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( Nursing Practice )

The Truth About Nursing:

Organization Founded to Monitor Media Portrayals of Nurses

DC NURSE: What is the purpose of
your organization and website (TruthAbout
Nursing.org)?

SANDY SUMMERS: The Truth About
Nursing works to change how the world
thinks about nursing. For decades the
public has thought of nurses in stereotypical
terms, and the media both reflects and
reinforces those views. People may see us
as self-sacrificing angels who clean up the
mess but who do little to advance health
beyond assisting the heroic physicians,
who are seen as the masters of all health
care. Alternatively, nurses are portrayed as
the naughty sexual servants or playthings
of physicians and/or patients. This deep
undervaluation of the profession is a root
cause of many of the more immediate
problems nurses face, including inadequate
clinical and educational resources. Why
worry about nurse staffing if we're mostly
there to fluff pillows and fetch physicians?

The Truth About Nursing raises
awareness in many ways, including advocacy
campaigns, media analysis and other
educational activities, and collaboration
with nursing groups and media creators.
Our website www. TruthAboutNursing.org
is the main vehicle we use to inform nurses,
media creators, and the public about how
the media is portraying nurses. We post
media analyses of what we see and hear, and
launch letter-writing campaigns if something
is especially damaging to nursing.

We also explore the main stereotypes
in our book Saving Lives: Why the Media’s
Portrayal of Nurses Puts Us All at Risk, which
has just come out in an updated paperback
edition. In the final two chapters of the book
we lay out a plan to resolve nursing’s image
problem. As with any problem nurses face,
it's not enough to identify the problem.
We've got to come together and educate the
world about the true value of nursing,
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What was the catalyst for establishing
your organization and website?

A group of graduate nursing students at
Johns Hopkins, including me, got together
in 2001 and had a dialogue about the link
between policy decisions that undermined
nursing and what we saw was a widespread
undervaluation of the profession. We asked
ourselves, where does the undervaluation
come from, why does it exist? It seemed
pretty clear that much of the public
disrespect stemmed from the stereotypical
media portrayals of nurses and an overall
lack of public understanding. We talked
about what we might do and decided to
form our non-profit organization to make
a persistent effort to resolve nursing’s image
problem.

How do you feel about how nursing is
being portrayed in the media in 20107

It remains generally pretty poor, although
there have been some good portrayals and
reasons for hope, like the Hollywood nurse
shows that appeared in 2009. We wish we
could say that nine years after we began,
nursing’s image problem was mostly fixed!
But when you're trying to make such a
fundamental change—changing the way
people have thought about nursing their
whole lives—you're really talking about
something on the order of a 50- or 100-
year plan. The most popular Hollywood
products generally continue to portray
nurses as peripheral assistants to the
physicians who do everything that matters.
Major advertisers worldwide still rely on the
naughty nurse, and even the news media
tends to portray physicians as the sole health
experts, even in areas in which nurses know
more and take the lead. I should add that
the distortions about nurses are hardly ever
intentional; they're almost always based on
ignorance. So we've just got to keep reaching
out and educating the media and the public
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about what nurses really do to save lives and
improve outcomes.

I do think nursing’s image has made
some progress in the past few years. The
print media is slightly more likely to consult
nurses on its stories. We haven't seen a major
mainstream naughty nurse ad in the US in
about three years, though there is still plenty
of that imagery around. And this past year
we had an amazing three—count them,
three—nurse-centered Hollywood television
shows (Nurse Jackie, Mercy, and HawthoRNe)
appear after 15 years without a single one.
Each of these new shows, despite some
flaws, has included many helpful portrayals
of nursing skill and autonomy. So, while it’s
a long road and we still have much to do, we
also think our voices are beginning to make
a difference.

The problem is not just that media
stereotypes are demoralizing and degrading
to nurses and other health professionals.
They also send the message that physicians
are the only ones who matter, so they're
the only ones who deserve funding for
their work, that only they deserve seats at
decision-making tables on hospital boards
or at the National Institutes of Health
(NIH). Speaking of the NIH, nurses get
only 1/2 of one percent of the NIH budget
for nursing research—a true measure of the
lack of value society places on nursing. As
the largest health profession with leaders
working on the cutting edge of health care,
nurse researchers need funding for their
work. Nursing scholars can't get adequate
funding when most people don't know that
they exist.

What “hot topics” have you been tackling
lately?

We make a serious effort to monitor
U.S. television portrayals of nursing and a
tremendous number of health care shows
have debuted in the past year. The 2009
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nurse shows have been the hottest things
for us lately since virtually every episode
has had something notable for nursing.
The physician-centric hospital shows Miami
Medical and Three Rivers broadcast less than
a full season of episodes before they were
canceled. Also new since 2009 is Royal Pains
which focuses on a boutique physician, but
it generally does not touch on nursing.

Several new shows are slated to appear
soon. We're not looking forward to the
show Off the Map—about health care
in the jungle—since the creator Shonda
Rhimes has such a poor history of nursing
depictions with her shows Grey’s Anatomy
and Private Practice. A brilliant medical
examiner will be featured in Body of Proof,
and ER producer John Wells is working on
a new health show featuring Sissy Spacek,
though it is not clear if that show will air.
There’s also Cali Nurse, a new reality show
in production featuring angel and naughty
nurse images, which recalls Aaron Spelling's
notorious Nightingales from the late 1980s
that nurses managed to bounce off the
airwaves with their protests.

What is the source of the best fictional
portrayal or [non-fiction] reporting on
nursing today?

The new nurse shows Mercy, Nurse
Jackie and HawthoRNe. We're sad that Mercy
was canceled at the end of its first season.
But Nurse Jackie was renewed for a third
season. Both of those engaging shows
portrayed a team of nurses tackling patient
health problems with autonomy, insight,
skill and inventiveness—saving lives and
improving outcomes. HawthoRNe is not as
strong dramatically, but also has some good
portrayals. Each of the nurse-centered shows
has had some problems in depicting nursing
autonomy, and some of the characters have
personality and even ethical flaws, but the
nurses are clinical experts who advocate for
them as if they were the nurses’ own family
members.

The news media has made some slight
improvements and will occasionally convey
nursing expertise in the key role nurses play
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in health care. For example, the influential
New York Times occasionally runs articles
that gives nurses due consideration such as a
June 29 article about geriatric care. The BBC
has also run several helpful articles about
nursing care and innovations. Unfortunately,
the vast majority of health news stories
remain physician-centric, consulting only
physicians even about topics in which nurses
have at least as much expertise.

What is the worst portrayal of nursing
today?

Unfortunately, on the physician-centric
shows, the same themes continue to occur:
physicians dominate all health care. Nurses
are their servants, losers who are sometimes
throw-away love interests, or wanna-be
physicians.

Grey'’s Anatomy is probably the worst,
though House is close. In these shows, every
major character is a physician, and nurses
are generally just dim or disagreeable
servants. On Grey'’s in particular, nurses are

carping second-class losers who have settled
for being nurses because they don't have
what it takes to be like the heroic surgeons,
who provide all meaningful health care.

Private Practice had a nurse-midwife, but
the show killed him off in May because it
did not know what to do with him. Before
he died, he got accepted into medical
school, which is a standard Hollywood path
to success for able nurses, but one that is
actually an insult to the nursing profession
because nurses are 100 times more likely to
attend graduate school in nursing.

House is less focused on patient care,
but it also suggests that nurses fetch
things for physicians and clean up patient
messes. Sometimes nurses in these shows
exist only below the elbow, so they can
hand the physicians equipment so they
can use it to perform nursing work. Such
depictions send the message that nurses do
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The Sheppard Pratt Health System, on behalf of the
Department of Behavioral Medicine located at the
Novant Prince William Health S in Manassas, seeks
a Psychiatric Nursing Director. For 10 consecutive years,
the two organizations have enjoyed a very successful con-
tractual relationship. Sheppard Pratt Health System is the
nation’s #7-ranked psychiatric hospital by U.S News &
World Report; and the Unit at Prince William was a past
recipient of the Governor’s Recognition Award in VA.

As Director, you will manage nurses and oversee inpatient,
ECT, TMS and intake evaluation services in our 32 bed,
adult Center for Psychiatric and Addiction Treatment;
supported by 6 employed psychiatrists and a highly
skilled, multi-disciplinary treatment team. Preferred
candidates must possess experience and skill in leading
and motivating the delivery of excellent customer and
employee service, as well as ensuring a high quality and
financially sound inpatient treatment program. Requires
a related Master’s degree (Master’s in Nursing pref.) and
4-6 years of progressively more responsible psychiatric
clinical experience (2-3 years of which are in an
inpatient setting.) Current RN license a must.

For more information about this highly visible
career opportunity, and to apply, please visit
www.sheppardpratt.org
or Email: acornblatt@
sheppardpratt.org =
EOE, smoke-free.

Sheppard Pratt

A notfor-profit behavioral health system

Psychiatric Nursing - Manassas, VA

web: www.hpla.doh.dc.gov
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| If you're dedicated to providing the very best |
| care to seriously ill people, the Capital Hospice
i story is a must read for you. We're looking
{ for compassionate and highly-skilled nurses —
| individuals who engage heart and mind to help
| patients and families make the most of every
| moment, every day. We are currently seeking |
| licensed RNs for the following positions to join |
| our team in Washington DC. '

RN Case Managers - Full Time
Pediatric opportunities also available!

On-Call RN - Full Time*

Capital Hospice has been growing in Northern !
| Virginia and surrounding areas, Washington DC |
and Prince George’s County, Maryland for more |
than 30 years. This may be the growth opportunity |
you've been waiting for!

Interested candidates can send their resume to:
Kerri Naylor, Healthcare Recruiter
email: knaylor@capitalhospice.org

or fax: 703-396-6192. EOE
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