact of exposure to
these plotlines on audiences, while limited in scope,
suggest that there is a significant association
between viewership and increased abortion knowl-
edge, withmore research needed to evaluate what, if
any, relationship exists between exposure and abor-
tion attitudes, beliefs, and action-taking.

Given the growing landscape of television and
film depictions of abortion, there remain many
opportunities for future research in this area. Tele-
vision and film historians might examine early 20th
century silent films about abortion to understand if
and how they established many of the tropes that
persist in films related to abortion today. Film schol-
ars might investigate how and why films with abor-
tion plotlines changed between the 1970s and today
as the antiabortion movement became more polit-
ically and culturally active and, arguably, successful
in restricting abortion. Though some past literature
examines the impact of filmswith abortion plotlines
on audience attitudes [45,46], more contemporary
research might investigate if and how today’s abor-
tion dramas (i.e., Happening, Never Rarely Sometimes
Always, Call Jane) and comedies (i.e., Unpregnant,
Saint Frances, Cherry) reflect or shape viewer atti-
tudes and beliefs about abortion, in addition to
inspiring (or discouraging) action-taking related to
abortion activism.

Relatedly, additional rigorous research is needed
to untangle what types of content might signifi-
cantly influence viewer knowledge, attitudes, and
mobilization – comedic portrayals vs. dramas, main
characters seeking abortions vs. one-off characters,
portrayals that do or do not depict barriers to access.
Experimental studies might clarify which of these
elements, or others, are associated with significant
knowledge, attitudes, or belief shifts among viewers.
This research might test if and how content
406 www.co-obgyn.com

Copyright © 2024 Wolters Kluwer H
resonates similarly or differently with audiences
by race, class, gender, religion, and political affili-
ation of both audiences and fictional characters.
Similarly, communications studies research might
uncover the mechanisms of influence (i.e., trans-
portation, identification, parasocial contact) that
lead to possible changes in audiences in order to
better inform future entertainment education inter-
ventions and content creators eager to develop new
avenues for abortion storytelling onscreen. Finally,
more research might further investigate the experi-
ence of entertainment content creators in develop-
ing abortion plotlines, especially post-Dobbs.

Though much of the current literature on abor-
tion onscreen is qualitative content analysis, there
are still gaps that may benefit from future examina-
tion using this methodology. Only one paper, pub-
lished outside the timeframe of this review,
examines abortion depictions by genre [47], and
contemporary researchers might take up the call
for more thorough investigations of abortion depic-
tions through this lens, particularly of abortion in
horror, science fiction, and comedy. Analyzing if
and how depictions of abortion change to reflect the
ongoing post-Dobbs crisis in care may provide
important context for how audiences interpret
these portrayals.
CONCLUSION

Taken together, the literature in this review broadly
suggests that onscreen misrepresentations of who
obtains abortions, the lack of challenges they face in
accessing abortion care, and an absent analysis of
abortion as it relates to broader societal inequities,
shape a largely inaccurate portrayal of abortion in
US entertainment media. Given the influence
wielded by television and film on the US cultural
imagination, understanding what types of media do
or do not influence audience abortion-related
knowledge, attitudes, behaviors, policy beliefs,
actions, and voting habits is of crucial importance.
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