























thrived on the irresponsible sensationalism in the news media
which has condemned all of us in the nursing profession, I was
there when you needed me. Where are you going to be now that
I need you? (Las Vegas Review-Journal, March 23, 1980 and
Las Vegas Sun, March 21, 1980)

At very least, these sympathetic letters and editorials gave
the public something else to think about, something favorable
to balance against the sheer awfulness of the reported scandal
at Sunrise Hospital. But they may have had an even more im-
portant effect: they may actually have influenced the nature of
the subsequent reporting of the case. It would be difficult, if
not impossible, to prove a causal relationship, but it is a fact
that the accounts of the Adams case became less sensational,
less rumor-mongering, after the public began to express their
pleas for fairness and sympathy on behalf of all the good
nurses. The newspapers, especially the papers in Las Vegas,
where most of the sympathetic letters appeared, began to ex-
amine their coverage, and they admitted their failings, hum-
bled somewhat at the damage that their reporting had done to
the people and the institution involved in the case. On a na-
tional level, where relatively few people wrote letters to the
editors about the Adams case, little such reflection occurred.

Such facts suggest that the impact between media and public
is, or can be, a two-way influence. The news media report
events (whether real or rumored) that will make an impact on
their audience; the public responds, causing the media repor-
ters to modify their accounts; both in printing public response
and in changing their own accounts, the media make a fresh
impact on the public, who may respond again. Theoretically,
the process can continue indefinitely. But if people make no
response to the media coverage, then newspeople are denied
one valuable source of feedback with which to modify possible
excesses or biases in their accounts. To be sure, many other
factors influence the nature of media reporting, but the influ-
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ence of the public’s response has perhaps been underrated.

Las Vegas, of course, was the city most affected, most per-
sonally concerned, with the happenings at Sunrise Hospital.
Still, was it only coincidence that Vegas papers—which got (or
printed) the highest percentage of letters of sympathy and
understanding for nurses—were virtually the only papers to
present the evidence in Jani Adams’ favor, to explain why the
indictment was dismissed, or to express publicly that their ini-
tial coverage had been inaccurate, hasty, and inflammatory?
It is interesting to speculate what might have happened if
nurses all over the country had written letters like the one the
Sunrise nurses sent to the Las Vegas papers. Would the nation-
al coverage have improved? Would there have been a little less
damage to the image of nursing everywhere?

Certainly the damage caused by the coverage of Jani
Adams’ case can scarcely be understated, however many ex-
pressions of sympathy later appeared. The press’ precipitate
breaking of the story and their sensationalism in reporting
created consequences with serious implications both for legal
procedures and for the image of nursing. People magazine
(June 23, 1980) quoted Las Vegas’ assistant district attorney as
admitting ‘‘somewhat lamely’’ that ‘‘we knew we had serious
problems with the indictment’’ and wishing that he had
*‘sought expert medical opinion before proceeding.’”” Dr.
Daniel Wilkes, a hospital pathologist and trustee, agreed
heartily, declaring:

If police, press, and prosecutors make decisions like this, what
almost happened in Las Vegas could close down every intensive
care unit in the country. Every day there would be indictments
for murder.

The image of murderer—and a very cold-blooded mur-
derer—is the image of Jani Adams that most of the country
was given, and the image that they almost certainly retained,
because of the nature of the reporting and the odd combina-
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tion of circumstances in the case. Such a negative image was
no doubt also reinforced by the increasing news reports of
nurses elsewhere being accused of murdering their patients,
Before the Jani Adams scandal had cooled down, several
other cases were making nation-wide headlines. In Illinois, a
nurse was accused of murdering two elderly patients with
overdoses of insulin. She denied the charges. In Massachu-
setts, three nurses were indicted for giving massive overdoses
of morphine sulfate to a woman they believed (wrongly, as it
turned out) to be in a terminal condition. They admitted giving
the morphine but said they were following standard hospital
treatment procedures for terminal patients. Only two years be-
fore the Jani Adams case, news media all over the world had
reported the long-running and much-disputed case of two
Filipino nurses accused of murdering patients in the Ann
Arbor, Michigan, Veterans Administration Hospital. Such
stories of nurse-murderers are on the increase, and they are
certainly among the most visible media stories about nurses to-
day. The consequence to the image of nurses is obviously
negative in the extreme; and when news reports of these mur-
der accusations are inflamed with rumor and sensationalism,
the image is worse still.

Postscript

The damaging consequences of Jani Adams’ case did not
end when the story finally died down in news media reports.
Some months later, the North Las Vegas Valley Times re-
ported that Jani Adams was quitting her job at Sunrise Hos-
pital because working conditions had become ‘‘unbearable.”’
After the murder indictment had been dismissed, Ms. Adams
said, she had been made to work extra hours and with a
heavier work load than other nurses; the nursing director de-
nied her request for a transfer from the intensive care unit to
the emergency ward because of her ‘‘attitude.”” She felt that
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the administrators were “‘out to get'" her, but she wouldn’t at-
tribute that to the Death’s Angel controversy. However, the

paper reported:

She said fellow workers are having trouble erasing the memo-

ries of her experience in the case. She said she still overhears

snide remarks made against her. ‘The whole affair has left me

bitter," she said. (Sept. 26, 1980)

Unspoken, but implied, was the suggestion that the other
nurses were also bitter because of the damage they felt had
also been done to them by the case.

The final irony of the Jani Adams case is that it may end as
it began—as a media event. Agent Jaki Baskow reportedly
was trying to negotiate a contract for a possible television
movie about Ms. Adams’ story. ‘‘I’d like to tell the people the
true facts of what happened,” said the agent. ‘It could hap-
pen to anyone—she was a true victim of the press.”” Ms.
Adams was in favor of theproject, despite the added publicity:

I don't see this as exploiting the incident at all, but finally get-

ting some truth out. . . .I sure would like to see the truth come

out. | understand there are places in the country that don't even

know 1 was acquitted. (Los Angeles Herald Examiner, July 30,

1980)

Certainly, network television had done nothing to let the
country know of her acquital although they had done much to
inform the public of the accusations against her. The negative
image of nursing thus created can never be recalled or erased
from the public’s memory. But perhaps a televised movie
about the case could offer a fairer image to superimpose over
the old one.

In sum, the anatomy of the biggest news story about nursing
in 1980 points to the vulnerability of nurses to charges of
euthanasia. It also underlines the importance of an expanded
effort to portray the positive side of nursing in the news media
to offset the inevitable media hype over stories such as the
““Angel of Death.”’
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