























critical head nurse, was one of the “bad guys”; now, she
is fully integrated into the “good guys” camp and shares
in the audience sympathy for the irreverant, iconoclas-
tic, yet utterly humane doctors who work in a field hos-
pital during the Korean War.

Although little evidence of professional incompe-
tence ever tarnished the M *A°S®H nurse’s image in the
early days, the glimmer of nursing skill lay under a
heavy layer of sexually oriented jokes and situations that
marked the nurses’ primary role as leisure-time mascots
for the male surgeons.

In later seasons, however, M*A°S°H offered the
most professional view of nurses currently seen on
prime-time TV. In one episode, for example, the nurses
were evacuated, leaving the men to cope for themselves.
Everyone pitched in to help with the “nursing chores” in
the operating room, but it was soon evident that nursing
was a special skill, not something just anyone could do
automatically. For all his former insubordination,
Hawkeye declared fervently that if Margaret were here
right now, “I'd kiss her feet.” To Father Muleahy, who
was assisting with more goodwill than effectiveness, he
said, “Keep those sponges coming, Father. Remember,
‘nurse’ is also a verb. Not only is ‘nurse” a verb, it is a
different verb from ‘doctor’.”

Although M°A°S°H has shown evidence of pre-
senting nursing more forcefully and positively in its last
two seasons, unfortunately no trend appears to have
been established. Two current series, Trapper John,
M.D. and House Calls, suggest that without intervention
by the nursing profession, the coming decade will offer
little improvement in the quality of the depiction of
nurses on prime time television. Both series reveal all the
stereotypes of years gone by. The head nurse character
on Trapper John serves as a general servant for the chief
surgeon, and the comely staff nurse, nicknamed “Rip-
ples,” plays both a wholesome pal to the male doctors as
well as the sexual focus of the series. A recent episode of
House Calls featured a reputedly good intensive care
unit nurse who also worked as a stripper at a night-
club.

A ray of hope is contained in the new CBS series,
Nurse, first aired as a two-hour long pilot in the fall of
1980, then as a mini-series, and now on the 1981-82
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schedule as a regular program. While the pilot projected
a more positive image of the nurse than the mini-series
did, Nurse could serve to introduce many aspects of
nursing ignored in the past.

A consistently misrepresented image of the profes-
sional nurse on television can affect negatively the way
in which the public thinks about nurses. In the 1980s,
both consumers of health care services and health policy
makers will be asked increasingly to consider the proper
role and value of the nurse to the nation’s health care
industry. Statistics, documentation, and rational argu-
ment concerning the nursing profession can make but
little headway against constantly reinforced negative
stereotypes of nurses found in the entertainment me-

A well-documented nursing shortage now afflicts
the nation’s hospitals, nursing homes, and community
services, and this shortage will worsen in the coming
decade as the demand for nurses increases and the abil-
ity of the profession to attract and retain competent
practitioners decreases. How can young men and wom-
en consider nursing a desirable career choice when the
profession is devalued and ridiculed in the media? How
can legislators. make informed decisions. about the
expansion of nursing practice when they, too, may suffer
from media-induced misconceptions about the profes-
sion? The future of nursing requires that voters and pol-
iticians understand that nurses do not operate within the
restricted sphere of menial duties shown on television.

If nurses are to be used fully within the health care
system and secure adequate resources to accomplish their
responsibilities, a concerted effort must be made to
upgrade the quality of the nursing image currently being
projected on the television screen so that the true role and
health care contributions of nurses can be communicated
to the general public and its policy makers.
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