






damaging to the image of nursing if there were countervaling images of 
nurses as true professionals. But the quantity of nurse characters incor­
porated into the mass media products each year has continued to decline in 
the late 1970s and early 19805 as female physicians and other women profes­
sionals are now accorded all the glamour and heroic proportions that once 
were accorded media nurses. 

Unlike the sex object depiction of nurses, the media entertainment roles 
accorded other women did improve in the late 1970s and early 1980s. The 
films JlIlia . Tire TUn/illg Point. All Umnarried Wommr, and Norma RaiJ 
opened wit hin twelve months of each other, and the media exultantly dub­
bed it "The Year of the Woman." A year later the New York Times declared 
that after " long neglect, Hollywood is fascinated with women-their 
careers, their individual destinies, their relationships with each other. their 
passions. and, of course (but no longer exclusively), their relationships with 
men." By the early 19805. even television was portraying a few intelligent 
and independent women in other professions, such as public defender Joyce 
Davenport on Hill Street Blues. 

V I. The Careeri5t-An Ideal Image of the 19805 and 19905 

The fabrication of a more ideal nurse image of the 1980s. the careerist, 
is essential to persuade the public (as well as many nurses) that how things 
are is not how they ought to be and that the place provided for nurses in the 
media is much less than the place nurses ought to have. Let us accept the 
fact that, for better or worse, mass communications about nursing are a 
necessary form of social exchange that interact with the environment sup­
porting it. The pragmatic concern of this paper has been with how com­
munication has created nurse images and the values ascribed to these im­
ages. Nurse imaJ;cs are a part of the mind-affected world where values, 
meanings, and purposes arc realized or made manifest. To the extent that 
the mass media serve an agenda-setting function, we are calling for their 
conscious employment in effecting a transformation of the image of the 
nurse which emphasizes equality, commitment to career, and rcnunciation 
of nursing as a physician.Jominated occupation demanding an impossible 
degree of obedience. Substitution of androgyny for traditional rigid female 
imagery in media nurse representations would effectively provide alter­
native role models that would begin to open nursing up as a strong career 
option for both sexes. 

The image implications of the popular opinion that equates the nurse 
wit h the quintessence of traditional womanhood has come to the fore largely as 
the result of the women's movement. A parallel assumption exists that since 
women have traditionally been subordinated to men, the principal sign of 
the "new woman s .. emancipation is entrance into the "male" world of 
work. Publi c �~�u �r�p�o�r�t� throu!-;h acceptance of appropriate im;]gery has 

helped promote impressive gains; women in 1981 comprised one-third of 
the first year medical students, one-third of all business students, and the 
percentage of female engineering graduates has soared from I percent to 
1970 to 10 in 1981. Meanwhile the number of school of nursing applicants 
and graduates continues to decline despite widespread career opportunities. 
Before the turn of the century and during the first half of this century, a 
woman's decision to become a nurse represented a blow for independence; 
but for a woman of today, entrance into the nursing profession is too often 
regarded as one more surrender to the narrowing of personal ambition and 
;]n unadventurous acceptance of the stricture of sex role specialization. This 
negative effect is due to the perpetuation of the outmoded occupational 
stereotype that the ideal nurse is dependent and ineffectual in her attempts 
to direct her own destiny. Such stereotypes deter prospective nurses f rom 
entering the field, as well as limi ting the ,lspirations and opportunities 
available to professional nurseS'. since employers. p.1tients, other health C<tre 
providers. and nurses themselves arc all influenced by media images. The 
dearth of viable role models of �p�r�o�g�r�e�s�s�i�~�'�e� media nurses seT\'CS to 
perpetuate the traditional images of nurses :IS �a�n�~�e�l�s� of mercy. �~�i�r�l�s� FridilY. 
mothers. and sex objects while at the same time quietly disposinl.!, of 
nursing's heroine connotation. 

The transition to a careerist nurse image will nece5sarilv be a time of 
conflict and contradiction, <IS well as �~�r�o�w�t�h� ami chanJ.:t'. When outmoded 
images begin to shatter, both old and new alternatiws compete for ascen­
dancy. As millio ns of women have mO\'ed out of the home into the I:lbor 
force to comprise a figure of S3 percent of (11/ (hhdt womell (up from 31 per­
cent in 1950) and total 43 percent ot the lot,lI AIIlE'riw/I work forN (up trom 
28 percent in 1950), they have been accompanied by the creation and diffu­
sion of new female imagery. One aspect of that new imilgery has been pro­
vided by a host of new magazines. Six of these-New Woman. Suvvy. Self, 
Sprillg. Working Molher, and Workillg Womall-set growth records fo r 
woman's magazines. It took severill ye:lrs to de\'elop appropriolte images for 
the new working woman. For example, the first issue of Working �~�V �o�m�a �n� 

(1976) had not one but nine working women on the cover. How did one 
stereotype a working woman? With a steno pad? With coveralls? [n a 
uniform? Carrying a briefcase? A housewife· type wi th horn-rimmed 
gl.1sses? By the end of the 19705, howcver, Illo st of the m;'l,l!:<Izines for work­
ing women had settled on ;'In idealized image of a d,lUnt[ess. attractive 
business executive in a tailored suit. string tie. and feminine-looking brief­
case. Litt le of this idealized image is appropriate fo r �r�(�'�~�i�s�t�e�r�e�d� �n�u�r�s�e�~�.� who 
comprise the nation's second lil rgesl profession. 

We have seen, if only through.1 glass darUy. the fr.l!:mentcd vision of 
five images of Ameri can nursing. I\\ost Ht liS who h.l\,(' �t �~�x�p �c�r�i�l �'�n�l�. �c�J� 

sodalization as nurs('s can �r�e�a�d�i�!�~�'� identify parts of �{�\�[�l�r�s�e�l�v�t�'�~� ;md our �~�o�c �l�a�l� 

conditioning In these im"w'o;. \Ve hav(,.lll pLIYl·d Ihe �A�n�p�~�l�l�'�!� \\('rc\' the 
"Girl Friday," Ihe' lieroine," [hc ' \[otlwr." ' Jnt! the SC'l( OI,it'<:1. \\'c'vc 



bet;n living with definitions of ourselves and assigned cultural roles in which 
we have had no hand, yet we have offered amazingly little resistance. Why? 
This is the real quest ion. At least part of thc'answer lies in the self-fu lfilling 
nalure of stereotypes. Research shows us that members of a group which 
arc stereotyped often subsc ribe to the stereotype's expectalions. Thus 
nu rses, perhaps on an unconscious level. have con tributed to the 
maintenance of dysfunctional stereotypes. It is perha ps a commentary, 
however, on our lack of professional self-identity and self-esteem that we 
ha\'e so readily adapted ou r "selves" to images that are so st rongly 
derivative of oUlmoded military, relieious, .:and female ascribed values. 
What is nCI..>decl no\ ... is to crcate a new ideal nurse image fo r the 19805 and 
1990s-the Careerist-an intelligent, logical, progressi\·e. sophisticated. 
empathic, and assertive wom,)Il or man who is committed 10 attaining 
higher and higher standards of healt h care for the American public. 
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