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The Image of Nursing 
          The public’s view of nurses compared to what they actually do is completely misunderstood. What the public does not understand is that a nurse’s job consists of putting together an entire assessment while critically thinking and using other physical and psychological skills to ensure a patient’s health and well being is at its highest level (Mee, 2010). According to Keefe, “The media insists on portraying nurses as sex objects, handmaidens to physicians, gold-diggers who want to marry physicians or battleaxes” (2006). It seems as though nurses have had many images overtime and  let people outside their profession influence how they are depicted by the public (Cohen, 2007).  Unfortunately, these types of negative stereotypes from the media molded the public’s mind for decades and caused a nurse’s image to be distraught (Mee, 2010). 
     These negative stereotypes are viewed in different types of media, including the television as being the most significant influence. Television shows like “Grey’s Anatomy” and “ER” have a major impact on the public because they assume it is reality; however, these types of shows rarely have major nursing roles not played by physicians or sometimes they don’t include them at all in the episode (Keefe, 2006).  When nurses are portrayed in the media they are depicted as aids and often are seen tending to physicians, who are the primary caregivers. Fortunately, recent television shows have surfaced, such as “Nurse Jackie” and “Mercy”, where stronger and more accurate images of nurses are portrayed (Mee, 2010).
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    The gender roles in the nursing field seem to be slowly shifting to include men; however, the public’s view of the image of a typical nurse has preserved itself despite a nurse’s efforts to change it. Regardless of what the professional image of nursing may be, the publics view also depicts nurses as sweet angels of mercy ever since the 19th century (Keefe, 2006). Hopefully, as more efforts to recruit men into the profession occur and the number finally increases, they will become icons and encourage the public to understand that nurses are critical thinkers and more than “sweet angels of mercy”. 
      It is important to sharpen the image of nursing and present the public with a uniform view, while making sure that they understand all the nurses do (Cohen, 2007). Keefe (2006) explains that when a public audience is asked questions about having trust for nurses compared to knowing what they do, the results are not surprising because the public admits to trusting nurses without actually knowing what they do. Unfortunately, nurses are unaware of this situation, which does not influence them to take a productive route and change view the public has of them. 
      Some nursing organizations have tried to educate the public on an accurate image of the nursing profession. Unfortunately, not everyone is on board despite many nurses’ attempts to change it. According to Keefe (2006), “Nursing organizations, even unions, are so attached to this sweet, angelic, caring image, that they don’t take the time to sit down and say, ‘Look if you’re in the hospital after surgery, nurses are the ones who watch for complications, save lives and save money’”. Some argue that nurses can change their image by altering the way they describe to others exactly what their profession entails. One can include the compassionate side 
THE IMAGE OF NURSING									     4
of nursing without leaving out the skills and competency a nurse displays everyday in her line of duty (Cohen, 2007). It is important to include all aspects of a nurse’s job to properly display a professional and accurate image of nursing. Keefe (2006) explains that “ the most important message we need to get out there about nurses is that we are college educated, competent scientists who are at your side, identifying changes in your condition, autonomously interviewing, saving lives and improving outcomes everyday”. The first step to take to assure the public’s inaccurate impressions of nurses change is to speak confidently as a nurse and spend more attention explaining to them what exactly you do and a little less time explaining how you feel (Mee, 2010).  
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A nurse cradling a child who is receiving treatment for asthma. A nurse holding the hand of a frail diabetic patient and encouraging him during the discharge process. A nurse’s empathetic expression for a frightened teenager facing emergency surgery. 
Are these the images we leave with our patients? Do they reflect how we see ourselves? Is our image obvious only in what we do, or is it also about what we say, how we say it, and what we wear? Consider these questions: 
• How has our image changed over the years?
• Who is defining the image of the nurse?
• What can each nurse do to affect our image?
• How do we confront and address the negative images of nursing?
Our changing image  
Over time, nurses have had many images, ranging from the angel of mercy to the sexual stereotype sometimes portrayed in works of fiction. Florence Nightingale depicted the nurse as inferior to the physician. As a child, I read every book in the popular Cherry Ames series and dreamed that every day I worked as a nurse would be a Cherry Ames day. This series ran from 1943 to 1968 and, interestingly, is now back in print. Other representations and misrepresentations that have shaped our image include Hot Lips Houlihan in the television series MASH and some less-than-inspiring nurses in soap operas. 
In 2001, the Center for Nursing Advocacy was founded to address the nursing shortage. After deciding to focus on improving the portrayal of nurses in the media, the Center began a series of annual Golden Lamp awards for the best and worst depictions of nurses. The Center has developed letter-writing campaigns to target producers of shows that don’t show nursing in a positive light, such as ER and House. In December 2006, after 5 months of effort, the Center persuaded Coors brewery to stop using “naughty nurse” imagery in its ads.  
Most honest and ethical
For many years, a Gallup poll has identified the most honest and ethical professions in America. And for 8 years in a row, nursing has been in the top 10. For the last 5 years, nurses have been number one (see Most honest professions).
But is this ranking really relevant to the concern we have about our image? What really matters to patients and their caregivers? What do we care about and look for in our colleagues? How much impact do these perceptions have on our image? (See Nursing’s image: What do nurses think matters most?)
Dressing with Snoopy and Sponge Bob 
As the image of nursing evolved with time and changes in healthcare delivery, our appearance changed, too. The catalogue scrub companies who bombard nurses with their mailings have played an important role in this appearance change. Today, many nurses think nothing of wearing clothing adorned with cartoon characters. What other professions that serve the public have cartoon characters on their uniforms? Police officers, pre-hospital staff, judges, firefighters, and others would not be seen with Snoopy, Sponge Bob, or animal characters covering their uniforms. 
Why does nursing represent itself in this way? We let people outside of our profession influence how we present ourselves to the public. Sandy Dumont, an image consultant, makes this comment about the way we dress, “You’re the only thing between the patient and death, and you’re covered in cartoons. No wonder you have no authority.” Many organizations have started to address this issue by changing the dress codes for nurses. These changes also make it easier for the patient to identify who is a nurse.
The face of nursing
The face of nursing—that is, the overwhelmingly female face—also affects our image. Although the number of men in nursing is growing, we need more campaigns and targeted recruitments to draw men into the profession. The old Cherry Ames image keeps the profession primarily female. As more men enter the profession, they will become role models and mentors for others. And other men will look at nursing as they do other career options, such as being a police officer or firefighter.
Our patients may be in the best position to answer the question, Who is the nurse? A nurse diagnosed with cancer found herself on the other side of health care. Here’s what she had to say, “I must say the majority of the time I knew who the nurses were…by the way they carried themselves and their professionalism.” 
Redefining our image
Professor L.D. Andrews of Rogers State University says that to create a new image for nursing, nurses must:
• value nursing and project that image daily
• take themselves seriously and dress the part
• recognize the value of what they do
• believe in themselves and their colleagues.
Our image is evolving as nurses fill seats in the House of Representatives and news stations use us as resources for their stories on healthcare issues. These opportunities allow us to represent the reality of nursing and to show how the profession contributes to health care.  
These developments show promise, but our professional image needs more, and we need it now. Each nurse needs to explore how his or her actions or inactions affect our image. Nursing faculty need to work with the student nurse organizations to help promote the image of nursing. Nursing leaders need to recognize the daily impact they have on the perceptions of staff nurses, patients, and caregivers. And staff nurses must appreciate the importance of how they are perceived by patients and caregivers.
Being a professional 24/7
We also need to recognize the effect of our behavior outside of the workplace. For some nurses, nursing is just a job, and it shows in what they say and how they act at work and away from work. 
I have heard nurses emphatically state that they do not want their children to go into nursing and have to work in an environment where they are not respected, are underpaid, and have to deal with people who have unrealistic expectations. Obviously, these nurses are not helping to improve our image.
When an old friend asks about your work, don’t roll your eyes or shrug your shoulders. Try responding by putting your shoulders back, looking the person right in the eye, and saying, “I am a registered nurse now, and I work at the hospital.” Encourage your child who is interested in nursing. Inspire a child to consider the privilege of being with people when they are at both their worst and best. Such everyday actions will improve the image of nursing. 
What we must do
Part of changing our image is growing as a profession, and such growth requires a nurturing process. Our nurse leaders need to guide this process by doing the following: 
• Cultivating a professional image by the way they represent the profession
• Defining unacceptable workplace behaviors and holding the staff accountable
• Teaching nurses the benefits of scripting such as, “My name is Shelley, and I am your registered nurse today.”
• Defining the appearance of the nursing staff in written guidelines and following through with consequences for those who don’t comply
• Involving the staff in developing the list of unacceptable behaviors and the specifics of a new dress code
• Posting, circulating, and advertising nursing’s accomplishments
• Using the local community newspapers for ongoing announcements
• Having staff contribute to the community by writing health-related articles in the newspaper
• Speaking to civic and community groups about what nursing is and does
• Listening to patients’ and caregivers’ perceptions of nursing
• Surveying staff, patients, and caregivers about these perceptions
• Teaching and mentoring staff on how to validate all they do with appropriate documentation and active committee involvement
• Teaching communication skills, so staff nurses feel empowered to respond to negative colleagues in a manner that confronts and stops behaviors that affect our image
The time for us to redefine our image is now. By working together, we can help ourselves and the public see the nursing profession clearly.  
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The Image of Nursing 
To shed stereotypes, nursing must sharpen the profession's image while presenting a uniform message to the media, experts say 
By Sandy Keefe, MSN, RN 
Each year, The Center for Nursing Advocacy announces the best and worst portrayals of nurses in the media. Tellingly subtitled, "Heroes, Whores and Handmaidens," the Golden Lamp Awards identify the most egregious examples on television shows like Grey's Anatomy, House, ER and Scrubs, and also in major motion pictures, such as Million Dollar Baby and Meet the Fockers. 
Sandy Summers, MSN, MPH, RN, executive director of the center, spoke bluntly about the image of nursing being presented to the American public by the media. 
"The media insists on portraying nurses as sex objects, handmaidens to physicians, gold-diggers who want to marry physicians or battleaxes," she said. "Nursing is being starved to death because ... members of Congress go home and watch Grey's Anatomy showing physicians providing all of the meaningful healthcare. Why would they turn around and vote nursing sufficient funding for nursing education, research or clinical practice?" 
Suzanne Gordon, a prolific author who has written several books on nursing image, cited a Kaiser Family Foundation study that revealed television shows like "Grey's Anatomy" are worse than negative portrayals in the newspapers and other media because people think they're watching the real thing. "There are a bunch of awful medical shows on TV, ones in which nurses are just not there," Gordon said. "Either the doctors do the nursing care, or there is no nursing!" 
Belinda Heimericks, MSN, RN, CEO of the Missouri Nurses Association, said her organization has developed a nursing image campaign partly based on the work of nurse researcher Kathryn Ballou, PhD, RN. "She [Ballou] talks about the hidden culture in organizations that places nurses in a subservient role," Heimericks explained. "This culture and the communication styles it promotes can impact patient safety if the nurses are afraid to speak out when they see a patient in jeopardy." 
How Did We Get Here? 
Heimericks expressed dismay about the media image of nursing. "When I graduated from high school in 1969 and wanted to go to nursing school, my grandmother really discouraged me because she believed only wayward women went into nursing," she noted. "It seems like that image has perpetuated itself over the years despite our efforts to change it." 
Gordon described some of the early influences on the image of nursing. "There's a script that's been handed down from a certain nurse in the 19th century that has worked to some extent, one in which nurses are portrayed as sweet angels of mercy," she said. "The problem is that this image counteracts the professional image of nursing. We can't change the image of nursing without giving up that sugar, spice and everything nice image that allows nurses to be marginalized, trivialized and sentimentalized." 
Contrasting the stellar image of physicians in the media with the negative portrayals of nurses, Summers explained, "Physicians have been undertaking a century-long campaign to buff their image. The physician consultants on these programs know very well triage and defibrillation are largely the domain of nurses, yet Grey's Anatomy laughably has physicians sitting at the bedside of patients around the clock. Either their advisers aren't telling them the truth, or the show isn't listening." 
Sharpening the Image of Nursing 
Gordon is adamant nurses must clarify and sharpen the image of their profession while presenting a uniform message within the media. 
"When I give talks, I ask the audience, 'How many of you believe the public trusts nurses?' and hands shoot up around the room," she said. "Then I ask, 'How many of you believe the public understands what nurses do?' and no one raises their hand. I tell them, 'We've got a problem here, because trust is a trap that lulls nurses into believing people know what they do. But the underlying lack of understanding about nursing is what makes people more vulnerable to the images on Grey's Anatomy and other shows." 
Nursing organizations in California and Massachusetts have done a good job of educating the public about the important role nurses play in healthcare settings, Gordon said. "They project a much sharper image about how nurses prevent death and complications, so they're more effective than typical initiatives." 
Nurses can sharpen their own image with the descriptions they provide others when asked, "What do you do?" Gordon added. 
"Nurses need to talk a lot more about who they are and what they do rather than how they feel about it," she said. "Figure out what you do in a day, determine how to express it clearly in English and present a clear picture of the importance of your work. 
"Understand what it is that you do and tell people those specifics," Gordon continued. "Don't tell them how you feel about what you do or how sweet and caring you are. Anyone can be sweet and caring. You don't have to go to nursing school to do that!" 
Internal Disagreement 
Yet, even within the nursing profession, there remains significant disagreement about how to best portray nurses in the media. 
"Nursing itself tends to get very confused about how it wants people to depict the profession," Gordon asserted. "Nursing organizations, even unions, are so attached to this sweet, angelic, caring image, that they don't take the time to sit down and say, 'Look, if you're in the hospital after surgery, nurses are the ones who watch for complications, save lives and save money.'" 
Johnson & Johnson's Campaign for Nursing's Future, a multiyear, $30 million national initiative designed to enhance the image of the nursing profession, was launched with commercials promoting the caring, compassionate and knowledgeable side of nursing, but recently expanded the focus to highlight the skills and expertise of nurses. 
The campaign's director, Andrea Higham explained: "I would argue that I want my nurse to be caring and compassionate, as well as skilled and competent. It's imperative to include all of the characteristics of nursing within the image of the profession." 
Robert Rosseter, director of public affairs, American Association of Colleges of Nursing, and a spokesperson for the Nurses for a Healthier Tomorrow coalition, pointed out many influential nursing organizations are supportive of the Johnson & Johnson campaign. 
"We are working to get the word out to nurses to consider teaching as an option, and telling them, 'When you're a nurse educator, you're in the driver's seat when it comes to shaping the image of nursing and future generations of nurses,'" he said. 
Regarding the compassionate angel image frequently seen in the media, Summers struck a middle course. 
"Of course, all nurses must be compassionate. That seems like a baseline admission criteria into nursing," she acknowledged. "But the most important message we need to get out there about nurses is that we are college-educated, competent scientists who are at your side, identifying changes in your condition, autonomously intervening, saving lives and improving outcomes every day." 
Moving Forward 
In addition to shining the light on bad portrayals of nursing, The Center for Nursing Advocacy lauds positive media images. In 2005, the center applauded Gordon for her books, complimented nurse portrayals on two episodes of ER and congratulated the Boston Globe for the feature article, "The Making of an ICU Nurse" (see sidebar). 
But until nurses succeed in eliminating negative media portrayals, the public will be hard pressed to change the way it thinks about the profession entirely, Summers said. 
"It's an enormous job, but if we all present sustainable force to the media, we can get the job done," she said. "As the philosopher Albert Camus once said about such superhuman tasks, 'The first thing is not to despair.'" 
For detailed recommendations on how nurses in all clinical, educational and administrative areas can help advance the image of nursing in the media, visit The Center for Nursing Advocacy's Web site at www.nursingadvocacy.org/action 
Sandy Keefe is a freelance writer and frequent contributor to ADVANCE. 
The Making of an ICU Nurse 
Aware of the significant consequences of negative media portrayals of nurses, leaders at Massachusetts General Hospital, Boston, convinced the Boston Globe to invest in a yearlong project showcasing nursing at the front lines. 
The result was a four-part, front-page series, "Critical Care: The Making of an ICU Nurse," in which a reporter and photographer followed new grad Julia Zelixon, BSN, RN, for 7 months as she participated in the hospital's New Graduate Critical Care Nursing Program. The Globe also created a companion multimedia Web site to further showcase the work, and this feature is expected to remain live online indefinitely at www.boston.com/news/special/nursing/top. 
M. J. Pender, BSN, RN, one of the staff nurses who precepted Zelixon, shared her initial concerns. 
"I didn't want this program to be like some of the other negative portrayals of nursing that are out there in the media," she confided. "When hospital administrators approached me about doing the series, it was the camera that bothered me as much as the idea that Scott Allen, the reporter, might take what I said out of context. Once we started, I began to trust Scott more and realized he really believed in the profession of nursing and wasn't going to misrepresent us." 
Pender appreciates comments she's heard from people about how the series opened their eyes to the roles of nurses. 
"My brother wrote to me to say he's been unsure of what I do as a critical-care nurse," she said. "Now, he fully understands nurses have to be at the top of their game, critically thinking all of the time, making judgments and assessments that literally save lives. You have to be a smart professional to quickly make those leaps that promote excellent patient care. Nurses in teaching hospitals also collaborate with residents and doctors, demonstrating how their critical thinking helps improve patient care." 
Zelixon also was pleased with the way the series portrayed nurses in a positive light. 
"I think the Boston Globe series does a lot for the image of nursing," she said. "They did a nice job showing our nursing role in critical care and the importance of the decisions we make every day. This type of program will help elevate the prestige of our profession." 
As he followed the nurses in the ICU, Allen had what he described as a life-changing experience. 
"This experience has completely changed my view of how hospitals and the medical teams operate," he said. "In many ways, I began the project with what was probably the view of the average person: Nurses have widely been regarded sort of as doctors' assistants, lieutenants carrying out the physician's orders. That is not at all what I observed. 
"In reality, nurses assume their own sets of independent responsibilities and initiatives," Allen added. "And, very often, they're actually guiding the doctor and the plan of care, based upon their experiences, observations and critical thinking at the bedside." 
Allen was "continually and profoundly struck" by the difficulty of the critical-care nursing role. 
"Nursing is incredibly demanding, both physically and emotionally, and it requires tremendous critical thinking, expertise and focus — all while someone else's life might hang in the balance," he said. 
— Sandy Keefe, MSN, RN 
























        Nursing’s Image in the Media: Just in Jest
by Cheryl Mee 
For many of my 30 years as a nurse I wasn’t concerned about inaccurate media images of nursing as I believed these images were harmless, after all, many were just in jest. But as a nurse like you who is committed to new learning everyday, I realize these inaccurate portrayals negate our educational advances in the eye of the public. 
  Why is our image at stake?
First, we have an underlying problem with our image as the public frequently doesn’t understand our work. The public doesn’t see or understand the critical thinking behind what we do and they may see much of what we do as menial. For example, when we assess a post op patient we ask about levels of pain and concerns, we listen to the patient’s lungs, check a dressing and vital signs, etc. While we do this we are also performing multisystem physical assessments at the same time and piecing together the patient’s status, condition, history, and social and psychological status. We’re forming a plan, looking for signs of impending complications, perhaps teaching and more. We are putting the whole picture together and working to bring the patients to their highest level of health and independence possible with our critical thinking. Yet few nurses articulate what goes on in their heads, so most of this work goes unnoticed and our patients and families may see us as only providing simple comfort measures.
The public may have a basic misunderstanding and then we add media images of nurses as inflexible battle axes (Nurse Ratched), sexual stereotypes, or hand maidens and the problem is compounded. Negative stereotypes of nurses in isolation may be seen as harmless, but decade after decade when they are viewed by millions of viewers on television, or read by millions in newspapers, our ability to be seen as critical thinkers is eroded.
  What is the result of misrepresentation in the media?
 Again, some may think this is over reactive or prudish, or that I lack a sense of humor, but here are some facts got my attention. A study by Nurses for a Healthier Tomorrow was commissioned by JWT Communications in 2000 to assess student impressions of nursing. Face-to-face interviews with 1800 students in grades 2-10 were conducted in ten US cities. The results (Sherman 2000) demonstrated that students received their main impressions of nursing from the television show ER. Note at the time and throughout its 15-year history, ER never had more than one major nurse figure and most of the nursing work was performed by physicians. Meanwhile nurses were often hidden in the background or portrayed as subservient – damaging messages sent to millions across the globe with every episode.
Young people in the Nurses for a Healthier Tomorrow study wrongly believed that nursing was a girl's job, that it was a technical job "like shop,” and that it was an inappropriate career for private school students, of whom more was expected. When conversations on careers changed to nursing, male students stopped paying attention.
Television shows in general tend to portray physicians as the key clinicians in the hospital with nurses in the background fetching things. Multiple shows even perpetuate the myth that nursing in hospitals is managed by physicians. These images reinforce the farce that nurses are not critical thinkers and are dependent on physicians for every direction; that nursing is not a profession unto itself but that nurses are medical aids.
New television shows are launching into portraying nurses as critical thinkers. Three shows launched fall 2009 (Nurse Jackie, Mercy, and HawthoRNe) with strong images of nurses as smart critical thinkers vs. the standard fetching roles. That’s a breath of fresh air. Some figures are controversial, but they are human, generally smart, and independent decision makers. More nurses are being consulted about real nursing as story lines are developed. The shows aren’t perfect and some may argue that they still get the image of nursing wrong, but in general portrayals are more accurate.
 What is being done?
 My colleague Sandy Summers RN, MSN, MPH and her team has done an outstanding job highlighting inaccurate media portrayals, calling attention to the concern, and garnering action via their non-profit The Truth About Nursing (www.truthaboutnursing.org - and her book Saving Lives: Why the Media's Portrayal of Nursing Puts Us All at Risk is a must read if you are interested in this topic). Visit this website for volumes of great information about media portrayals of nursing. 
Most recently The Truth About Nursing website covered the Dr. Lung Love video, (mentioned in an Evolve article here) which portrays nurses as subservient and naughty. Correspondence with the funding organization – the Lung Care Alliance (LCA) – and an email campaign generated by The Truth About Nursing website helped remove the video from the LCA website. The issue was covered by Modern Healthcare (Nov. 23, 2009) which supported The Truth About Nursing’s efforts to remove the video. Check out the website for details on this campaign.
In summary, portrayals of nurses may be “just in jest” but frequent inaccurate images of nursing do affect what the public thinks and believes about the profession which undermines our credibility and funding opportunities for the profession. Depictions may be a joke and some may find them funny, but those getting the message are left with long standing images of nurses that are wrong. Many professions are poked fun of - look at all of the lawyer jokes. But when all is said and done, no one questions whether lawyers are still thought of as smart critical thinkers. The same cannot be said of the effect of “jokes” about nurses, which cause damage just like racial or gender-related jokes. What can you do?
Faculty should consider covering media portrayals of nursing in curriculums as it may instill a passion for nurses to consider reviewing media coverage of the profession and taking action against offenses. Reviewing current media can make for interesting discussion board items or fodder for class debates. At the very least, all students should be made aware of the vast inaccurate impressions of nurses that the public absorbs from the media.
-Cheryl L Mee MSN, MBA, RN,BC, CMSRN, Manager Faculty Development, Academic E Learning, Elsevier
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