








Using the News

FIGURE 3
PROFESSIONAL NURSING ACTIVITIES IN
GERONTOLOGICAL NEWSPAPER ARTICLES
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focused on the development of such a
course offered at Purdue University.
The professor offering the course is
quoted as saying:
We're trying to clear up some misun-
derstanding about aging and the
elderly . . . and the best way to start
is to put ourselves in the places of
older people . . . to try to deal with
the restrictions and frustrations they
face daily just because they are old. e

Another 10.4% of the gerontological
nursing articles describe nurses teach-
ing the elderly. Nurses are shown giv-
ing instruction in the proper use of med-
icine, foot care. immunizations,
exercise, stress reduction, nursing
home care, and safety in the home.

An example article in this category
was published in the Courier-Journal of
Louisville, Kentucky. It featured a
nurse who spends a good deal of her
time in “‘addressing groups of elderly
persons throughout the community
about their health concerns.” This
nurse says she was not prepared **for the
spirited question/answer exchange that
has proven how much her elderly
audiences want to understand the aging
process and its effects on their general
well-being. 17

A small group of articles (6.3%)
cover various gerontological nursing
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professional issues. Many of these
announce the election of officers to
gerontological nursing organizations.
Other articles describe the establish-
ment of new organizations. A few deal
with political and economics issues
affecting nurses’ ability to provide care
for the elderly.

The Herald News of Durham, North
Carolina, for example, carried such an
article in which Dr. Virginia Stone
points out:

Nurses in private practice are not
eligible for medicare and medicaid
payments as physicians are. The state
supplements salaries of physicians
needed to practice in rural areas.
Shouldn’t the salaries of nurses be
supplemented, too?!®

The last subject category is com-
prised of news articles describing the
results of research conducted by geron-
tological nurses. While accounting for
only 2% of the total number of geron-
tological nursing articles, they are quite
dramatic. For example, one nurse’s
work on suicide among the elderly was
published as follows.

Elderly people suffer many losses
that often follow each other
closely . . . They don’t have time to
fully recover from one loss before
another one occurs. Multiple losses

with no time in between for recovery

can lead to serious depression.!?

Newspaper articles portray geron-
tological nurses as less likely to engage
in progressive clinical nursing activities
than nurses in other clinical spe-
cialties.® These activities include emo-
tional support of patients and their fam-
ilies, nursing process activities,
expanded role functions, patient educa-
tion, technical procedures, or acting as
a resource to other health care
providers. Gerontological nurses
referred to in newspaper articles,
however, are more likely to engage in
the progressive non-clinical activities
of administration, teaching, and schol-
arly work than are nurses in the other
clinical specialties®.

When the professional relationships
of gerontological nurses are compared
with those of nurses in other clinical
specialties, only one difference emer-
ges—gerontological nurses have more
positive relationships with educational
programs®*. Overall, communication
between gerontological nurses and phy-
sicians. hospitals, nursing homes, con-
sumers, other nurses, and the govern-
ment is portraved in relatively positive
terms. In analyzing changes over time,
gerontological nurse relationships with
nurses, physicians, hospitals and nurs-
ing homes, educational programs, con-
sumers. and the government, are show-
ing a downward trend*.

In conclusion, the news media is
increasing the supply of health informa-
tion to the public. The morning news-
paper, not nurses and physicians, tells
the public about the latest geron-
tological advances, and syndicated
health care columnists give advice on
how to stay well.

The results of this study show that the
potential for reaching the public with
information about the quality and extent
of gerontological nursing services is
still largely untapped. The small
number of articles, and the poor geo-
graphic distribution of the articles pub-
lished, leaves a large portion of the pub-
lic with virtually no information about
gerontological nurses and the important
services they offer.

The potential for feature stories is
particularly unrealized. This is because
gerontological nurses have not de-
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veloped the skills to market newswor-
thy ideas. Gerontological nurses are
often not aware of the importance of
public opinion about their specialty and
its power to garner resources allowing
them to provide their services to the
elderly.

While the quality of most articles
published about gerontological nursing
is relatively good, considerable room
for improvement exists. For example,
the articles need to place more empha-
sis on the innovative, cost-effective
roles and services that gerontological
nurses are pioneering.

The public is entitled to information
about the wide range of services geron-
tological nurses provide and the advan-
tages of these services relative to those
available from other health care
providers. Unfortunately, an analysis of
the newspapers’ depictions of geron-
tological nurses shows a decline in the
quality of relationships and no growth
in the inclusion of progressive profes-
sional activities. These findings further
emphasize the need for gerontological
nurses to reach the general public
through the press.

Although many factors contribute to
the rapid growth in the need for public
information about gerontological nurs-
ing in this country, the single greatest
factor is the aging of our population. In
the past 50 years, the proportion of the
population age 65 and older has more
than doubled, from 5.4% in 1930 to
11.3% in 1980. This trend is expected
to continue, with a near doubling again
in the proportion over 65 to 20% by
2030.

As one indication of the escalating
market for gerontological nursing ser
vices, expenditures for nursing home
care have soared from $480 million in
1960, to $31 billion in 1983, and are
expected to reach $82 billion by 1990.
The assurance of quality gerontological
nursing care is important for this vul-
nerable population. This is especially
critical at a time when patient care
needs are increasing and becoming
potentially more costly while states,
due to difficulties in financing their
Medicaid nursing home services, have
been trying to reduce the growth of their
reimbursement rates.

Unless the public is kept informed

about the contributions of geron-
tological nurses and the key role they
play in health care, consumers cannot
be expected to offer the vital support

News. Richardson. Texas, July 7, 1978.

. Nurses: The ‘new nurse’ is a specialist. Cal-

ifornian. Salinas, California, May 22, 1980.

. Geriatrics now a beacon for nurse practi-
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needed to advance the specialty.
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A large portion of the public has vir
tually no information about geron-
tological nurses and the services
they offer. The potential for reaching
the public with information about
gerontological nursing services is
largely untapped.
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Nurses should write maore letters lo
the editor to reach the public and
convey ideas and concerns
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