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editors, news di rectors, and producers through their 
day-by-day selection and display of the media, provide 
their audiences with major cues about the relative im­
portance of issues and other topics in the media [171. In 
other words, media coverage inf luences the perceived 
salience of topics - especially social issues - in the au­
dience's mind. The media's ability to significantly struc­
ture our perceptions of the world has come to be called 
the agenda-setting function of the media thereby set­
ting the public discussion agenda 1191. 

A genda-building is related 
to how problems are 
perceived and defined, the 
courses of action that are 
formulated to act on those 
problems, the legitimizing 
of one course of action 
over another, and the 
emergence of policies 
designed to continually ad­
dress such problems. 
Clearly, agenda-building is 
the essence of allocation 
of scarce resources within 
the health care industry. 

The history of Watergate as a political scandal ex­
emplifies agenda-setting by the media. The Washington 
Post probed into an apparently m inor event and began 
to outline it as an issue. Slowly television news, wire 
services, and other news media follewed suit. Over 
time, the prominence of Watergate in the new s grew 
and so did public concern. Television probably further 
strengthened salience with its extensive live coverage of 
the Watergate hearings chaired by Senator Sam Irvin 
(201-

The mass media, print and broadcast, are probably 
the most pervasive influences on anidues and opinions 
in the modern world. Consideration 01 media's 
capacities for agenda-setting have led to related studies 
about how the m ed ia influences the public opinion 
through status-conferral, stereotyping, and image­
making further controlling the public's view of people or 
issues [21!. 

Can Better Public Information 
Improve Nursing Care? 

Public concept of nursing is developed by various 
groups of people with different expectations. Among 
th ese groups are journalists and other communicators 
with their production values, various nursing groups 
wishing to change and enlarge media messages about 
nUrsing issues, and the general public as an audience 
with an obsolete, one-dimensional image of nurses and 
their roles. 

People today live in two worlds: a real world and a 
media world. The first is defined by the direct ex­
perience of an individual and his acquaintances. Th e se­
cond spans a world defined by the decisions of news 
reporters, editors and producers [221. Individuals in ou r 
society have no real world experience with many na­
tional and international problems. When they choose to 
deal with or ignore th ese problems, media world ex­
perience must suffice. 

Right now, it is particularly crucial to determine the 
role news media plays informing the public of the ex­
istence and effectiveness of nursing and building mass 
consensus for resources to support and advance its ser­
vices. The manner in which the public thinks of nurses 
will strongly influence the destiny of nursing and the 
contribution that nurses can make to better health care. 
Nurses, in learning the process and the critical role that 
informati on plays, will want to work to reduce the 
mismatch between the rea lity of nursing and the public 
it serves. People in our society have the right to define 
their health needs, goals, and aspirations and :hen to 
design the type of hea lth ca re institutions that will best 
serve them. However, the public can properly define 
these needs and goals only if they have the information 
they need. 

The importance of confronting this issue was recent­
ly underscored by the result of a Delphi Survey of the 
Fellows the American Academy of Nursing, condu cted 
in 1979 to generate a list, by priority, of potential future 
program activities for the Academy. This survey was 
designed to obtain consensus regarding the relative im­
portance of critical issues confronting the profession 
and the potential for impact in dealing with the issues. 
Initial assessment and results of this Delphia Survey 
suggest that the followi ng three issues are perceived by 
the members of the American Academy of Nursing as 
most critical: 

'1 1 Improve the public image of nursing. 
f21 Develop public awareness of the un ique con­

tribut ion nursing makes to health care. 
f31 Create pub lic acceptance of nurSing as an in­

dependent profession [23[. 

Selection o f the importance of nursing's image by 
the profession's leaders indicates the crucial role that 
image pl ays in all aspects of nursing service, education, 
and research. Rather than assuming that the public 
recogn izes the contributions of nurses to health care on 
the basis of face-to- face experiences, it w ill be more 
productive to bring reality, as conveyed by the mass 
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media, into closer alignment with the act ual cond itions 
of nursing. · 

Con clusion : Grea t er A ttenti on t o Quali t y o f 
Pub l ic In f o rmation Abou t Nursing is N eed ed 

There is a discrepancy betwen the nurses' and the 
public's opinion about nursing and which needs the pro· 
fession should meet. Because of this discrepancy, con­
flicts swirl in and around today's nu rses. A lmost daily 
the public is reminded by t he news media that serious 
problems exist in their local hospital. Dramatic headlines 
jolt them into awareness of these problems: that nurses 
are going on strike over inadequate wages and working 
conditions; that nu rses accuse the administrators or 
their political superiors of insensitivity to appalling con­
ditions, which, they charge, result in poor patient care; 
that accrediting agencies threaten withdrawal of ac­
creditation for failure to meet minimum standa rds of 
staffing and professional practice; that health depart­
ment officials threaten closu re for violation of physical 

safety codes; that crusading politicians b litz through the 
corr idors w ith photographers, and proclaim inade­
quacies in personnel, supplies, and facil ities; that 
budgets are being cut, resulting in layoffs and curtail­
ment of vital services; and, that nurses and patients 
alike are frustrated and handicapped by inefficiencies 
and impeded by obsolete buildings. Such headlines are 
indicators of the public information about nurses and 

nursing transmitted through the media, and they help 
define the direction in which nursing is perceived to be 

going. 

Perhaps both the direction and the percept ion are in 
need of rearrangement. Access to the media's public 
discussion agenda aids the process of rearrangement in' 
two ways: it legit imates a group's activities and 
behavior by comparing them with o ther g roups, and it 
conveys prestige by providing visib ility. To a con­
siderable degree, the public reacts only to those things 
of which the press makes them aware. Most of the rele­
vanl world of socia l issues and significant action on 
those issues is out of sight and not experienced f irst 
hand by the average citizen. With the agenda-setting in­
fluence of the press, issues are more pervasive in detail 
and in simple awareness . This influence of the press on 
the perceived salience of social issues is such that the 
priorities of the press can become the priori t ies o f the 
public. The ways in which nurses are presented, 
misrepresented, or underrepresented in the news media 
strongly affec t people's not ions on nurses' place as it is 
and as it ought to be . Thus, indicators of exactly what 
messages are being transmitted 10 the public are of vital 
importance for the present and future of nurses and the 
public they serve. 

· S,nce 19n the authors have been conducllng an extensive slUdy on 
the ,",age of the nu'se In the mass media funded by the same source 
as thiS 3<llCle. ThIS InvestlgaUO" has SIX componentS divided '"10 prll\! 
medl3 (books. magazines and newspapers) and non pr.nl media 
(televISion, motion pictures and radiol . They plan to publish results 
pointin.g to specific actions w hich can be taken to upgrade nurslng's 
image. 
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