












ble bachelor. Although Francie is 
appreciated by Captain Newman, 
she has no authority and takes no 
great role in helping the patients 
recover. Francie's focus is on 
Newman, the man, while the psy­
chiatrist's .mention is directed 
toward his patients. 

Emphasis on Nursing 

It is not surprising to fllld that 
motion pictures port raying psy­
chiatric nurses project :\ signifi· 
cantly more negative image of 
nursing than the other films per· 
taining to nursing.11 It also 
follows that the other ch:u3clers 
in the ftlm express strongly neg­
ati\'e attitudes toward psychiatric 
nurse characters. La 

I ronically, nursing is a signifi­
cantly more imporI3nt clement in 
the story plot when a character is 
identified as a psychiatric nurse 
than when she is nOt a psychiatric 
nurse. L6 Psychiatric nurse charac­
ters spend more fil m time in their 
professional capacity than OIhcr 
nurses, L9 and are more often film · 
ed wearing a uniform than other 
nurses.20 Furthermore, nursing is 
a more important clement in the 
character development ofpsychia­
tric nurses than other nurses.12 

Figure 3 shows that the portrayals 
of psychiatric nurses increased 
during the 1960s and 1970s. Util ­
izing a combination of exposure, 
focus on nursing, and t ime in the 
professional role, psychiat ric 
nurses were found to be more 
widely exposed to motion picture 
viewers than :lny other nursing 
specialty.B Thus, not only 
is the depiction of psychiatric 
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nurses largely negative, but their 
emphasis on nursing gi\'es the 
projected image substantial public 
impact. 

Conclusion 

The dominant image of the psy­
chiatric nurse in film is that she 
is a frustrated, aging, unmarried 
woman who occupies a position of 
power in a mental hospital. An ap­
parent corollary of her age, posi­
tion, and marital status is her au­
thoritarian nature ;md her orten 
pathological personality. As can 
be seen in Figure 4, the psychiatric 
nurses in administrative roles ten­
ded to be portrayed as having 
pathological problems, not the 
staff nurses. Exceptions to this 
image occur, but they serve more 

to emphasize the strength of the 
dominant image rather than to 
mitigate it. There has been noth­
ing subtle about Hollywood's 
treatment of psychiatric nurses. 
T he very names given these nurse 
characters leave no doubt of the 
expected audience's reaction. 
"Matron" sounds like a prison 
wardess; "Miss Leeming" is a 
variation on a rodent species; 
"Blodgett" is as unattractive as 
the name implies; "Lucretia" is a 
Borgia-like head nurse, plotting 
for power; "Ratched" sounds too 
much like "wretched" for coin­
cidence; and, fmally, there is 
"Nurse Diesel" who can be likened 
to a roaring truck engine wi th lit­
tle dimcuhy.l n all cases of nurses 
port rayed as exercising consider-
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able administrative power within 
their work environment, they arc 
also shown as misusing this power 
and frequently obsessed with pre­
serving their authority and con­
trol no mailer who suffers. None 
of these nurses in power enjoys a 
satisfying personal life; all appear 
to be married to their jobs, with 
no outlet for fulfillment other 
than their work. There is little to 
persuade the viewer that career 
advancement in the nursing pro­
fession brings happiness. 

Hollywood has created a potent 
negative stereotype in the figure 
of the successful psychiatric nurse 
who has achieved a measure of 
power and influence in her work. 
In the hands of this nurse, power 
and influence are turned to ruth­
less personal advancement, re­
venge, sadism, or greed; the atti­
tude toward the mentally ill dis­
played by these powerful career­
oriented nurses is one of deep dis­
trust, intense dislike, and harsh 
discipline. Not a single film psy­
chiatric nurse who has any degree 
of power demonstrates profes­
sional concern for the improve· 
ment of her patients. The associa­
tion of menta I health nursing with 
an insensitive philosophy of pa· 
tient care not only does great dis­
service to the thousands of psy­
chiatricfmental health nurses in 
our nation, but also to the nursing 
profession as a whole, since, as 
noted earlier, the identification of 
nurse characters with the nursing 
profession is strongest in the film 
portrayals of psychiatric nurses. 

The only positive, sympathetic, 
psychiatric nurse characters to ap­
pear in the 4S-year history offilms 
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on mental illness have been the 
young, pretty, powerless female 
nurses who cenify their legiti­
macy in the world of mental health 
professionals by winning the ro­
mantic interest of the leading 
man, who is usually a psychiatrist. 
Generally, these physically attrac­
tive nurses are depicted in a slight­
ly comic context that undermines 
their being taken seriously as pro­
fessional nurses. The dominant 
negative image of the psychiatric 
nurse remains unchallenged by 
these lightweight, non-career­
oriented young nurses. 

In many ways, the psychiatric 
nurse characters represent what 
should be the most strongly 
positive image of nursing­
women who have chosen to con­
tinue nursing throughout their 
lives. They have reached posi­
tions of power and influence in 
their profession. They stand on 
nearly equal ground with the psy­
chiatrist in these films. By all ob­
jective professional standards) 
psychiatric nurse characters more 
often than not represent success­
fu l nursing professionals. Unfor­
tunately, this professional success 
has been totally turned against 
them. Instead of marking her as a 
valuable contributor to the mental 
health care world, the profes­
sional success of the psychiatric 
nurse has turned her into a thor­
oughly unsympathetic) frust rated 
virago) ready to take out her per­
sonal prejudices on anyone who 
steps into her orbit. Thus, the 
public has little opportunity to see 
balanced psychiatric nurse char­
acters 'in positions of authority 
and responsibility, and this void 

translates into little recognition 
and understanding of the work of 
today's psychiatric nurses. 
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Statistical Footnotes 

'~X' m, ,, 9.96. dl : 2. '" ".29, p < .011 

'{Mann·Whltney U . 1 t38.5. N " 229. p <.021 

~MediaJl lest. N . 225. 1)<.0011. 

,,\X'm, = 6.37. dl = 1. "'" .20, p < .Ot l 

,(X'm, = 9.96. dl . 2. 0 .. 29. p <.Oll 

"{Mann·Whitney U .. 12 63, N " 229. p< .0031 

'(MaJlJl·Whllney U " 1131.5, p <.OI) 

' (Mann·Whltney U .. l t26 .. N " 229. p <.OI) 

'[ManJl·Whl'Jl6V U .. 10.3.00, N = 225, P < .011 

' 'jMann·Whltney U . 10&6. , N . 219, p<.02) 

"(Mann·WhltJley U .. 1126.5. N = 223. p<.02) 

"(MaJlJl-Whi.Jley U .. 90000, p .: .02) 

"iMann·Whi tney U . 11 62.00. p< .03) 

'''\t(165) " ·5.9052. p < .0000) 

"{MaJlJl-WhiIJl6Y U .98000, p <.OOOI) 

'"(MediaJl Test, N " 169. p<.(6) 

"(Mann·WhItJley U II> 42 1. N .. 218, p<.OOO ll 

"(X'm, " 16.04, dl. 2, '1. 31 , p<.OOI) 

"(Mann·WhilJl9y U " 581 , N " 167, p <.02) 

'"(Marlrl-Whllney U = 823.5. N = 226. P <.001) 

"(Marln · Whltn~y U" I \ 19 5. N " 228. p < .02) 

"(M';IJln·Whitney U: 966.50, N .. 226, p <.OI) 

"(tt171) = -2.9959. p< .OO) 
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