











activities was not associated with contributions to patient
welfare,

Nurse characters engaged in educational pursuits were
shown valuing their work (r=.25, p<<.001), expressing
satisfaction with nursing (r=.32, p<<.0001), and being
helpful to patients (r=_.18, p<<.05). Like expanded role
responsibilities, educational activities of television nurses
were never seen in the 1950s and rarely appeared in the
1960s and 1970s. This lack of emphasis has persisted over
time (Kruskal-Wallis H=3.25, N=225, p=NS§).

Throughout the entire history of television, the por-
trayal of any nurse on a prime-time series who was capa-
ble of scholarly activities was virtually non-existent. Its
occurrence was so rare that changes over time could not
be submitted to inferential testing,

Nurse character contributions to patient welfare (Fig-
ure 2) reached their highest point in the 1960s
(F(2,166)=3.1T, p<<.04) as did the portrayal of nurses
having power (Kruskal-Wallis H=243, N=225
p<<.0001). Nurturance followed this pattern of being high
in the 1960s and lower in both the 1950s and 1970s (Krus-
kal-Wallis H=15.59, N=225, p<<.005). Value for work
(F(2,225)=30.32, p<<.0001), service to others
(F(2,225)=26.62, p<<.0001), and scholarship (Kruskal-
Wallis H=11.85, N=225, p<<.003) were exhibited more
in the 1960s. In the 1960s, nurses were shown expressing
satisfaction with a career in nursing more than in any oth-
er decade (Kruskal-Wallis H=11.55, N=224, p<.003).
Nurses were also commended the least (F(2.190)=3.16,
p<.04) and experienced the lowest level of respect from

Figure 2. Television Nurses’ Contributions to Patient Welfare:
Changes Over Decades®
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physicians (F(2,25)=6.98, p<.01) during the 1970s.
Nurses' autonomous judgment steadily increased over
the television years, reaching its highest point in the 1970s
(Kruskal-Wallis H=6.78, N=225, p<<.04). Prior to 1970,
television portrayed nurse characters who used their own
judgment in a very favorable way The professional
behavior of these nurses was often commended by other
characters (r=.48, p<.01) and autonomous nursing judg-
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ment was shown as highly beneficial to patients (r=.75,
p<<.01). The 1970s, however, showed that the use of nurs-
ing judgment often warranted criticism from others
(r=.36, p<<.01). This was the only decade, however,
where a significant association was found between the
appearance of a nurse using clinical judgment and subse-
quent evidence in the plot that she had acted to the det-
riment of a patient (X2 ,=4.08, df=1, N=109,0=_16,
p<..05). In other words, nurses shown thinking for them-
selves were also portrayed as harmful to the patients
under their care.

Nursing activities performed most often in series with
greatest emphasis on professional nursing were (in order
of strength): acting as a professional resource to other
health care providers, implementing the nursing process,
carrying out technical care procedures, providing emo-
tional support, carrying out administrative responsibili-
ties, doing menial tasks, and providing physical comfort-
ing (F(7,228)=20.33, R=.62, p<<.0001).

Only 9 percent of the nurses were central characters in
a role that focused primarily on their professionl lives, and
of that 9 percent, only 2 (less than 1 percent of the sample)
were in highly exposed series. Figure 3 shows that public
exposure to professional nursing on television suffered a
severe decline in the 1970s. Only 3 percent of the sample
which aired during the 1970s presented viewers with this
strong nursing image as compared to 37 percent of the
1960 sample, and 5 percent of the 1950 sample. Clearly
the public’s exposure to images of the services provided by
the nursing profession markedly declined (Figure 3).

Figure 3. Emphasis on Professional Nursing
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Discussion

The favorable image of the professional work of nurses
on television entertainment programs reached its apex in
the 1960s. This was the decade when many nursing
actions received their greatest exposure, but also it was the
high point for the portrayal of other positive elements
such as nurses’ contributing to patient welfare. The favor-
able image of nursing presented during the 1960s was
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largely due to one major television series, The Nurses,
which aired on CBS from 1962 to 1965 This hour-long
drama centered upon the professional lives of nurses at
the fictional Alden General Hospital in New York. It was
the only network series ever to exclusively focus on the
profession of nursing in prime time during the three
decades studied. This series presented nursing as a vital
and exciting profession and nurse characters as compas-
sionate, warm, and caring as well as intelligent, assertive,
self-directed, and committed. Nurses and nursing consti-
tuted the major focus of the series, and the full range of
personality and behavioral characteristics of nurse charac-
ters was more fully developed as was their involvement in
various nursing activities. Essentially, the multiple aspects
of nurses’ roles and nursing practice were extensively
explored. The public image of a single, well-produced
television series, which actually focused on the profession
of nursing and the contributions nurses made to patients’
well-being, was remarkable.

As a whole, the portrayal of nurses on television in care-
giving activities created a potent favorable image of the
profession. When nurses were shown in their true profes-
sional role, they were helpful to patients, nurturant, and
committed to their work. Unfortunately, depictions of
nurses providing nursing care were rare events in the
1970s and have declined since.

When leadership behaviors were exhibited by televi-
sion nurse characters, these individuals were also por-
trayed as having negative attributes. This was most evi-
dent with nurse administrators, who where characterized
as powerful, intelligent, and competent but also as cold
and rigid. Although more nurses were shown on television
in the 1970s than in any other previous decade, the qual-
ity of the projected image fell to an all time low. Nurse
characters were primarily shown in series highlighting the
medical profession. Physicians were presented as demi-
gods or bigger than life while nurses were severely under-
valued. Little effort was made to depict nursing’s contri-
butions to health care. Nurse characters were consistently
made secondary in importance to physician characters, as
in Marcus Welby, M.D., or to other male protagonists,
including less educated paramedics, as in Emergency.
Even Major Margaret Houlihan on M¢A<S¢H, perhaps
the best image of nursing presented on television in the
1970s, was depicted as technically competent, but having
little direct impact on patient welfare. Her contributions
as a surgical nurse were shown as supportive to the sur-
geons who were nearly always the real heros. She was
rarely shown giving emotional support or physical com-
forting to patients. As an administrator, Margaret was
efficient, intelligent, and organized, but, particularly in
the early seasons, she was also portrayed as extremely
rigid and unfeeling toward staff.

Scholarly activities were absent. The closest any televi-
sion nurse ever came to being identified with scientific
pursuits was a secondary nurse character appearing in
Dactors’ Private Lives in 1978. In her off-duty hours, she
was shown serving as an assistant in an animal lab helping
a physician researcher conduct experiments. Most of her
time in this capacity was spent being corrected, verbally
insulted, and sexually harassed by the physician-scientist.
Another television nurse, notable for her involvement in
research, was the character Bobbie Marks who appeared
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in a 1975 episode of Doctors Hospital. In a desperate
attempt to gain the romantic attention of a physician-
scientist, she injected herself with the experimental drug
he was testing and died. Her death was less a sacrifice to
science than the man whose love she desperately sought.

The results of this study point to a dire need for the
nursing profession to intervene in the television media’s
program creation process. The pervasive impact of the
unfavorable portrayal of the nursing profession on TV not
only makes recruitment of future nurses difficult, but also
adversely influences the decision-making process of poli-
cy makers who decide what scarce resources the nursing
profession will or will not have to carry forth its mission to
the public. ]
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