










22 RESEARCH IN NURSING AND HEALTH 

opment, F(2,256) 7.52, p < ,OCli . Physician 
authors were the least likely of all the groups to 
portray nurses as major novel characters or to 
focus on the nursing profession. 

Portrayal of Physicians 

An analysis of the portrayal of physicians in 
novels by the three groups of authors revealed 
several signifi cant findings. Physician authors 
made physician novel characters more central (0 

the plot , F(2,79) = 9.75, p < .0002. They de­
picted physician Chard-Clers as valuing integrity, 
F(2,79) = 3.79,1'< .03, a bcucr world, F(2,79) 
= 4.08, P < .02, home and famity, F(2,79) = 
4.49 ,p < .01, order, F(2,79) = 3.77,p < .03, 
and scho!arliness, F(2,79) = 5.94, p < .004, 
more than either nurses or other writers. Physi­
cian authors also showed novel physicians as 
helping others to a greater extent than other au­
thors. F(2,76) = 2.97, P < .05. 

Nurse authors did not differ signifi cantly from 
either physicians or other writers in their por­
trayals of novel physician character.;; except to 
show them as having a greater value for family . 
F(2,79) = 8.42, P < .0005, and as being com­
mended more for professional performance, 
F(2,69) = 7.72. p < .001. It is interesting that 
nurse and physician writers were equal in por­
traying physician characters as valuing intelli­
gence, but other writers showed physicians' value 
for intelligence as significantly lower, F(2,79) 
12.84, p < .000 1. 

DISCUSSION 

The centml conclusion emerging from these 
data is that nurse authors created a more positive 
and comprehensive image of the nurse in novels 
than nonnurse writers. The empirical support for 
this hypothesis is convincing. Nurse-authored 
novels depicted nurses as making greater contri­
butions to the welfare of patients and other per­
sons, being commended more often, using a 
greater amount of autonomous judgment. being 
more nunurant and empathic, and taking greater 
satisfaction in their career than any other type of 
author. Nurse characters developed by nurses also 
exhibited more drive, were depicted more pow­
erful and more intelligent, and were shown in 
their professional role to a much greater extent. 

Despite their knowledge of health care and the 
actual role of the nurse, physician authors were 
the least likely to show nurses providi ng physical 
comfort, technical care, and emotional support, 
making positive contributions to the welfare of 

patients, being commended, using autonomous 
judgment, and selecting the nursing profession 
for altruistic reasons. Portrayals of nurse char­
acters with the personali ty attributes of empathy, 
nunurance, drive, intelligence, power, and value 
of service to others also were lowest in novels 
authored by physicians. Physicians, on the other -
band, were more likely to deemphasize the nurs­
ing profession in their writi ngs, and they pre­
sented more negative portrayals of nursing . . 
Moreover, they displayed a predilection for pre­
senti ng nurse characters as sex objects. It is espe­
cially noteworthy that, unlike the physician au­
thors' downgrading of nurses in novels, nurse 
writers depicted physician characters in novels 
just as positively as did physician authors. 

Clearly, the nurse author group offered the most 
positive image of nursing and was more li kely to 
give the profession visibility to the reading publi c 
than other types of authors. In terms of emphasis 
on the positive aspects of the profession, there is 
no substitute for members of a professional group 
writing fiction about their own work. Other 
professionals have benefited from the application 
of this principle. For example, the extremely 
positive lawyer image in the Perry Maso" book 
and television series was created and written by 
a lawyer, Erie Stanley Gardner, identifi ed by 
Herl.berg (1962) as " probably the most success­
ful author of crime fi ction in the entire history of 
publi shing" (p. 372). It stands to reason that per­
sons �o�U�L�~�i�d�e� a profession arc not sufficiently fa­
mi liar with the range and nature of the roles and 
responsibiliti es entailed in the work of that group 
to create a faithful reflection of reality, Thus, 
nonnurse writers tend to use existing media ster­
eotypes that then reinforce those stereotypes and 
promote further portrayals on that basis. Basalla 
(1976) identified the "feedback between widely 
held American ideas of science and their popular 
artistic representation" (p. 277). He argued that 
"by presenting these attitudes in a popular me­
dium . . the creators of popular culture perpet­
uate and strengthen them" (p. 277). 

The negative portrayal of nurses in novels 
written by physicians perhaps can be accounted' 
for by the fact that in overemphasizing medi-­
cine's role in healtb care, they find it necessary; 
to deemphasize nursing's role. It also may reflect 
their general devaluation of nurses in real-life 
health care settings. Physician writers will in all 
likelihood continue their tendency to portray de­
ficient nurse characters in their novels. Conse­
quently, positive nurse images developed by nurse 
writers are needed to counter this continuing 
negative depiction. 
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A major significance of the novel lies not only 
in its exposure as a medium but also in it" tend­
ency to direct thc quality of other media depic­
tions. Many motion pictures and te!evi'lion serics 
owe their origin to a novel. For example, the 
physician author Richanf Hooker wrote M"'A*S"'H 
in 1968. II was quickly made into a Illotion pic­
ture (1 970) and subsequently spawned two tele­
vision ser ies-M*A*S*H ( 1972-p rcsent) and 
Trapper Joh" , M. D. (1979-present). The nove l 
has sold nearly 2 million copies, Ihe motion pic­
ture is among the most popular ever, and the two 
television series are consistently among the lop 
10 in the Niehen mtings. 

Implicalions fo r Nursing 

The implications of this study point to a clear 
need to encourage talented nur~es to writ e novels 
that deal with the nursing profession, Unfonu­
nately, the 19705 showed a severe decli ne in sllch 
nurse-authored fic tion. The subject mailer of 
nursing as entenainment holds great potential for 
exciting and hitheno undeveloped creative works, 
as attested to by the success of the 1978 nonfic­
tion book NurJe by journalisl Peggy Anderson, 
which made that year's best-se ller li st and led to 
a lelevision series. 

Potential nurse authors might develop their lal­
ent more read ily if basic nursing education pro­
grams incl uded more course work in the human­
ities, part icularly creative writing, as opposed to 
the tendency always to direct nursi ng curricula 
toward the biological sciences. Fiction writing 
contests sponsored by nursing journals and nurs­
ing book publishers also might help 10 give vis­
ibil ity to and support for this type of writing. 
(This approach has been used by one publishing 
company in England.) Members of other healt h 
care professions who write fiction and nonfictio n 
for puhli c con~umption have fonned organiza­
tions, such as the American Medical Writers' A~­

~ociation , which offers facilitative collegial sup­
port and assistance in such effo rts (Note 6). A 
higher valuat ion by the nursing profession on de­
veloping nurse:. as authors of fi ction thai deals 
with nurses and nursing is required if the present 
deficient image of the nurse in the symbolic world 
of entenainment is to be improvcd signifi cantly. 

REFERENCE NOTES 

1. The New York Times Book Review (142 volumes). 
New York: Reprinted by Arno Press, 1896-1 980. 

2, The Bookman (Vols. 1-76), Journal published in 
New York, 1895-1933, but no longer publ ished. 

II was the leading book trade publication prior 
to Publisher's Weekly 

3. Publisher's Weekly. New Yark, R. R. Bowker Co., 
1912-1 980. This is The leoding publlCotion of 
the book trode; it compiles weekly lists of best­
selling fiction ond nonfiction, os well as carrying 
book reviews. 

4. Paperbound Books in Print. New York: R. R. Bowker 
Co., 1955-1980. A semiannual publication; each 
issue presen ts 0 comprehensive listi ng of 011 

poperbound books available at the time of pub­
l i(otion, as well as for lhcoming titles, 

5. Kalisch, B. &. Kalisch, P. Image of the Nurse In the 
Moss Medio: Final Te<:hmcal Report. Wa$hington, 
D.C.: Division of N ursing, U.S. Depa rtment of 
Health a nd Human Services, 198 1. 

6. The American Medical W riters· Associa tion (5272 
River Road, Bethesdo, MD 20016). Founded in 
1945, it has 0 membership of 1,800 which is 
dedicated to improving the quality of medical 
communi~o t lon . II publ ishes a membership di­
reclory, free- lance di rectory, newsletter, and 
journa l, as well as sponsoring film festivol awards 
and annual Medical Book Awards, 
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