











ticles, the proportion of psychiatric nursing articles
has diminished. On the positive side, psychiatric
nursing articles are appearing more often both in
frequently published newspapers and on page one.
These articles also mention the advantages of nurse
providers to a greater extent each year. On the
negative side, newspaper depictions of progressive
clinical roles of psychiatric nurses are declining as
are stories about administrative and scholarly activ-
ities of psychiatric nurses. The press also shows rela-
tionships between psychiatric nurses and patients,
other nurses, physicians, and health care and educa-
tional organizations as becoming more negative.
Furthermore, press reports of power-seeking be-
havior of psychiatric nurses are declining, as are the
numbers of psychiatric nurses with graduate prep-
aration. Thus, for every trend in the positive direc-
tion, there is an opposing trend in a negative direc-
tion, which affects the image of the psychiatric
nurse.

STRATEGIES FOR CHANGE

There is no doubt that the news channels between
psychiatric nurses and the public need to be improved
in the future if the public is to understand psychi-
atric nurses. What is required are systematic grass-
roots campaigns in cities and towns all across the
country to improve both the quantity and quality
of information about psychiatric nursing; cam-
paigns that would yield hundreds of articles every
month, such as this recent one from the Providence
Journal entitled *‘Psychiatric Nurses Get New
Respect’”:

“You're a psychiatric nurse! What’s that?*’

The question is familiar to those in the profes-
sion, as is another one they often hear from their
peers in medical-surgical specialties: ‘‘Don’t you
miss real nursing?"’

Such questions once put psychiatric nurses on
the defensive — but no longer. The more than 300
psychiatric nurses in the area are enjoying a new
pride in their specialty. . ..

Boundaries between physicians and nurses are
coming down faster in mental health than in other
medical fields, says Pat Gavin, associate director
of nurses at Butler Hospital. . ..

For example, Peter Mastrati, & psycholo-
gist. . .is “very excited” about the total involve-
ment of nurses in the IMH program. “They are
more than a link between doctor and patient. They

are real participants in what is truly holistic treat-
ment because they straddle the medical and psy-
chological. They are breaking down the traditional
barrier that says treatment is solely the respon-
sibility of the doctor,’” he says.

Diana Pearson, who has a master’s degree in
psychiatric nursing from the University of Rhode
Island, is one of two clinical nurse specialists
assigned to establish programming around the
clock for long-term patients (Cole, 1983).

By giving attention to certain people, their acts,
and various issues, the news media confers status.
This status-conferral function serves to legitimize
the actions and opinions of those who receive
favorable publicity.

Newspapers provide timely and important facts
which have consequences for the daily lives of all
Americans. The news media, however, is more than
an information conveyor; it also offers an evalua-
tion of events, placing them in perspective. The
press further serves as an instrument of public per-
suasion, largely by setting the public agenda which
are those issues and topics in the forefront of public
attention and concern. In other words, the public
gives greater salience to those topics, issues, and
attributes emphasized by the news media. These
agenda orderings are adopted as personal priorities
by citizens (MacKuen and Coombs, 1981; McCombs
and Stone, 1975; Bogart, 1981).

The first step involved in the process of improv-
ing the quality of new media information about
psychiatric nursing is getting organized.
Psychiatric nurses need to form committees that
will take leadership at the local level and apply
pressure to change the status quo. It should always
be remembered that a community is only as pro-
gressive as the news media serving it, and the media
is only as good as the community demands. The
news media seldom leads. It follows. It has to be
pushed.

To work effectively with the news media, area
newspapers must first be identified through the
process of developing a comprehensive commun-
ity-wide press list, including weekly shoppers,
organization newsletters, etc. In this country, there
are some 1,710 daily newspapers with a circulation
of 62.4 million, and 7,626 weekly newspapers with
a circulation of more than 44 million. These
publications need to be reviewed in light of the
desired goals of psychiatric nurses as well as the au-
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diences these newspapers reach, asking such ques-
tions as: ““Which newspapers on the list reach the
desired audience(s)?”” ‘*“What geographic range
does each of these papers cover?”’ ‘“What is their
circulation?”" ““Who runs the paper?”” “What is
the editorial slant and what stands have they
taken?’’ ““Is there anvone who might facilitate ac-
cess to any of these newspapers?”’

Personal contacts are important since they allow
psychiatric nurses to be distinguished from other
groups. Discussing the issues with reporters and
editors personally will, at the minimum, familiarize
them with the salient issues of psychiatric nursing,
but it may also serve to gain their support, and it will
definitely increase the likelihood of their publicizing
psychiatric nursing issues that are brought to their
attention. If a sense of confidence in psychiatric
nurses’ fairmindedness and reliability is achieved,
newspaper representatives may begin to turn to
these nurses for statements regarding current mental
health issues.

It is important to develop the necessary skills
needed to identify what is considered newsworthy
and has the best chance of publication. Newspapers
deal with events that are new, different, dramatic,
or unexpected. Local papers are interested in events
that are close to home, news thart is timely, and
events that are out of the ordinary either in the sense
that they do not happen all the time or are not part
of the lives of ordinary persons. Since newspapers
work in the public interest, psychiatric nurses will be
most successful in gaining news attention if they
isolate issues in a way that will underline the positive
social and health care good and help attract a sym-
pathetic public.

The next step is to facilitate news reporting about
psychiatric nursing through press releases, letters to
the editor, regular columns, and calendar listings.
The main source of information for newspapers are
press releases, and they should be used liberally,
sending them out to every appropriate newspaper
on the press list. A press release should be brief, no
more than two pages double-spaced, and written in
the “‘inverted pyramid”’ news form (that is, the most
important items in the first two sentences, followed
by those of lesser importance, with quotations and
discussions of the general issue, and ending with a
description of the group or organizaton).

Letters to the editor, which have, unfortunately,
been infrequently utilized by nurses, are among the
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most effective and visible means of getting a mes-
sage to the public. The letter page is the most ac-
cessible spot in a paper and is free of charge. Equally
important, letters to the editor are seen by both the
reading audience and the newspaper staff as a
gauge of public sentiment. They are ‘“‘the voice of
the people,”’ and a newspaper might even evaluate
its position or non-position on the basis of a larger
letter-to-the-editor campaign. A network of psy-
chiatric nurses that can be counted on to write let-
ters to the editor when needed is invaluable.

Smaller weekly newspapers, as well as some
organization newsletters, frequently run columns
that psychiatric nurses may have the opportunity
to generate. Psychiatric nurses are in an excellent
position to offer mental health information to the
public through regular columns. This activity does
require a commitment to write the installments
regularly, but it is a challenging and rewarding ac-
tivity. Finally, most newspapers have a calendar
listing of upcoming events in the area and by listing
your committee’s or organization's events in the
calendar, additional exposure to public attention is
achieved.

Newspapers are windows on the world. Through
them, Americans learn what they want to know,
need to know, or should know, about issues and
groups such as psychiatric nurses. But the view
depends on whether the window is large or small,
has many panes or few, is clear or opaque, or faces
the street or the back yard. The challenge for
psychiatric nurses is to ensure maximum public ac-
cess to quality information about themselves—
their services, their accomplishments, and their
problems —by endeavoring to make this window
as large and as clear as possible.
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