






tion of the public with virtually no information 
about psychiatric nurses and their services. 

Not only is there a problem with the quantity of 
articles and the inadequacy of dissemination of psy­
chiatric nursing information to the public via the 
news media, but the quality of this information is 
also deficient. AJthough psychiatric nurses are bet­
tef educated, are depicted in educational and schol­
arly work to a greater e.>: tcnt, arc more in volved in 
selling up innovative programs and services, are 
praised more. as well as experience more positive 
relationships wi th non-physician health care profes­
sionals and educational institutions (p< .001), and 
exhibit less role confusion than other nurses, a 
number of negative factors serve to diminish the 
positive impact of these finding. Psychiatric nurses 
arc shown to heavil y emphasize restorative care to 
the excl usion of preventive care, and are over­
whelmingly depicted as practicing in institutional 
rather than community settings. They also are por­
trayed as having more negative relationships with 
patients, mentioning negative treatment of nurses 
morc often, and avoiding power struggles in health 
care politics. 

The limited subject areas which make up psychi­
atric nursing newspaper articles also attest to the 
fact that many potential areas for news reports are 
being lost. Emphasis on more tradit ional inpatient 
roles of psychiatric nurses is especiall y noteworthy. 
Of panicular concern is the low number of anicles 
that reveal the psychiatric nurse in independelll, 
autonomous care-giving activities, despite the fact 
thai psychiatric nurses were historically among the 
fi rst nurses to move into such roles. Unfortunately, 
other mental health professionals-psychiatrists. 
clin ical psychologists, psychiatric social workers­
appear to be gening mOSt of the credit for positive 
health care outcomes in the care of people with emo­
tional and life adjustmcn! problcms. 

There aTC several reasons why nurses, in general, 
and psychiatric nurses, specifically, are so under­
represented in newspapers. Qnc key factor is the im­
balance of power in the mental health delivery 
system. Apparently. psychiatric nurses are con­
sidered by the gatekeepers of the news media 10 be 
the least powerful and the Icast innucntial of aU the 
mental heailh care professionals. Particularly psy­
chiatrists, but also clinical psychologists, and to 
some c.>:tent even psychiatric '>oci"l workers. arc the 
the providers of public repute and are featured by 
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the news media most often and sought OUI for ex­
pert opinions about psychologic and psychiatric 
issues. 

Psychiatric nurses, on the other hand, are less apt 
to actively seek out news coverage fo r themsehcs 
than the other mental health care professionals for a 
variety of reasons. Since nursing is still 96OJo female 
dominated, the strong sex role sociali zation of 
females, which has traditionally placed a high valua­
tion on modesty, is partly to blame. Furthermore, 
psychiatric nurses have failed 10 recognize that they 
have a social responsibility to increase the public's 
information about the role they play in mental 
health carc. It goes without saying that the 
American public requircs the services of psychialric 
nurses. Yet, without information about what they 
do, what their accomplishments are, what impact 
they have on client welfare, and even the roadblocks 
they must surmount to practice effectively, the 
public and poli cy makcrs cannot make rcalistic­
based j udgments. Psychiatric nurses have ignored 
the fact that public SUppOTt and visibility is 
necessary for their growth. and perhaps even their 
survival. But they have also failed to stress the fact 
lhat without access to psychiatric nursing services, 
the general welfare of the nation would indeed be 
much more disa.dvantaged than psychiatric nurses 
themselves. 

Still another possiblc rcason for the undcr­
rcpresentation of psychiatric nursing news is fear. 
Perhaps psychiatric nurses fear that the news media 
is a Pandora's box which they do not know how to 
control. Because of this fear, many psychiatric 
nurses shun publiCity and have an aversion to pro­
viding the press with information. Consequent l\'. 
the result is an elaborate system for controlling the 
psychiatric nursing information that does reach the 
press. To some extent Ihis news-phobia is the result 
of a professional socialilation which teaches �n�u�r�~ �s� 

that t.o talk to the press or public about any aspen of 
thcir work is uncthical. Psychiatric nurses are par­
ticularly sensitive about the need to maintain p:lIicnt 
confidentiali ty yet still kt thc public havc �a�c �c �(�" �~�'�i� to 
information about thcir work. 

Analysis of annual trends in the depiction of 
psychiatric nursing in newspaper'> shows an ilKrease 
in the actual number of psychiatric nursing ilrl iclc' 
in that there were abOLlt tWice a\ many in 191\0 and 
1981 than there were in 1978 and 1'179. ilu t. 0\\1t1J,!. 

to overaJi increases in the number of all �n�l�1�r �~�i �n�g� M ' 
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ticles. the proportion of psychiatric nursi ng a rt icles 
has d iminished. On the posit ive si de, psychiatric 
nursing anicles arc 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 nu rses arc declining as 
are stories about admi nistrative and sc holarly act iv­
ities of psychiatric nurses. The press also shows rela­
tionships between psychiatric nurses and patients, 
other nurses, physicians , and healt h care and educa­
tional organizations as becoming more negat ive. 
Furt hermore, press reports of power-seeking be­
havior of psychiatric nurses are declin ing, as a re the 
numbers of psychiatric nurses with graduate prep­
aration. T hus, 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. 

STRAT EGIES FOR C HANGE 

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 tow ns all across the 
cou ntry to im prove both the qua nti ty and quali ty 
of information about psychiat ric nursing; cam­
paigns that would yield hundreds of articles every 
mont h , such as this recenl one from the Providence 
Journal entitled "Psychiatric Nurses Get New 
Respect": 

"You're a psychiatric nurse ! What' s that?" 
The question is familia r to tho~e 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 dcfensive- but no longer. The more than 300 
psychiatric nu rses in the area arc cnjoying a new 
pride in their ~pecialty. 

Boundaries bct\\ecn physicians and nurses are 
coming down faster in mental health than in other 
medical lidds, say~ Pat Gavin, associate director 
of nurses at Butler Hospital .... 

For example, Peter Mastrati, a psycholo­
gist ... is "very cxci\ed" about Ihe toral involve­
ment of nlLr~es in the IM H program. "They arc 
more than a link between doctor and patient. They 

are real participants in what is truly holistic treat­
men! because they straddle the medical and psy­
chological. They arc breaking down the traditional 
barrier thnt 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 10 establish programming around the 
clock fo r long-term patients (Cole, 1983). 

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

Newspapers provide timely and important facts 
which have conseq uences for the daily lives of all 
Americans. The news media, however, is more titan 
an informat ion conveyor; it also offers an eva lua­
tion o f events. placing them in perspective. The 
press further serves as an instrument of public per­
suasio n, largely by sett ing the public agenda which 
are those issues and topics in the forefro nt of public 
a ttention and concern. In other ,,.ords, the public 
gives greater salience to those topics, issues. and 
attributes emphasized by the news media. These 
agenda orderings are adopted a~ personal priorities 
by dtizens (MacKuen and Coombs, 1981; McCombs 
and StOlle, 1975; Bogart, 198 1). 

The first stcp involved in the process of improv­
ing the quali ty of new media information about 
psychia tr ic n u rsing is getting o rganized. 
Psych iatric nurses need to form committees that 
wi ll take leadership at the local level and apply 
pressure to change the stat us quo. It should a lways 
be remembered that a commu nity is only as pro­
gressive as the news media servi ng it, and the med ia 
is only as good as the community demands. The 
news media seldom leads. It follows. Il has to be 
pushed. 

To wo rk effectively with the news media, area 
newspapcrs must firs t be iucntified through the 
process of developing a comprehensive commun­
ity-wide press list, incl uding week ly shoppers. 
organization newsletters, etc. In this count ry, there 
are some 1,7 10 daily newspapers wit h a circulation 
of 62.4 million, and 7,626 weekly newspapers with 
a circulation of more Ihan 44 million . These 
publicatiotlS 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 qu es­
tions as: " Which newspapers on the list reach the 
desi red audience(s)?" "What geographic range 
does each of these papers co .... er?" " What is their 
circu lation?" " Who runs the paper?" "Whal is 
the edi toria l sla nt and what stands have they 
taken?" "Is there anyone who might facilitate ac­
cess to any of these newspapers?" 

Personal contacts arc im portant si nce they allow 
psychiatr iC nurses to be distinguished from other 
groups. Di scussing the issues with reponers and 
editors personally will, at the minimum. fami liarize 
them with the salient issues of psychiatric nursing , 
but it may also serve to gai n their suppOrt , and it wil! 
defini tely increase the likelihood of their publicizing 
psychiatric nursing issues that are brought 10 their 
attention. If a sense of confidence in psychiatric 
nurses' fairmindedness and reliab ili ty is achie .... ed, 
newspaper representatives may begi n to turn to 
these nurses for statements regarding current mental 
health issues. 

It b import ant 10 develop the necessary skills 
needed 10 identify what is considered newsworthy 
and has the best chance of publication . Newspapers 
deal with e\'ents that are new, di fferent , dramatic, 
or unexpected. Local papers are interested in events 
thm are close 10 home, news that is timely, and 
event s that are ou[ of the ordinary either in the sense 
that they do not happen a ll the time or are not part 
of the lives of ordinary persons. Since newspapers 
work in the public interest. psychiat ric nurses \\ ill be 
most successful in gaining news attent ion if they 
isolate issues in a way that will underline the posith'e 
social and h..:alth ca re good and help attract a sym­
pathetic pu blic. 

The next Step is to facilitate news reporting abou t 
psychiatric nursing through press releases, \('uers to 

the editor. regular col umns , and calendar listings. 
T he main source o f informat ion for ne\\s papers are 
press releases , and they should be used li berally, 
sendi ng them Out to every appropriate newspaper 
on the press lis!. A press release should be brief, no 
more than two pages do uble-spaced. and written in 
the " inverted pyramid" news form (that is , the most 
imrortalll item'> in the first two sentences . followed 
by those of k'~er importance , \\jth quotations and 
discussions of the general i~sue, and ending wi th a 
description of the group or organiz3.ton) . 

Letters to the edito r, \\hich have, unfortunately, 
been infrequl.'ntly utilized by nurses, are among the 
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most effective and .... isible means of getting a mes­
sage (0 the pUblic. T he letter page is the most ac­
cessible spot in a paper and is free of charge. Equally 
importan t. letters to the editor are seen by both the 
read ing audience and the newspaper slaff as a 
gauge of public sentim en t. They are "the voice of 
the people ," and a newspaper might even evaluate 
its position or non-position on the basis of a la rger 
Icuer-to-the-edi to r campaign. A network of psy­
chiatric nurses that can be counted on to write let­
lers to the ed itor when needed is in valuable. 

Smaller wee kl y newspapers, as well as some 
organization newsletters, frequent ly ru n columns 
that psychiatric nurses may have the opportun it y 
to generate. Psych iat ric nurses are in an excellent 
position to offer mental health information to the 
public th rough regular columns. This activity does 
require a commi tment to write the installments 
regularly, but it is a challenging and rewarding ac­
ti vity . Finally, most newspapers have a calendar 
list ing of upcoming events in the area and by listing 
your committee's or organization'S events in the 
calendar, additional exposure to public auention is 
achie\·ed. 

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 
d..:pends on whether the window is large or small , 
has many panes or few, is clear or opaque. or faces 
the street o r the back yard. T he chailenge fo r 
psychiatric nurses is to ensure maximum pub lic ac­
cess to quality informalion about themscl .... es ­
their services, their accomplishments. and thei r 
pro blems - by endeavoring to make this window 
as large and as clear as possible. 
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