














media, into closer alignment with the actual conditions
of nursing.*

Conclusion: Greater Attention to Quality of
Public Information About Nursing is Needed

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 nurses. Almost daily
the public is reminded by the 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 nurses 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 standards of
staffing and professional practice; that health depart-
ment officials threaten closure for violation of physical
safety codes; that crusading politicians blitz through the
corridors with photographers, and proclaim inade-
quacies in personnel, supplies, and facilities; 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 perception are in
need of rearrangement. Access to the media’s public

discussion agenda aids the process of rearrangement in”

two ways: it legitimates a group’s activities and
behavior by comparing them with other groups, and it
conveys prestige by providing visibility. To a con-
siderable degree, the public reacts only to those things
of which the press makes them aware. Most of the rele-
vant world of social issues and significant action on
those issues is out of sight and not experienced first
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 priorities of the
public. The ways in which nurses are presented,
misrepresented, or underrepresented in the news media
strongly affect people’s notions on nurses’ place as it is
and as it ought to be. Thus, indicators of exactly what
messages are being transmitted to the public are of vital
importance for the present and future of nurses and the
public they serve.

*Since 1977 the authors have been conducting an extensive study on
the image of the nurse in the mass media funded by the same source
as this article. This investigation has six components divided into print
media (books, magazines and newspapers) and non print media
(television, motian pictures and radio). They plan to publish results
pointing to specific actions which can be taken to upgrade nursing's
image.
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