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Figure 4. Comparison of primary values of nurse 
characters on The Nurses versus other health care 
television dramas· 

characters in The Nurses expressed primarily values of 
achievement, integrity, and desire for a better world far 
more often than in most health cafe dramas. In the 
other dramas, physician characters were associated 
with these values much more often than nurse 
characters. The nurse characters stood for the status 
quo; they seemed to fevel in the application of rules and 
regulations, even when breaking a rule might achieve a 
more important goal and significantly improve the 
welfare of another. These nurses rarely contradicted 
doctors, even when the doctors seemed to be in the 
wrong. 

On The Nurses, nurse characters sought to live up to 
their values and goals through their own actions, not 
merely help a physician live up to his values. liz Thorpe 
personified integrity for the series. Episode after 
ep isode, the viewer witnessed her insistence upon high 
standards of professional service from both her sub­
ordinates and herself. 

Intelligence was another attribute characteristic of 
the nurses in the series. liz Thorpe talked of books, 
poetry, and travel; her speech was graceful .and ar­
ticulate . Another nurse on the program once immersed 
herself in the scientific literature on an experimental 
drug. Although conclusions she formed caused her to 
be dismissed for disobeying a doctor's order, she main­
tained a posture of honesty, integrity. and altruism -
she claimed she would have done the same thing again. 

While there were indications of intellectual interests, 
a great number of disturbed and troubled nurses did ap­
pear on The Nurses. This fact angered members of the 
nursing profession. 15j At various times, liz Thorpe en­
countered sadistic, ex-Nazi, alcoholic. drug-addicted, 
bigoted, and unmarried pregnant nurses. Despite this 
formidable list of undesirables, the series, for the most 
part, carefully maintained the positive image of the pro­
fession by emphasizing how aberrant these women 
were and, most importantly, how the nursing profes­
sion managed to identify and weed out undesirable pea-
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pie from the practice of nursing. These aberrant nurse 
characters also turned up on physician-oriented hospital 
shows, but w ithout the presence of other, admirable 
nurses to balance the presentation. 

In sum, The Nurses' greatest contribution to the im­
age of nursing was its consistent presentation of nurs­
ing as an autonomous profession that generated its own 
standards and conducted its own affairs. Furthermore, 
the standards and values associated with nursing 
equalled those associated with the medical profession. 
The women who worked as nurses in this series actively 
sought solutions for both personal and professional 
difficulties. 

Of course, there were weaknesses in the series, 
perhaps exaggerated now by the passing of time. The 
diploma school environment of The Nurses still em­
phasized practical experience more than theoretical in­
struction. Gail Lucas was oftentimes unbelievable in her 
innocence and naivete and her mistakes of judgment 
might not be tolerated in real life . So many abberant, 
troubled nursing characters appearing in a single 
hospital, let alone a single ward, did strain credibility. 
But when compared to analogous health care dramas, 
The Nurses remains the single, bright star of television 
programming with regard to the presentation of a 
strong and positive image of the profession. 

Conclusion 

In 1964, in an attempt to improve ratings, the show 
was re-christened The Doctors and the Nurses and, in 
effect, two male actors took over the leading roles, leav­
ing Liz and �G�~�i�l� as important but secondary characters, 
In addition to casting innovations, the producers 
changed the tone of the series from an often thought­
ful, d iscursive examination of a single issue to a more 
action-oriented format, with many more instances of 
violence, crime, and life-saving heroics featured. The 
network really wanted a medical show more in keeping 
with the enormously popular Ben Casey and Dr, 
Kildare, and sacrificed an original, quality drama about 
women and nursing to this end, This format revision did 
not improve the ratings significantly, and the series was 
cancelled at the end of the 1964-65 season. 

Nurses throughout the country probably can do very 
little to assure the success of the new series, Nurse. As 
with every other television program, it will prosper or 
perish according to the iron law of the Nielsen ratings. 
Should the series survive, however, the producers 
might be susceptible to influence from individual nurses 
and nursing organizations, if nurse response is wide­
spread and constructive. 

The retrospective analysis of The Nurses provides 
several key issues to look for in the new series and by 
which to judge the image of the nursing profession. 
Generally, nurse-viewers should be sensitive to 
philosophical and professional issues rather than to 
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technical accuracy. Whether or not a nurse character 

sets up an I.V. drip properly will have little impact upon 
the general viewer's perception of the nursing profes­

sion. The overall presentation of the nurse and her ac­

tions, on the other hand, will affect the way viewers see 
the profession as a whole: A brief checklist of things to 

consider in evaluating the program is as follows: 

• Is there evidence of a nursing administrative structure in 
the hospital setting? That is, do nurses conduct their 
own personnel matters, such as hiring, firing, pro­
moting, and disciplining? 

• Are the nurse characters generally reflective of educated 
women? That is, do they appear to be articulate, well ­
read. perceptive? Is there a recognition of the variety of 
nurses' educational programs and of the role 0: ad­
vanced education for nurses? 

• Are nurse characters problem solvers or do they take 
their problems to non-nurses. namely. to physicians? 

• Do physicians and nurses interact in a collegial fashion 
about patient care in joint planning? 

• Do nurse characters assert their rights and dernaf.ld 
respect? Do they seek to ad ... ance themselves and their 
profession? Do they express altruistic, humanitarian 
values and act accordingly? 

• Is there a professional nurse who sefVes as a consultant 
for the series? (Two registered nurses worked with the 
writing and production staff of The Nurses. one as ad­
visor to the writers, inculcating in them sensitivity to the 
philosophy of nursing, the second on the set, advising 
the production crew on technical authenticity.) 

The heritage of The Nurses, the past generation's 

singularly positive depiction of the profession, is an im­
portant one. Almost always, nurses have not been 

deemed important enough to hold the major roles in 
health care dramas. Instead, numerous prime-time 

series featu red male physicians as the principal 
characters and superheroes. Herbert Brodkin, the pro­

ducer of The Nurses, was fu lly cognizant of the fact that 

writers, directors, and actors create a powerful point ot 

view that shapes public images and ideas about nurses 
ond their roles in health care. [7) Building on this con­

structive tradition, the creators of the nurse dramas of 
the 1980s have it in their power to add to or avoid the 

overwhelmingly negative stereotypical and inaccurate 
portraya ls of nurses that have characterized most televi­

sion programming. 

Footnotes and References 

1. Variety, September 17, 1980, p. 58. identifies only six out 
of 291 made-far-TV movies dOing better in the Nielsen 
ratings: Guyana Tragedy: The Story of Jim Jones 12 parts); 
Kenny Rogers As The Gambler; Scruples (2 partsl; Carnival 
of Thrills; Tcnspeed and Brown Shoe; and Aun( Mary. 
Nurse. shown on April 9. earned a Nielsen rating of 24.3 
and garnered a 39 audience share. 

2. An introduction to research on the effect of television may 
be found in: G. Comstock, M. Fisher, Television and 
Human Behavior: A Guide to the Penmen( Scientific 
Literature (Santa Monica, California: Rand Corporation, 
1975l; G. Comstock, F. G. Christen. M. L. Fisher. R. C. 
Quarles. W. D. Richards, Television and Human Behavior: 
The Key Studies (Santa Monica, California: Rand Corpora· 
tion, 1975); and G. Comstock, S. Chaffee, N. Katzman, M. 
McCombs, D. Roberts, TeleviSIOn and Human BehaViOr 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1978). 
Examples of studies on the portrayal of women and 
minorities on television are: M. L. long. R. J. Simon, "The 
roles and statuses of women and children on family TV pro­
grams," Journalism Quanerly (1974) 51:107-10; M. M. 
Miller, B. Reeves. "Dramatic TV content and children's 
sex-role stereotypes," Journal of Broadcasting (1976) 
20:35-50; H. C. Northcott, J. F. Seggar, J. L. Hinton. 
"Trends in TV portrayal of blacks and women," Journalism 
Quarterly (1975) 52:741 -44; C. G. O'Kelly, L. E. Bloom­
quist, "Women and blacks on TV," Journal of Com· 
munications (1976) 26(4): 179-84; and G. Tuchman, A. K. 
Daniels, J. Benet, eds .. Hearth and Home: Images of 
Women in the Mass Media (New York: Oxford, 19781. 

3. Schorr, T., "Nursing's TV Image," AJN, Vol. 63:10, Oct. 
1963, p. 120. 

4. For the purposes of this article, The Nurses was compared 
to analogous health care dramas - series of a dramatic 
nature featuring physicians in leading roles. E"ciuded were 
situation comedies and action-adventure programs that 
featured nurses as regular characters. The series included 
such series as Ben Casey (ABC, 1961-1966); The Bold 
Ones INBC, 1969-1973l; Doctor Hudson's Secret Journal 
(syndicated, 1955); Dr. Kildaw (NBC. 1961 - 1966); Doc· 
tors Hospital (NBC, 1975·1976); The Interns (CBS. 
1970- 1971l; Marcus Welby, M. D. (ABC. 1969- 1976); 
Medic (NBC, 1954-1956!; Medical Center (CB S, 
1969-1976!; Medical Story INBC, 1975-1876); Rafferty 
(CBS. 19n); Trapper John, M.D. (CBS, 1979 - presentJ; 
Westside Medical (ABC, 19nJ; and Young Dr, Kildare 
(syndicated. 1972) 

5. All of these behavioral traits were found to be significantly 
(at the p <.05! more in evidence in The Nurses as can­
trasled with other health care dramas. 

6. Ibid., p . 119. 
7. Efron, E., "Realist Faces Reality," TV Guide, Vol. 13:38. 

Sept. 18, 1965, p. 19.22. 

o 

May 1981 1255 


