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a~t ~pring at Radcliffe Col-
lege. during a conference of 

the National Council for Re-
search on Women, a research-
er admonished the panicipants 
to remember the words of 

writer Tillie Olsen -
"visibility creates re-
ality." A brief silence 
fell upon the room as 
women researchers 

from universities throughout the nation 
contemplated this advice. "Think about 
it." the woman urged. 

I now think a lot about how profound 
a statement it is and how it captures the 
ongoing challenge not only to women in 
general, but to nurses in panicular. I 
think about it when I read an anicle in the 
New York Times on outpatient surgery 
which fails to mention the role of pre-and 
post-operative nursing. I think about it 
when I read a lengthy piece in McCall's 
magazine (July 1992) on pain control 
which quotes ten M.D.s in various spe-
cialties. plus a pharmacologist, a psy-
chologist and a "pain specialist," but fails 
to mention or quote a single nurse. I think 
about the kind of reality that is created in 
healthcare when nursing is invisible in 
the thousands of repons on health that 
appear each year in newspapers and mag-
azines and on radio and television. 

I am not talking here about the "im-
age" of nurses in the mass media, but the 
absence of nursing as a category in re-
portage on medicine and healthcare. But 
that is not to minimize the "image" prob-
lem. It is obscene when nurses are turned 
into pornographic jokes such as on the 
"Nightingales" television program, or in 
get-well cards. It is hard for nursea to be 
taken seriously when they are depicted 
as empty-headed twits, as in the follow-
ing item by Milwaukee Sentinel colum-
nist Alex Thien on June 24. 1992 (all you 
read thia, imagine it being told about a 
physician): 

"Jean Moede' s daughter. Su11ie, is a 
nurse. Susie was planning a big party 
and decided it must have healthy food. 
She bought one of tlwse magic slicer/I to 
make a picture-perfect vegetable dish. 
the kind you Nee in magazines ... We/1, it 
almost did her in. 

"She didn't have the safety bar at-
tached and momentarily got one of her 
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Ji11gers in the way 11f the ra:or slwr11 
1rhirli11g knil'es. She had to har1• thrt'e 
Jtitches 011 1111e k1111ckle. 

"8111 there's more. 
"The clocwr to/ti S11.1il' to s11ak ltcr 

injured fi11ga k1111dle in peroxide law· 
that day ... F ol/oll'i11g ,Jocwr' s orders. site 
poured the peroxide i 1110 a papt'I' mp and 
plll the ho11le all'ay. Then, instead of 
soaking her injured knuckle in the perox-
ide, Susie dra11k it. She made a quick 
phone call. 

"Not to worry, said the nice poison 
co111rol center person, hut Susie was to 
drink lots of milk. This 11·ould make her 
throw up and her stomach would be hel-
ter. She drank the milk and wssed e1'{'1'_1'· 
thing. 

"Jean says the party was postponed 
fora day." 

As demeaning as these images are, 
they alone are not responsible for mar-
ginalizing nursing in the public's percep-
tion of healthcare. It is the lack of a strong 
and consistent nursing presence in the 
news media that contributes to public 
ignorance about nursing and to the deval-
uation of nursing' s role in healthcare. 
Indeed, because there is so little in seri-
ous publications countering the trivial-
ization of nurses in the mass media, the 
powerof negative images is enhanced. If 
nurses, who outnumber physicians near-
ly four to one, were anywhere close to 
being as noticeable as physicians in pro-
fessional roles in the media, the negative 
images of nurses would be minimized 
both in frequency and effect. Now. how-
ever, the invisibility of nurses at work, 
and their silence (or silencing) about the 
content of their work, creates a false 
reality which diminit1he11 both nursing 
and healthcare in this country. 

In a study 11ponwred by Nurses of 
America, the Women, Pres11 & Politics 
Project la11t year documented the absence 
of nur11es aa 110urce11 of information in 
newspaper coverage of major health i11-
sue1 (Bure8h, Gordon and Bell, "Who 
Count11 in News Coverage of Health 
Care7" Nur,ing Outlook, Sept/Oct 1991, 
Vol.39, No. 5). The purpoteofthe 1tudy 
wu to determine who joumalh1t1 used u 
sources of information for healthcare 
coverage in order to get a clearer picture 
of the breadth or narrowne11s of their 
choices. 
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-
••Narses "'ere 

overJooked 

to 
jo11rnaJists 

Just from reading newspapers we 
knew that nursing would be underrepre-
sented in press coverage. But when we 
analyz.ed the 423 articles representing 
three months of healthcare coverage by 
the New York Times, the Washington 
Post, and the Los Angeles Times, we were 
shocked by the degree to which nurses 
were absent from the discussion of im-
portant health issues. 

When 908 directly quoted sources of 
information in the articles were catego-
riz.ed by "occupation," nearly one-third 
(294 quotes, or 32.38 percent) of the 
sources quoted were described as doctors 
by profession or title. Nurses - who 
comprise the largest profession in the 
healthcare system - were at the bottom 
of the ranked list with only ten quotes 
(I.IO percent). Persons in every other 
"occupational" category, out of 12 cate-
gories, were quoted more frequently than 
nurses. After doctors, these included, in 
this order, government officials, business 
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people, persons working for nonprofit 
organizations, educators, public relations 
spokespersons for various organizations, 
representatives of medical organizations, 
patients, family members, other health 
professionals, and nonprofessional hos-
pital workers. A sociologist friend of 
mine remarked that this study demon-
strated that hospital janitors are quoted 
more frequently than nurses. Her sum-
mary is not far from the truth. 

In addition to collecting general data 
on healthcare coverage, we paid particu-
lar attention to several major nursing-
intensive "care issues," such as maternal 
and child health, aging, chronic illness, 
AIDS, drug addiction and disease pre-
vention. These health problems depend 
on nursing care for alleviation as much 
as, or even more than, medical interven-
tion. We wanted to know, were nurses 
an information resource on those health 
subjects in which nursing plays a major 
role? By posing this question, we sought 
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to detennine whether the complexity of 
the healthcare universe, and the range of 
expertise in it, was reflected in press 
coverage. 

Nurses were almost entirely absent 
as sources of information, even in those 
areas that heavily depend upon nursing. 
When we examined all 423 articles in 
terms of who was the main source of 
information, meaning who got to set the 
context of the discussion, only one nurse 
was ever 1he main source (.24 percent). 
She appeared in an article on needle sticks 
and AIDS. Allhough nurses play a crili-
cal role in the care of AIDS palients in 
hospitals, in outpatient clinics and in 
homes, no nurses appear as main sources 
of information in the other 89 stories on 
AIDS, which comprise the most heavily 
covered subject in the sample. Similarly, 
no nurse is a main source in any of the 
articles covering access to healthcare, 
drug addiction, chronic illness, maternal-
child health, right to die, geriatrics, and 
informed consent-areas in which nurs-
es are also central and responsible for 
major program innovations. 

On only rare occasions (ten articles) 
were nurses directly or indirectly quoted 
as sources of information. This means 
that a nurse rarely was able to contribute 
her or his considerable knowledge and 
expertise to the discussion. 

Nurses were so overlooked that we 
began to wonder whether journalists wore 
blinders that selectively screened out 
nursing. My favorite example was a New 
York Times article (March 30, 1990), part 
of a four-part series on the elderly, that 
dealt in detail with care arrangements for 
older people. Not only did it fail to call 
upon any of the respected nursing experts 
in geriatrics, it contained this statement: 

"Most health policy experts agree 
that too many people live in nursing homes 
not because they need much medical at-
tention but because that is the most wide-
ly available option." 

It seems not to have occurred to the 
author that most people are in nursing 
homes because they have nursing needs. 
That's why these facilities are called nurs-
ing homes. 

Over the last two years, there has 
been a slight improvement in coverage. 
Nurses of America, a two-year demon-
stration project funded by the PEW Char-
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itable Trusts. Inc .. and administered by 
the Tri Council for Nursing, worked to 
put nursing in the public eye by. in part. 
teaching nurses to deal with the media. 
Representatives of nursing organizations 
Look information on nursing and impor-
tant health issues to editors. which result-
ed in, among other things. a comprehen-
sive NeH' York Times article on nursing 
research. 

The Women. Press& Politics Project. 
an independent research and education 
effort, works with both nurses and jour-
nalists to enlarge the scope of healthcare 
coverage. Cory Dean. the deputy science 
and health editor of the New York Times. 
who was very responsive to our findings, 
told me recently. "We're trying to make 
a conscious effort to recognize the role of 
nursing in healthcare." She cited an arti-
cle (June I 0, 1992) on the growth of a 
practice inspired and advocated by nurs-
es for care of premature infants - the 
holding of such infants skin-to-skin, or 
"kangaroo" fashion by their parents. 

Still, such pieces are the exception, 
not the rule. Every month, women's mag-
azines-another major source in shaping 
altitudes about healthcare - are full of 
articles and advice columns which rely on 
physician expertise and which rarely re-
fer to or cite nurses as experts. McCall's 
ran a package on pain control in its July 
issue. It consisted of a main story and two 
sidebar boxes, none of which showed any 
awareness that nursing has been in the 
vanguard of the effort to understand and 
respond to pain. The package is chock full 
of quotes by medical experts, and confers 
an extraordinary amount of expertise on 
M.D.s. For example: 

"Physicians have even observed that 
mothers who have been through a partic-
ularly painful childbirth may be slow to 
bond with their infants and may find 
nursing difficult." I would bet my bottom 
dollar that those observations have been 
made by nurses, not physicians. 

In a far more serious vein, an article 
by Warren E. Leary on the New York 
Times Health page (July I, 1992) de-
scribed the great increase in outpatient 
surgery and raised questions about "the 
quality of the care patients are getting and 
the amount of regulation and oversight 
given to outpatient sites and their staffs." 
However, it assumes that any lack of care 
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Surprt .. 1 If• me again - "The Revolution NurNI" 
That'• right, the ptofwalonal you thought would remain 
silent when you ran artlclN about healthcare and 
omlttad nu,... or neglectad to mention our role In 
patient care and our Importance to the system. 

Well, Surprl .. 1 We're herel We readl We're going to 
remind you over and over again what honest and fair 
joumallam la until you ltart lncludlng nUtSN In your 
artlclN, ualng ua • primary rnoul'CN, recognizing 
ourworthl 

is medical in nature. It failed to mention 
post-operative nursing at all and included 
no nurse or nursing study as a source of 
information. In addition, a list of ques-
tions readers are advised to ask before 
scheduling out-patient surgery failed to 
suggest that patients inquire about who 
will monitor and care for them post-oper-
atively. 

In short, the article treats serious 
surgery-tonsillectomies, hernia repair, 
gallbladder removal, cosmetic surgery, 
hysterectomies, cataract removal and oth-
er procedures - as a quick medical fix. 
"For most people ... surgery now means 
having an operation during the day and 
being back home by 6 p.m. for dinner and 
a favorite television show," it stated. 

When I discussed this article with 
Cory Dean, she said that the staff had 
been saving information on outpatient 
surgery for three months. She said she 
hadn't seen any material dealing with the 
dangers of the lack of nursing care. "I 

Revolution 

wish it had occurred to me to ask about 
it," she said. 

The reality is that very few editors 
are likely to ask about the role of nursing 
in connection with most health issues 
because they, like the general public, 
tend to define healthcare as medical care. 
The content of modem nursing is one of 
the best-kept secrets of our age. For this, 
not only the press but nursing itself must 
bear considerable responsibility. 

"It shouldn't necessarily be the re-
sponsibility of nurses to walk up and 
wave it in our faces every time they have 
something interesting," Dean said. True 
enough. However, it is the responsibility 
of nursing to educate the public and the 
press about nursing so that they will be-
gin to see it as a crucial part of healthcare. 

Organized nursing - national, state 
and specialty organizations, nursing 
schools and hospital nursing departments 
- has yet to make that commitment. It 
has yet to come to grips with the conven-
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tions _of healthcare coverage or lo make a 
sustained and vigorous effort lo be part of 
t~e media discussion of healthcare prac-
tices and policies. Organized medicine 
has done this, which is why you sec 
physicians expounding on !heir in1erc~1s 
and concerns throughou1 lhe prim and 
electronic media. 

Uniil a year ago, 1heNell' York Times. 
which is considered perhaps the most 
authori1ative mainstream source ofhealth-
care news, and which, according to Dean. 
!s the recipient of "almost every journal 
m the universe," did not regularly get a 
nursing journal. Now it receives the 
Journal of N11rsi11.~ Research and a cou-
ple of other nursing publications. 

Lois Blinkhorn, a reporter who writes 
regularly for the Milwaukee Journal's 
weekly health section and who has writ-
ten features on nurses, said she doesn '1 
receive material from the nursing schools 
or nursing organizations in her region. 
'They don't have very high visibility," 
she said of nurses. " It's a shame because 
I think nursing is very important." 

A prominent reporter for a major 
east coast newspaper explained: "When-
ever our health section carries any1hing 
about physicians that they don't like, we 
receive complaining phone calls from 
doctors immediately. Also, we receive a 
barrage of press releases from doctors 
and their organizations. We never hear 
from nurses." 

Another healthcare journalist who 
has tried to covernursing more systemat-
ically said: "With rare exceptions - the 
American Association of Colleges of 
Nursing comes to mind- major nursing 
organizations either send us no informa-
tion at all, or press releases stating only 
organizational positions on political or 
healthcare issues. 
We never receive 
any releases about 
innovations in nurs-
ing practice or pro-
grams. And we certainly 
never see anything highlighting 
the accomplishments of individual 
nurses around the country or in our area. 
This is precisely the kind of infor-
mation that is fodder for journal-
ists." 

It is a myth that most jour-
nalists operate like Wood-
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ward and Bcrnslcin. see~ing oul wide 
and far-nung sources. Journali~ts. par-
ticularly those in the healtht:are field . 
lend to rely on material broughl to them. 
al least to get siarted on a slory. 'The 
most important thing 10 rememocr about 
journalisls is 1ha1 they arc incredibly lazy. 
and they're fantaslically overfed: · Cory 
Dean said al a seminar on hcalthl'are 
coverage al 1he ln1erna1ional Communi-
calion Associalion 's annual convention 
lasl year. "One reason why 1he govern-
ment appears so often is because the 
government generates incredible quanti-
ties of stuff for journalisls to chew up and 
spit back out." Indeed our study showed 
government as the main source of infor-

'' ... wo1•king ,vith 
the 111edia is s i111ilar 

to nursing ... it 
1·e,111h•es ongoing 

111011ito1•ing, 
maintenance, 

inte1·vention and 
feedback." 

Rel'olutio11 

ma1ion for more 1han 28 percen1 of the 
healthcare articles we analyzed. 

One of t he best ways for an organiza-
tion 10 occorm: a rcgul:rr source is for it lo 
put oul regular. fac1ual. reliable reports 
1hal break new ground or give insight into 
rnrrcnl issue~. said Kay Mills. a former 
edi tor of 1hc Los Angeles Times and au-
thor of a book on the his1ory of women in 
journalism. A Place /11 thi• News: From 
the Wo111e11 •.,. Pages to tlti• From Page. 
She ci1ed 1he Children ·s Defense Fund as 
an organiza1ion which pu1s ou1 useful and 
reliable reports 1ha1 are picked up by the 
news media. She and other edi1ors s1ress 
1hal journalisls will check out informa-
1ion so ii must be accura1e. "Once you ge1 
burned you don '1 go back to 1he source," 
Mills said. 

Barbara C. Wallace, a nurse who 
was execu1ive director of the Nurses of 
America project, and who now has a 
health and media consulting company in 
Duxbury, Massachuselts, said that nurs-
ing organiza1ions "have a 101 of things 
going on, and lots of issues they are trying 
to address. Sometimes they lose sight of 
the ability of 1he media to expedite those 
issues." 

Wallace, who has extensive televi-
sion experience, said that working wi1h 
the media is similar to nursing. " It re-
quires ongoing monitoring, maintenance, 
intervention and feedback," she said. "The 
nursing process we apply to patients and 
1heir families needs to be applied to the 
media." 

A pan from insisting on 
a greater effort on the 

part of their organiza-
tions, individual nurs-
es can be instrumen-
tal in furthering cov-
e rage of nursing. 
They can give feed-

back to the media 
through cal ls and leners, 

praising good coverage 
and suggesting specific 

ways to improve coverage 
that doesn't measure up. 

Just as important, nurs-
es need to talk about nursing any-

where and everywhere they can -
with their patients, their relatives 

and their friends. Some stories get 
done. Kay Mills poin1ed out, because 
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reporters get interested in the experienc-
es of their friends and families. A story 
might be prompted by the "person at the 
next computer tem1inal whose kid has 
such and such a problem," she said. A 
front page health section story on call-a-
nurse emergency and referral services in 
the Milwaukee Journal (June 29, 1992) 
was assigned when the assistant editor of 
the section learned that his HMO was 
offering such a service. A Boston Globe 
column advocating prescription rights for 
nurses was inspired by a backyard con-
versation between the writer and his neigh-
bor, the executive director of a state nurs-
ing organization. 

To be influential in healthcare and in 
establishing the policies and conditions 
under which they work, nurses must be 
seen and heard in both the professional 
and political arenas. To become more 
visible, nurses must interact with the 
media. 

One price of such visibility is occa-
sional criticism. A journalist, who said 
she wouldn't dare to neglect nursing any-
more, told me she had just written a 
magazine article in which a nurse was not 
favorably presented. The nurse acted as 
an administrative obstruction in the 
healthcare facility for poor people that 
my friend was writing about. 

I replied that nurses aren't saints and 
didn't expect to be treated as, if you'll 
excuse the expression, sacred cows. There 
are all types of nurses doing all sorts of 
things, just like physicians. If treated 
fairly by the media, we will see nurses in 
their full range of activities, not all of 
which will be positive. 

But by seeing and hearing nurses in 
their myriad roles, we will begin to con-
struct a new reality about nursing. Visi-
bility in that case will not only create 
reality, it will foster understanding. 

/BERNICE BURESH is director of the Women, 
Press & Politics Project in Cambridge, Massa-
chusells. She has been a correspondent, a bu-
reau chief and a congressional correspondent 
for Newsweek. Asa young reporter in the 1960s, 
she refused an award from the Milwaukee Press 
Club because the club would not admit women 
journalists to membership. She was on the 
Boston University journalism faculty for nearly 
a decade and, nwre recently. helped Brandeis 
University develop a new interdisciplinary pro-
gram in journalism. Her articles have appeared 
in many publications./ 
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Barbara Rua11e,lhe Vice Preside111 of Nursi,,g Services al EaslOrange 
General Hospital in New Jersey, fou11d a television episode of "De-
signing Women" insulling lo nurses. Nol only did she wrile a teller 10 
lhe producer of lhe show, she sen/ a memo lo every nurse in the 
hospital, encouraging lhe same. This is her teller. Can you imagine 
if every nursing V.P. across lhe country did whal Ms. Ruane did! 

Linda Bloodworth-Thomason 
Producer, "Designing Women" 
Mozark/Columbia Productions 
c/o Warner Brothers Studios 
4000 Warner Boulevard 
Production Building 8, Room 147 
Burbank, California 91505 

Dear Ms. Bloodworth-Thomason, 

May 12, 1992 

The recent episode of "Designing Women", in which Julia Sugarbaker 
spenttime in the hospital, depicted the nurse in a most negative manner. 
Her appearance and demeanor were offensive to the many nurses who 
demonstrate a professional model in their daily practice. 

It is curious that a show that normally portrays women in a strong and 
independent way would consciously choose to depict a nurse in such a 
demeaning way. 

There are over two million nurses in the United States that, every day, 
face life and death situations. They should be presented as the 
competent and caring professionals they are. 

In the future, I'm hopeful that you will depict nurses in a meaningful role. 

Sincerely, 

Barbara Ruane, R.N., M.P.A., CNAA 
Vice President, Patient Services 
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