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then resident. The series' improbable plot revolved �~� 
around Noland's schemes to raise money (or worthy 
causes or to solve ridiculous problems .. �~�s� the �R�o�b�i�~� 
Hood of the Hospital. Noland counted upon the support 
of a loyal band of accomplices: a sexy head nurse; a not­
so-sexy. good sport staff nurse; and a cute, dumb. and 
eager student nurse 

The salient quality of the nurses shown in Ihis series 
was their adeptness at being foll owers. They were incap­
able of handling any situation on theiT own. 

In the second year, the nurses assumed less attrac­
tive features-laziness, insensitivity, and sexual experi­
ence beyond the general norm. In both formats. the pro.­
fessional identities of the nurses remained cloudy: a head 
nurse stood at the nursing station and answered the 
phone, a staff nurse did such things as deliveri ng mail 
and running err:lnds, and the student nurse mostly did a 
littl e typing, a litt le patient care, and a lot of dropping 
things. No hierarchical pattern among the nurses 
appeared; nurses failed to provide leadership not only 

within the general framework of the plot but also wit hin 
their own numbers. Although physicians depicted in the 
series were greedy, unethical. sarcastic, and silly, they 
still emerged as problem solvers and natural leaders. 

Other popular series of the 1970s that featured reg­
ular nurse characters were Emer-gency, The Rooloes, 
and The Wallons. Wit hin these series, the nurse charac­
ters played secondary roles. Although they were usually 
perceived as admirable, competent nurses, audience 
attention was directed toward the more active pursuits 
of the leading men. For example, the image of nursing 
in EmergenclJ 09.72-1977) was mixed. 

The actual nurSing care seen was simple and non­
skilled-taking vi tal signs, helping patients on stretchers, 
and so fo rth-and nurse Dixie �~ �· �f �c�C�a �I�l� performed only a 
few duties in each episode. She did them, however, wi th 
a quiet confidence that suggested much more experi­
ence than was actuall y shown. She was on a fi rst-name 
basis with the physicians, who discussed cases with her, 
counted on her help, and gave orders with confidence in 
her ability to carry them out. 

Civen all this remarkable talent and wisdom, Dix­
ie's portrayal ought to have been better than it was. Her 
depiction was marred by a number of indirect factors. 
Foremost was her relative unimportance compared to 
the paramedics and the physicians. The paramedics, 
making rapid. VIta l decisions about proper l ife-saving 
�t�~ �h �n�!�q�u�e�s�.� stablized the patients suffiCIently so that 
they could be transported to the hospital where the phy­
sicians then admimstered the treatment that :mured the 
patients· return to health. Dillie ·s function seemed to be 
only subsidiary to both of them. Dixie seemed secondary 
to the paramedics simply because she did not appear as 
orten. Her �~ �n �e�s� rarelv totaled 10 minutes out of 60. 

The most current s:eries in terms of the image of the 
nurse can be found in M· A ·S· H , the all- time most pop­
ular series in television history, now in its tenth season. 
Over the years, the show has changed enormously. A 
notable im provement has come in the treatment of 
nurses. Durmg the fi rst several seasons, Margaret, (then 
mockingly call ed Hot Lips) the short-tempered, hyper. 
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critical head nurse, was one of the "bad guys''; now, she 
is fully integrated into the "good guys" camp and shares 
in the audience sympath y (or 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 ·5· 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 
(or the male surgeons. 

In later seasons, however, ,\If. A ·S" H offered the 
most professional view of nurses currently seen on 
prime-time T V. In one episode, for example, the nurses 
were evacuated, leavi ng 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 spedal 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 Mulcahy, who 
was assisting with more goodwill than effectiveness, he 
said, " Keep those sponges coming, Father, Remember, 
'nurse' is also a verb. Not onlv is 'nurse' a verb, it is a 
different verb from 'doctor ,.,., 

Although [\I "A,"S"H has shown evidence of pre­
senti ng 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 yean gone by. The head nurse character 
on Trapper John serves as a general servant fo r 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, fint aired as a two-hour long pilot in the fall of 
1980, then as a mini·series, and now on the 1981 - 82 

schedule as a regular program. While the pilot protected 
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
dia. 

A well·documented nursing shortage now affi icts 
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_ :{bout 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 fu lly 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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