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ursing is an essential yet often unknown profession?. It

is essential because nurses care for people even before

birth—by supporting mothers during pregnancy—
until the very last breath, when providing palliative care at
the end of life. Nurses are fundamental components of the
health system, delivering not only physical care but also
psychological and spiritual support. They care holistically,
offering person-centred care?.

The pandemic confirmed that without nurses, health systems
collapse. Unfortunately, data show that we are facing a global
shortage of care professionals®4.

Despite being the largest healthcare workforce—345,969
in Spain®*—and despite the fact that everyone will receive
nursing services at some point in life, nursing remains little
known. Four factors supported by available evidence may
help explain this lack of societal awareness®:

1. Nursing care is often difficult to make visible because it
is both a science and an art. The art of caring for another
is not easy to describe or narrate outside the interpersonal
relationship created with each patient’.

2. Nursing remains under-recognised because nurses are
so focused on caring for others that they forget to care
for themselves. They do not claim the protagonism they
deserve. To care well for others, nurses must be cared for
themselves, and their work must be valued by society as
essential®.

3. Nursing is practised predominantly by women. Thus, all
the challenges faced by women are experienced by nurses,
often magnified in the workplace®.

4. Finally, nursing has changed significantly in a short
time, at different paces across countries. These changes
in education, roles, and competencies have not been
effectively communicated to society%11,
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The Triple Impact report prepared by the UK Parliament in
2016 confirmed that investing in nurses not only improves
national health but also strengthens economies and advances
gender equality’?. By providing resources, governments
contribute to achieving three of the Sustainable Development
Goals.

What can nurses do to be more effective in achieving these
three goals?

1. Advocate for the legal expansion of the fields in which
they practise.

2.Demand theright to increase the competencies exercised
within their discipline.

3. Work actively to make their professional performance
more visible so that society better understands their
contribution to health systems and patient care in the 21
century?®,

The invisibility and distorted image of nurses in the
media

Is it common to see, hear, or read about nurses in the media?
Reflect on whether you can recall a nurse as the protagonist
of a film or series, or the last news item about a colleague in a
newspaper, on the radio, or on television. Is that information
representative and coherent with the professional identity of
21st-century nurses?

Studies show that, despite being the largest workforce in
health systems, nurses are barely present in health news.
Their portrayal in entertainment genres does not adequately
reflect the discipline.’*'”. This media invisibility—or distorted
visibility—also helps explain society’s limited understanding
of the profession. A 1997 Sigma Theta Tau study showed that
nurses were cited as information sources in only 4% of health
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news*, When this study was repeated 20 years later in 2017
by Diana Mason and her team, results confirmed the situation
had worsened: nurses were sources in only 2% of health news
published in the United States'’.

Hasthe pandemicincreased nurses’ mediavisibility?

Yes. Studies conducted in several countries confirm this?
23, Preliminary results from our research in Spain, Chile, and
Argentina show that from 2019 to 2020 the number of press
articles mentioning nurses quadrupled. Nevertheless, their
role as information sources remained marginal during media
coverage of the pandemic?.

Given this evidence, another question arises: should nurses
investigate the image of their profession disseminated by the
media?

The answer is yes. In other countries, this has been studied for
decades®?>2¢, In 2022, our team published a scoping review
analysing all studies on the image of nurses presented in the
media. We identified 60 studies, most conducted in the United
States, but evidence shows the issue is being investigated
worldwide?.

Although research on this topic began in the 1980s, most
studies have been published in the past decade, reflecting its
growing importance and the heightened academic interest
during the pandemic. The most studied medium is the press,
and qualitative methodologies are most frequently applied.
A total of 40% of the reviewed studies confirmed that the
image portrayed by the media is negative, and an additional
20% reported it is more negative than positive. Evidence
clearly shows that nurses’ presence is scarce, stereotyped,
and highlights the challenge: to improve the image of nurses
in the media?’.

The most common stereotypes and their
consequences

The most common stereotypes used by the media to
represent nurses include: the saint or angel; the sexy nurse;
the incompetent fool; the doctor’s assistant; the tyrant or
killer; the technician; and the hero282?,

What misconceptions do these stereotypes generate in the
minds of citizens?

The saint or nun stereotype leads society to believe nursing
is a purely vocational calling requiring neither training nor
education. The sexy nurse stereotype exposes nurses to
violenceandabuse®. Theincompetent stereotype undermines
the value of nursing education. Depicting nurses as mere
assistants to doctors denies their professional competencies.
Portraying them as tyrannical undermines teamwork with
other health care professionals.31 The purely technical
stereotype eliminates the humanistic contribution of nursing
care. Finally, portraying nurses as heroes risks leading society

to believe they do not need to care for themselves, deserve no
pay, and can take risks without fear32%,

Beyond these, stereotypes generate other adverse
consequences for nurses, their patients, and society as a
whole®,

When media portray false images of nurses, they may
unknowingly discourage young people from pursuing this
career, exacerbating the already critical global shortage of
nurses®’-%?,

For example, in Spain in 2020, the number of students
selecting nursing as their first university choice increased
by 32% vs 2019, according to the Spanish Ministry of
Education®. What factor contributed to this rise? Objectively,
the heavy workload, stress, and fatigue reported by the media
could have discouraged students. Yet, despite this demanding
image, interest increased by 32%. | am convinced that the
quadrupling of nurses’ media presence in 2020 contributed
significantly. One cannot aspire to what one does not know;
the pandemic made nurses visible, and for the first time,
media presented them as the backbone of health systems.
In an unprecedented event, nurse Amy O’Sullivan appeared
on the cover of The Times as one of the 100 most influential
people in the world**.

In addition, some studies confirm that negative media
portrayals impact nurses’ self-esteem and may increase
burnout*?43,

This image can also hinder professional relationships with
other team members. If patients are unaware of nurses’
competencies or level of education, they may not understand
what services nurses can provide, negatively affecting the
nurse-patient relationship*. Moreover, a negative image
means politicians may exclude nurses from decision-making
forums on key public health issues*#¢, limit economic and
human resources allocated to nursing, and contribute to
increased violence and abuse from patients, families, and
even colleagues®’.

Ultimately, this negative image harms the nurse-patient
relationship and may reduce the quality of care provided,

Action plan to build a realistic and coherent image

Given this adverse reality, what can—and should—nurses do
to change it?

The first step has already been taken: recognising the
media image of nursing and becoming aware of the adverse
consequences for nurses, patients, families, and society.

Thesecondstepistoembrace proactive communication based
on shared professional identity, enabling nurses to explain—
through their own narrative—what they contribute to 21st-
century society*?°°. As long as others define nurses and their
work, visibility and social image will not improve®>2, Studies
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show that journalists are often unclear about what nurses do
or where to find them as information sources, partly because
health institutions prioritise doctors’ voices®**4. In addition,
many nursing associations lack strategic communication
management, and few nurses are willing to appear in the
press, radio, or television®>*. In this context, proactive
communication becomes an effective antidote to invisibility
and misunderstanding.

To effectively foster proactive nurse communication, it is
essential that nurses receive training in communication
competence—not only to successfully manage conversations
with patients and families, but also to navigate interactions
with other stakeholders with whom they engage®?*.
Developing communication competence is, in my view, a
challenge that must be undertaken by nursing faculties if we
want future generations to have a voice in shaping society in
the decades ahead.

Nursing associations and nursing directorates in health care
centresrepresent,inmy opinion,the other key pillars for laying
the foundations that will allow a distinctive nursing narrative
to emerge>*>53859 | would encourage them—drawing on steps
already taken in other countries and more recently by Spain’s
General Nursing Council—to offer and support training
designed to build this “multi-stakeholder” communication
competence®. In these courses, beyond providing instruction
and practice in communication techniques, | propose that
nurses should also be equipped with tools to identify the
topics on which they can serve as credible information
sources. They should learn to discern what information truly
contributes to improving citizens’ health and to enhancing the
image of their profession. Providing them with a safe ethical,
legal, and institutional framework that strengthens their
freedom of expression in all contexts is another element that
should be included in such training®™. In the medium term, this
educational investment will transform practising nurses into
qualified spokespersons, ensuring that nursing knowledge
is effectively shared and heard in all forums. Furthermore, it
will provide nursing associations with a robust database of
experts to draw upon when journalists or policymakers seek
informed sources, or when associations themselves wish
to highlight issues they consider newsworthy or to ensure
nursing expertise is represented in decision-making spaces.

| hope that what has been outlined in these paragraphs may
spark nurses’ interest in this field and that some, having
recognised the current situation, may decide to take action—
whether by actively monitoring media portrayals of the
profession, developing their communication competence,
engaging in public forums, or even conducting research on
these matters.62 Whether we like it or not, in today’s world,
what is narrated—whether true or not—imposes itself as
reality in the minds of citizens. What is real deserves—and
must—be well narrated so that society perceives it as truth.
There is no one better than practising nurses to put an end
to their media invisibility or distorted image. Nurses must
become the narrators of their own—and our—reality. | firmly
believe it is worthwhile to invest in nursing communication,

not only for the benefit of those who practise this discipline,
but also to ensure that the care which all of us will need at
some point in our lives remains viable. For all these reasons,
| argue that investing in communicating a coherent image
of nursing in the 215 century also means protecting and
safeguarding care—because #CommunicatinglsAlsoCaring.
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