GERONTOLOGICAL

NURSING

GETS EXPERT HELP

ON USING THE

NEWS

Gaining public support

for geromtological

nursing policies requires
educating consumers about
contributions made and
the benefits derived.

To do this nurses

can use mass media.

BY PHILIP A KALISCH, PhD and
BEATRICE J KALISCH, EdD, RN, FAAN

The news media continually presents
messages to the public about the sup-
posed reality of gerontological nursing.
The public uses these messages to con-
struct personal images of geron-
tological nurses and nursing'.

Public information about geron-
tological nursing services for the
elderly is currently in a confused and
disjointed state. Dissatisfaction with
the quantity and quality of some geron-
tological nursing care is so pervasive
that basic changes required are com-
monly acknowledged.

Choices available to gerontological
nurses, patients and their families,
administrators, and others directly
involved depend on the accuracy of
public information and the subsequent
decisions made by the federal and state
governments. >3

Information about variables associ-
ated with the quantity and quality of
gerontological nursing services are at
the very heart of several policy issues.
These are: the worth of gerontological
nursing care that may prolong life at
various levels of existence, the value of
subsidizing the maintenance of the
elderly in a supportive nursing care
environment, and the value of encour-
aging maximal independence for
patients at the risk of economic con-
sequences.?

The most effective mechanism for
disseminating information about geron-
tological nursing to health care con-

sumers is the news media. The nation’s
press serves to form public opinion to a
large extent.>-6-7

Newspapers are tremendously
powerful as sensitizing instruments.
This force is increasing as the news
media is used more often as an aid for
coping with an increasingly compli-
cated society. Consequently. the ways in
which newspapers represent or mis-
represent gerontological nurses will
continue to have a large influence on the
profession by affecting public opinion.

This study analyzes the informa-
tional quality of gerontological nursing
news in the nation’s press over a four
year period. It is part of a comprehen-
sive study of all nursing news. Ninety-
six articles on gerontological nursing
are compared with 4,787 articles on
other clinical nursing specialties.

Collecting the data involved employ-
ing a clipping service to identify and cut
out newspaper articles with the word
“nurse” or “‘nursing” in every news-
paper published in the United States.
These articles are classified according
to newspaper name, location, circula-
tion, date of publication, page place-
ment, and are coded by trained coders
using the News Analysis Tool developed
and validated for the project.

Specific questions addressed 1n this
study are:
1. What is the degree of audience

exposure to gerontological nurses

and their services through the press?
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What characteristics are being con-

veyed to the public about geron-

tological nurses, their practice, and
their professional relationships?

3. What is the quality of the image of
gerontological nursing presented in
newspapers?

4. What differences exist in newspaper
coverage of gerontological nursing
as opposed to other clinical nursing
specialties?

5. What changes have occurred in the

presentation of gerontological nurs-

ing over time?

Dissemination of
Gerontological
Nursing News

In terms of geographical distribu-
tion, the number of newspaper articles
on gerontological nursing in each state
is contained in Figure 1. The greatest
number are published in the Midwest
and South, and the lowest numbers in
the upper New England and Rocky
Mountain States. Significantly. the
states highest in the number of elderly
residents—Florida. Arkansas, Rhode
Island, and lowa—are not the states
with the largest number of articles on
gerontological nursing.

Gerontological nursing articles are
published in newspapers with larger cir-
culations, * indicating a wider audience
exposure, but are very similar to news
reports about the other clinical spe-
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cialities in story type hard news versus
feature stories. The fact that 84% of all
gerontological nursing articles fall into
the category of hard news means that
many potential news reports are being
lost. Gerontological nurses must gener-
ate feature story ideas such as inno-
vative services, educational programs,
and research findings. It is unlikely that
the press, left to its own devices, will do
s0.

Nurses in general and gerontological
nurses in particular write few letters to
the editor. Only 5.2% of the geron-
tological nursing articles are of this
type. Letters to the editor are effective
means for conveying a message to the
public, and should be employed by
nurses. For example, deep concern was
expressed in one letter over a portrayal
of gerontological nurses as uneducated
and uncommitted to the profession:

The negative image of some nurs-
ing homes could easily convey the
image that nurses who work in nurs-
ing homes are less than professional.
However, high-quality care does not
happen by chance. It is the result of
deliberative decision-making and
action. That is what the professional
nurse is doing—not just “playing a
custodial role.”

Another example of a positive letter
to the editor was published in the July
1980 Miami Herald. In this letter a
geriatric nurse practitioner wrote in
response to an article on the use of
drugs in nursing homes:

The problem of drug therapy in the
elderly is a very seriousone . . . The
responsibility lies in several areas;
from the physician who orders the
drug to the patient who takes
it . . . One of the key factors in the
care of the elderly involves asser-
tiveness. Nurses, families, and the
elderly themselves must be assertive
with their physicians and state, local,
and federal bureaucrats who control
the health-care delivery system in the
United States.*

Demographic
Characteristics

In terms of gender. nurses in the press
are usually depicted as female, and
gerontological nurses are even more
often portrayed as female. Also, when
gerontological nursing education is
mentioned in newspaper articles, it is
shown to be a relatively high education
compared to nurses in the other spe-
cialties. The articles reported 29% of
these nurses as having earned a bac-

calaureate or higher degree. This
included a small number of PhDs and a
larger number of master’s degrees.

Story Content

The gerontological nursing articles
cover several subjects shown in Figure
2. The largest proportion of articles
focus on the gerontological nurse prac-
titioner and other advanced specialists
(24%). These articles typically depict
nurses with advanced preparation for
their role and describe their various
responsibilities.

A typical positive story in this cate-
gory, published in a Texas newspaper,
depicted a nurse practitioner who set up
a health care center for the elderly in a
church. She is shown in the role of
managing common health problems,
conducting screenings, and providing
psychosocial care.!?

Generally, articles in this category
highlight the preventive aspects of the
care provided by gerontological nurse
practitioners and specialists who
... are in a prime position to help
keep people healthy . . . whereas phy-
sicians are primarily for treating illness
once it has already set in.”!!

These articles often emphasize the
changing relationships between nurses
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and physicians, and the differing
expectations of consumers of geron-
tological nursing services. For exam-
ple, the Washington Post carried an arti-
cle in 1980 entitled “*Geriatrics now a
beacon for nurse practitioners’ which
noted that:

They don’t make nurses like they
used to. Gone are the days when they
played 76th trombone to the physi-
cian’s first, They don't make elderly
people like they used to, either. In
many areas of the District, they have
stopped calling their doctors when-
ever they have a slight pain. Instead,
they let a student from George Wash-
ington University’s Adult/Geriatric
Nurse Practitioner Program handle
the problem.!2
The second most frequently reported

subject in the articles, accounts for
15.5% of the sample. It focuses on the
quality and nature of the work of the
gerontological nurse. Many of the arti-
cles contain interviews with geron-
tological nurses who find their work
both challenging and rewarding. Most
of the nurses say they enjoy working
with the elderly and prefer geron-
tological nursing to other nursing spe-
cialties. Most newspaper articles in this
category mention that gerontological
nursing allows the development of close
relationships with patients. Such rela-
tionships are not as likely to occur in
other nursing specialties.

These articles often contain positive
descriptions of gerontological nurses,
including “‘dedicated,™ **patient,”
“understanding,” “caring,” and *‘lov-
ing.” Countering these favorable mes-
sages is the finding that gerontological
nurses are more likely to leave the pro-
fession than nurses in other spe-
cialties*, and role confusion is more
prevalent in the gerontological spe-
cialty*.

The third category of articles con-
tains announcements or descriptions of
continuing education programs being
offered on various aspects of geron-
tological nursing at the practice and
administrative levels (14.6%). The con-
tents of these programs and workshops
include stress adaptation for nurses,
leadership roles. assessment. adjust-
ment to old age, drug abuse, and man-
agerial skills.

The next most frequently appearing
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subject focuses on the health care needs
of the elderly (14.5%). Although some
of these articles deal with institu-
tionalized care, most of them center on
community programs. Two recurring
messages contained in newspaper arti-
cles in this category were the need for
community services to the aged, and
the increase in development of inno-
vative nursing outreach services. A
central theme communicated to the
reading public is that many elderly peo-
ple cannot afford. and do not need
expensive and often impersonal institu-
tionalized care.

One of the innovative gerontological
nursing services receiving attention in
this article category is the placement of
nurses and other health care providers
in large apartment complexes where the
elderly live. The Arizona Daily Star, for
example, ran an article which featured
such a service in Tuscon’s four city-run
housing complexes where in-house
clinics are offered four days a week. It
emphasized that not only does this
arrangement provide the advantage of
expert care close at hand, but it also
allows earlier intervention at lesser cost
and more comfort.!?

A cost-effective type of service,
home care for the elderly. receives con-
siderable coverage in newspapers
around the country. The News Sentinel
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in Stigler, Oklahoma, for example,
quoted a patient who described a home
health care nurse this way: “*She’s
doing more for this country than any
other organization. | was nearly dead
when she started on me.”"!?

One of the extensive efforts to reach
out to the elderly was reported in the
Evansville Press, Evansville, Indiana
on November 13, 1978. Nurses from
the gerontology center of the University
of Evansville are shown traveling
through a six-county area in a motor
home to provide health assessment and
preventive health care service and edu-
cation to the aged population in these
areas. 'S

An educational subject area that
receives attention in the newspapers is
the establishment of gerontological
nursing courses and programs that pre-
pare nurses to deal with the special
needs of the elderly. Of the total sample
of gerontological nursing articles,
12.5% of them center on the develop-
ment of such educational experiences,
either at the basic and graduate nurse
preparation level, or for graduate nurses
in the community. These courses are
shown to focus on assessment,
research, special skills, myths about
the elderly, and special problems faced
by the aged ill.

One example of this type of story
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FIGURE 3
PROFESSIONAL NURSING ACTIVITIES IN
GERONTOLOGICAL NEWSPAPER ARTICLES
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focused on the development of such a
course offered at Purdue University.
The professor offering the course is
quoted as saying:
We're trying to clear up some misun-
derstanding about aging and the
elderly . . . and the best way to start
is to put ourselves in the places of
older people . . . to try to deal with
the restrictions and frustrations they
face daily just because they are old. e

Another 10.4% of the gerontological
nursing articles describe nurses teach-
ing the elderly. Nurses are shown giv-
ing instruction in the proper use of med-
icine, foot care. immunizations,
exercise, stress reduction, nursing
home care, and safety in the home.

An example article in this category
was published in the Courier-Journal of
Louisville, Kentucky. It featured a
nurse who spends a good deal of her
time in “‘addressing groups of elderly
persons throughout the community
about their health concerns.” This
nurse says she was not prepared **for the
spirited question/answer exchange that
has proven how much her elderly
audiences want to understand the aging
process and its effects on their general
well-being. 17

A small group of articles (6.3%)
cover various gerontological nursing
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professional issues. Many of these
announce the election of officers to
gerontological nursing organizations.
Other articles describe the establish-
ment of new organizations. A few deal
with political and economics issues
affecting nurses’ ability to provide care
for the elderly.

The Herald News of Durham, North
Carolina, for example, carried such an
article in which Dr. Virginia Stone
points out:

Nurses in private practice are not
eligible for medicare and medicaid
payments as physicians are. The state
supplements salaries of physicians
needed to practice in rural areas.
Shouldn’t the salaries of nurses be
supplemented, too?!®

The last subject category is com-
prised of news articles describing the
results of research conducted by geron-
tological nurses. While accounting for
only 2% of the total number of geron-
tological nursing articles, they are quite
dramatic. For example, one nurse’s
work on suicide among the elderly was
published as follows.

Elderly people suffer many losses
that often follow each other
closely . . . They don’t have time to
fully recover from one loss before
another one occurs. Multiple losses

with no time in between for recovery

can lead to serious depression.!?

Newspaper articles portray geron-
tological nurses as less likely to engage
in progressive clinical nursing activities
than nurses in other clinical spe-
cialties.® These activities include emo-
tional support of patients and their fam-
ilies, nursing process activities,
expanded role functions, patient educa-
tion, technical procedures, or acting as
a resource to other health care
providers. Gerontological nurses
referred to in newspaper articles,
however, are more likely to engage in
the progressive non-clinical activities
of administration, teaching, and schol-
arly work than are nurses in the other
clinical specialties®.

When the professional relationships
of gerontological nurses are compared
with those of nurses in other clinical
specialties, only one difference emer-
ges—gerontological nurses have more
positive relationships with educational
programs®*. Overall, communication
between gerontological nurses and phy-
sicians. hospitals, nursing homes, con-
sumers, other nurses, and the govern-
ment is portraved in relatively positive
terms. In analyzing changes over time,
gerontological nurse relationships with
nurses, physicians, hospitals and nurs-
ing homes, educational programs, con-
sumers. and the government, are show-
ing a downward trend*.

In conclusion, the news media is
increasing the supply of health informa-
tion to the public. The morning news-
paper, not nurses and physicians, tells
the public about the latest geron-
tological advances, and syndicated
health care columnists give advice on
how to stay well.

The results of this study show that the
potential for reaching the public with
information about the quality and extent
of gerontological nursing services is
still largely untapped. The small
number of articles, and the poor geo-
graphic distribution of the articles pub-
lished, leaves a large portion of the pub-
lic with virtually no information about
gerontological nurses and the important
services they offer.

The potential for feature stories is
particularly unrealized. This is because
gerontological nurses have not de-
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veloped the skills to market newswor-
thy ideas. Gerontological nurses are
often not aware of the importance of
public opinion about their specialty and
its power to garner resources allowing
them to provide their services to the
elderly.

While the quality of most articles
published about gerontological nursing
is relatively good, considerable room
for improvement exists. For example,
the articles need to place more empha-
sis on the innovative, cost-effective
roles and services that gerontological
nurses are pioneering.

The public is entitled to information
about the wide range of services geron-
tological nurses provide and the advan-
tages of these services relative to those
available from other health care
providers. Unfortunately, an analysis of
the newspapers’ depictions of geron-
tological nurses shows a decline in the
quality of relationships and no growth
in the inclusion of progressive profes-
sional activities. These findings further
emphasize the need for gerontological
nurses to reach the general public
through the press.

Although many factors contribute to
the rapid growth in the need for public
information about gerontological nurs-
ing in this country, the single greatest
factor is the aging of our population. In
the past 50 years, the proportion of the
population age 65 and older has more
than doubled, from 5.4% in 1930 to
11.3% in 1980. This trend is expected
to continue, with a near doubling again
in the proportion over 65 to 20% by
2030.

As one indication of the escalating
market for gerontological nursing ser
vices, expenditures for nursing home
care have soared from $480 million in
1960, to $31 billion in 1983, and are
expected to reach $82 billion by 1990.
The assurance of quality gerontological
nursing care is important for this vul-
nerable population. This is especially
critical at a time when patient care
needs are increasing and becoming
potentially more costly while states,
due to difficulties in financing their
Medicaid nursing home services, have
been trying to reduce the growth of their
reimbursement rates.

Unless the public is kept informed

about the contributions of geron-
tological nurses and the key role they
play in health care, consumers cannot
be expected to offer the vital support

News. Richardson. Texas, July 7, 1978.

. Nurses: The ‘new nurse’ is a specialist. Cal-

ifornian. Salinas, California, May 22, 1980.

. Geriatrics now a beacon for nurse practi-

tioners. The Washington Post. Washington,

needed to advance the specialty.
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Nurses should write maore letters lo
the editor to reach the public and
convey ideas and concerns
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