










Kalisch and Kalisch: The Press Image of Community Health Nurses 13 

Praise by other nurses is more frequent in 
community health nursing articles [t(825) "" 
2.29, P < 0.02], and negative treatment of 
nurses is mentioned less often in these stories 
than in either other clinical [t(4040) = -5.00, 
P < 0.(01) or articles generally [t(2 1366) = 

-7.66, P < 0.001]. Rna!ly, community health 
nurses are less likely to be shown seeklng power 
than nurses in the other clinical specialties 
[t{SOOO) = -4.57, P < O.OOlJ or those de­
scribed generally [t(25179) = -23.62. P < 
0.001]. What power·seeking behavior is in evi­
dence among the community health nursing arti­
cles is on the decline [F(3.2557) "" 3.58, P < 
0011. 

Although community nursing articles are 
more positive in lone than those on non-clinical 
subjects [t(25158) "" 12.03. P < 0.0011. there 
are no differences in this respect between articles 
on this and other clinical specialties. 

DISCUSSION 

The relatively large number of newspaper arti· 
cles on the subject of community health nursing 
indicates that nurses practicing in this specialty 
have been much more effective in generating 
news than nurses in the other clinical areas. This 
fact is particularly noteworthy when one consid­
ers that although only 10.5 percent of all nurses 
(7 percent in community health and 3.9 percent 
in school health) are actually working in commu­
nity nurSing, 52.5 percent of the articles focus on 
it {Institute of Medicine, 1983l. Yet the relative 
success of community health nurses could be 
misleading if one does not consider the fact that 
nurses in the other clinical areas, particularly psy­
chiatric and parent·child nursing, have gen­
erated a minuscule number of articles on their 
specialties. 

Aside from the quantity of articles attained. 
those on community health nursing do not com­
pare favorably in terms of their visibil ity in news· 
papers. They are published in lower·circulation 
newspapers, appear 10 newspapers with lower 
frequencies of publication. are less likely to be 
wire stories, and have smaller headlines and arti-

cle size as well as fewer photographs of a smaller 
size. They also give less visibility to the nursing 
profeSSion per se than the other articles do. Fur­
thermore, the volume of these articles is inordi­
nately distrtbuted among the states. with 17 
states showing an average of only 19.4 articles 
(or 4.8 annually) on this specialty for the four­
year period. Consequently, a large proportion of 
the American population is offered a deficient 
level of information about community health 
nurses and their services. Even states with higher 
numbers of articles are not feeling the impact of 
the full potential of this news market. 

The fact that only 10 percent of such articles 
are feature stories further underlines this pOint, 
since feature stories, unlike hard news, do not 
depend on the tight yesterday, today, and to­
morrow time restrictions. We estimate that daily 
there are hundreds of unrealized feature story 
ideas on community health nursing in every city 
across the nation. Hard news is not reaching its 
full potential either, as little treatment of commu­
nity health nursing is given in coverage of city. 
county, and slate health department board 
meetings and budget actions. 

Why is this profession underrepresented in 
newspapers? One reason has to do with the im­
balance of nurses' power in the health care sys­
tem. Nurses, who suffer from surplus powerless­
ness, are considered impotent by other groups. 
and their work is perceived as less newsworthy, 
espeCially since they do not actively seek cover­
age. In addition, the fact that 96 percent of 
nurses are female, and female socialization has 
placed a high value on modesty, automatically 
precludes news-seeking behaviors. Even the 
struggles of community health nurses to gain 
more power in health care tend to be made up of 
a series of small, gradual events with little im­
mediate significance for a wider public. and con­
sequently they do not make the press agenda. 
Thus nurses as potential news makers are placed 
in a very difficult position by the definition of 
news: most community health nurses are denied 
the decision-making power that would make 
their aclions news, and without power and the 
consequent prominence. only their most obtru-
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sive actions (strikes. crime, etc,) are consIdered 
newsworthy. 

Another reason for the paucity of press 
coverage is that nurses as a whole have failed to 
recognize that they have a responsibility to ad· 
vance the public's knowledge of their profession. 
They have neglected the hard reality that public 
support is necessary for them to gain access to 
the scarce resources needed to carry out their 
responsibilities in health care. Of all nurses. how­
ever, those practicing in community health have 
been the most aware of the connection between 
public opinion and survival, and perhaps this ac­
counts for their relative success in generating 
press attention . 

In terms of informational quality, press cover­
age of community health nurses shows that their 
practice takes place almost exclusively in com­
munity settings, such as clinics and patients' 
homes. where they largely provide direct care 
that results in a positive impact on client welfare. 
They are shown to have more education. en­
gage in a greater number of progressive clinical 
activities, praise each other more, and mention 
the advantages of nurses as health care prOVid­
ers. On the negative side. articles are less likely to 
include: (1) males as nurses. (2 ) administrative 
and scholarly actiVities, (3) nurses in innovative 
roles. and (4) pDVJer-seeking behavior. Also 
negative are the findings that these articles are 
more likely to include: (1) traditional stereotypes 
of mothering and self-saCrifice, (2) LPNs giving 
nursing care. (3) tradihonal nursing activi ties, 
and (4) negative relationships with patientsJ 
consumers, educational institutions, and some 
health care professionals. Community health 
nurses are also shown to be more subordinate in 
their relationships with physicians, a surprising 
finding given the autonomous nature of their 
practice. 

Analysis of annual trends in the depiction of 
community health nurses in newspapers shows a 
large increase in numbers of related articles. but 
this finding must be Qualified by the fac t that the 
number of these articles is declining as a propor­
tion of the total. On the positive side, community 

health nurses are engaging in more progressive 
professional activities over time. bUI the other 
Significant trends all have a negative connota­
tion. Community health nursing articles show a 
decrease in the number of feature stories. As 
each year progresses, they also contain fewer 
actions indicative of jX>WCr·seeking behavior by 
nurses and less preventative care and health pro­
motion activities. Funhermore, relationships with 
other nurses, physicians, other health care pro­
feSSionals. and the government are all becoming 
more negative. Even though relationships with 
patients and educational institutions are improv­
ing. they were more negative initially than those 
described in stories about the other clinical 
specialties. 

The weight o f these data leads to the conclu­
sion that the quality of information contained in 
articles about community health nursing is much 
lower that it should be. Even more important is 
the fact that the press image of the community 
health nurse is moving away from the progres­
sive, innovative. powerful, and prevention­
oriented profile it historically held toward a more 
traditional. passive. and restoration-oriented pre­
sentation. One cannot help but conclude that 
community health nurses have not fully used 
newspapers 10 demonstrate adequately the di­
versity and imponance of their work. 

The task at hand is obvious. Community 
health nurses must work collectively and individ­
ually to put themselves and their issues before 
the general public by way of the press and to 
ensure that the Informational Quality of news 
about their specialty and their newspaper image 
are reflective of the realities of their practice, 
education. and research (Kalisch & KaUsch, 
1983). Some of the uneasiness that has charac­
terized the relationship between community 
health nursing and Ihe news media must yield to 
the recognition of the power of newspapers to 
serve sound health interests if they are supplied 
\.Vilh appropriate information lind assisted in the 
difficult task of translating the language of the 
profession into the la nguage of the lay public. 
Community health nursing issues will not be ac-
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corded high priority in our society u ntil newspa­
pers cover them as thoroughly and as promi­
nently as they do competing issues. 
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