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Historical Image of Nursing


Prior to the advent of hospitals, most nursing care was provided in an informal way in one’s own home by family members, clansmen, or friends.  It was not until the period referred to as the Middle Ages when facilities known as hospitals were started by members of religious communities.  Care of the sick in these hospitals often fell to lower class women who were too old or feeble to find any other type of work.  In the first half of the 19th century, British social reformers advocated for the formation of groups of religious women to receive training in nursing and staff the existing hospitals.   The Protestant Sisters of Charity was formed in 1840 by Elizabeth Fry to provide basic education to women wishing to be nurses.  The training was very rudimentary, and the students only studied for a few hours each day, after which they engaged in religious instruction and prayer.  It was not until Florence Nightingale entered the scene in the mid-18oos that the image of nursing changed from one of lower class, uneducated women to a highly skilled and well-respected medical profession with very important responsibilities (Roux & Halstead, 2009). 
 
Over the years, the image of nursing has gone through many transformations.  Nurses have been stereotyped into groups as varied as angels of mercy, heroines of war, assistants to the physician, and sex symbols.  Florence Nightingale was one of the first nurses to portray the image of an angel of mercy, willing to sacrifice for her patients while being both moral and noble.  The image of nurses as heroines of war was also spurred by Florence Nightingale for her contributions in the Crimean War.  Nightingale was frequently described making her rounds through the dark hallways of the hospitals in Crimea, ministering to the sick and injured soldiers of war.  She was often referred to as the “Lady with the Lamp” by the soldiers in the wards who were both grateful and moved by her endless supply of compassion (Roux & Halstead, 2009).  Unfortunately, this image did not carry over into the United States when training schools for nurses were starting to be formed.  Many physicians’ groups were not in support of formal education for nurses and believed that only basic training was required (Roux & Halstead, 2009).  This lack of support from the medical community led to the view of nurses as assistants to the physician, unable to act independently or make decisions autonomously.  The image of the nurse during the 1920s was often that of a “Girl Friday”, subservient to the physician and devoted to his every need (Kalisch & Kalisch, 1983).  The nurse was viewed as someone with no knowledge and judgment of her own, having no other purpose but to serve the physician.  As time went by, the image of the nurse as a sex symbol began to appear on television, print and in film.  During the mid-1960s, the majority of the media portrayed the nurse as a sex object, both irresponsible and promiscuous.  The nurse was often depicted as being emotionally and sexually involved with her patients, and liaisons between nurses and physicians were common (Kalisch & Kalisch, 1983).  In a study conducted on 280 films produced between 1900 and 2007, nurses were depicted as sex objects 26 percent of the time (Staines, 2008).  This image of the nurse as a sex symbol continues to persist in the current media with shows such as Chicago Hope and Scrubs.  
Nursing and the Media

Nursing and the media have a very diverse relationship which can be traced back over many years.  In much of the media, nurses have been portrayed as both moral and noble.  On both television and in film and print, nurses can be seen tending to the sick and frightened child, helping to deliver the newborn baby, and ministering to the terminally ill patient on hospice.  These portrayals have helped to shape the image of the nurse as a savior to the diseased and dying.  Unfortunately, another image of the nurse has emerged in the media; that of the nurse as a sex symbol.  Turn on any television and look through any magazine and nurses can be seen parading around in skimpy little outfits, hopping from bed to bed to provide “care” to the “sick” patient.   Who can forget Hot Lips Houlihan from the 1972 television series M*A*S*H, the army nurse who was depicted as a sex symbol for the doctors at the fictional 4077 Mobile Army Surgical Hospital?  Nurses in television shows like Operation Petticoat, Black Sheep Squadron and the more recent television series ER continued to be portrayed in this derogatory manner, with little opposition from the viewing public.  

In April 2001, a group of graduate students from Johns Hopkins University came together to address the growing nursing shortage.  The group, called The Truth About Nursing, felt the shortage was related to inadequate understanding and support of the nursing profession by the public, and sought to increase public understanding of the role nurses play in modern health care.  The group focuses on promoting more accurate portrayals of nurses in the media, and has been successful in influencing many major corporations to create a more accurate image of nursing.  The The Truth About Nursing has been instrumental in persuading beer maker Heineken and popular shoe company Skechers to pull their commercials which featured nurses in compromising positions.   They were also successful in discouraging major corporations such as Wal-Mart, Disney, CVS, Pennzoil and Clariol from using the images of nurses in degrading ads (The Truth About Nursing, 2012). The group believes that it is critical for nurses to band together and oppose these racy images because research has demonstrated that many Americans rely on the media and the internet as their primary sources of health information (Buresh & Gordon, 2006).  If nurses continue to be portrayed as both sex symbols and assistants to the physician, then credibility for the field of nursing will be lost and it will be difficult to attract both young people and males to the profession, thus worsening the current shortage.  
Nursing Leaders Impact on Image of Nursing

Author Patricia S. Yoder-Wise (2007) describes a leader as “an individual who works with others to develop a clear vision of the preferred future and to make that vision happen”.  She describes several leadership tasks which are needed to help ensure success, including having a clear vision and leading by example.  The nurse leader must have a vision of the image of nursing that she wishes to portray and she must be able to motivate the nursing staff to achieve this vision.  One of the best ways a nurse leader can influence people is to lead by example.  The nurse leader must empower the staff to take control of their image and can do so following a set of strategies gleaned from observation of successful, powerful nurses: be aware of your own self-image; be attentive to your grooming and dress; be proper in both your speech and your body language; be committed to your career; and continue your professional education (Yoder-Wise, 2007).  The nurse leader must be sure at all times to provide inspirational motivation, both by carrying herself in a confident manner and serving as a role model.  The nurse leader must define unacceptable workplace behaviors and hold the staff accountable.  The nurse leader must report to work on time and with meticulous detail given to dress and grooming in order to reflect a powerful self-image to her followers.   The body language of the nurse leader must be filled with confidence and poise, ready to handle any challenge that may be presented.  A nurse leader should never give up in her pursuit of education and should show off her academic accomplishments to both the public and her peers.  Any nurse on staff can be a leader; one does not need to be a manager in order to lead.  If nurses wish to be viewed as skilled, educated and empowered members of the healthcare team, they will need powerful nurse leaders to guide the way.  
Nursing Staffs Impact on Image of Nursing
The staff nurse is frequently the person who has the most influence on a patient.  In order to project a favorable image of nursing, the staff nurse must represent the profession in a skilled and honorable way.  When looking around a hospital, one may see nurses dressed in wrinkled scrubs with cartoon characters or funny slogans.   In an article from American Nurse Today (2007), author Shelly Cohen, BS, RN, CEN points out that police officers, judges, EMTs and firefighters would not be seen in uniforms covered in Snoopy and Sponge Bob, and cannot understand why nurses would represent themselves in this way.  This unprofessional style of dress may affect how patients view the nurse and the care they are about to receive.  In some healthcare facilities, nurses are expected to dress in professional uniforms so they are easily identified by the patient.  If a facility does not require uniforms, the staff nurse can still choose to represent herself in a positive, professional way by wearing an appropriate uniform free from unprofessional adornments.   The staff nurse does not need to wait for a facility wide policy to be enacted in order to project an image of confidence and professionalism.  Staff nurses must believe in their own power to make a difference in the way the image of nursing is projected to the public.  


Year after year, nurses rank highest on Gallop poll surveys of the most honorable and ethical professions in America (Jones, 2010).  In order to build upon this image of honor and ethics, nurses must continue to educate the public regarding their critical role as health care providers.  Nurses must assist the public in viewing them as committed and engaged health professionals, able to function independently and help shape the future of healthcare.  They can do this by advocating for progress on health policy issues and joining nursing specialty organizations to influence health policy bills.  It is critical for each and every nurse to change the negative stereotypes surrounding nursing and enhance the image of nursing as an honorable, professional career.  
Improving the Image of Nursing

In their book Exploring Popular Images and Representations of Nurses and Nursing, authors Philip Darbyshire and Suzanne Gordon describe how many nurses blame the media for everything that is wrong with the image of nursing.  The authors point out that many people turn to television as their primary source of healthcare information and that studies have demonstrated that children get some of their strongest impressions of various medical professions from watching television shows.  The authors are quick to mention, however, that the media exists as a profit making business and, as such, cannot be expected to be a public relations machine for the image of nursing (Darbyshire & Gordon, 2005).  


So what can be done by nurses to improve their image in both society and the media?  Nurses must take an active role in both their image in the media and their image in society as a whole.  In her article The Image of Nursing (2007), author Shelly Cohen, BS, RN, CEN states that in order to improve their image, nurses must “value nursing and project that image daily; take themselves seriously and dress the part; recognize the value of what they do; and believe in themselves and their colleagues.”  Nurses must project to the public the important role they play in maintaining and restoring patient health, and help change the stereotype of the nurse as an assistant to the physician.  Authors Philip Darbyshire and Suzanne Gordon make the point that too few members of the public understand that the nurse is there to save lives, not just hand out medications and provide companionship.  In an interview, Gordon was told by a patient that the nurses were “so nice and cheerful” after her surgery, but she was not aware that the nurses who cared for her were also responsible to make sure she did not die during the surgery (Darbyshire & Gordon, 2005).    If the public does not understand the complexity and importance of nursing work for patient safety and healing, then it cannot assist the nursing profession in fighting for the resources necessary to provide optimal patient care.  

Nurses must step forward and help the media to create a better image of nursing.  One way they can do this is by assisting the media in creating the image that they desire.  Letters to the editor, op-eds and health related columns can be authored by the nurse to create the image of an educated, professional person with valuable opinions and skills.  Hospitals can encourage their staff to contribute to the community by writing health related articles for the local newspaper and by appearing at screening events to provide health related screenings for patients in the community.  Nurses need to view the media as a tool for the positive promotion of their image while remaining vigilant about monitoring their image in the media.  If nurses witness an inaccurate depiction of the profession in the media, they must become actively involved in persuading the media to remove these questionable depictions of nurses.  Phone calls, emails and letter writing campaigns can go a long way in influencing the media to present an image of the nurse that is more that is more true to what an actual nurse is: a strong, confident, autonomous professional able to make independent decisions.  


Nurses are also known to downplay their title.  It is rare to hear a physician introduce herself as “Mary”; however a nurse will frequently use only her first name when making an introduction.  This leaves the patient wondering who Susan is and what her title may be.  The Truth About Nursing (2012) recommends that the nurse use both her surname and her title in the introduction.  By doing this, the patient will associate the care she receives with the person who delivered the care.  This can go a long way in promoting the nurse as a caring, skilled professional able to deliver competent, compassionate care.  
Future Challenges


As more nurses reach retirement age and leave the profession, the nursing shortage will continue to worsen.  In order to attract intelligent, passionate, skilled people into nursing, the image of nursing must be enhanced to draw people into the field.  As television and film censorship becomes less and less, it can be expected that nurses will continue to be represented as sex symbols and vixens.  The nursing profession cannot expect the media to intervene and portray them in a more positive light, and thus they must be proactive in promoting their own self-image.  The advent of the internet has allowed nurses a whole new forum in which to express themselves, and nurses must remain vigilant to ensure that the image they wish to portray is the image that is ultimately broadcast to the public.  Nurses must always remember that they are professionals first, and that any pictures or stories they post on social web sites may be misinterpreted by the public they are caring for.  If in doubt regarding the appropriateness of a social web site posting, the nurse would be best to err on the side of caution and not make the posting.  Only by taking pride in the title of Registered Nurse can the nurse help to sway the often inaccurate stereotypes attributed to the profession by the media.  
Summary


There was a time when nursing was considered a profession for the indigent and poor and for which very little education or training was needed.  Today, nurses are scientists, researchers and teachers.  By 2015, the American Nurses Association plans to make the doctorate degree a requirement for Advanced Practice Nurses (American Nurses Association, 2012).  Nurses are poised to become a major force in the healthcare arena, respected not only for their education but for their skills and compassion.  In order to attract young people to nursing, the image of nursing must be transformed from that of an assistant to the physician or sex symbol to what nurses really are:  educated, skilled, empowered professionals able to act autonomously to ensure the attribute the American public values the most; our health.  
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