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Letter to the editor
Re-visioning the image of nursing
The platform for innovation in healthcare and the
redesign of nursing’s image has been birthed in the
COVID 19 pandemic. Though we have witnessed the
horrendous morbidity, suffering and mortality of this
pandemic globally, the time has also afforded us some
of the greatest opportunities to quickly engage and
redesign the work we are doing and has allowed us to
publicly re- image the contributions of nursing in
diverse areas of healthcare. This disruption has
allowed us to seek novel ways of examining our nurs-
ing profession and to begin the redesign of our roles in
transforming healthcare services.

The public has long seen and acknowledged that
nurses are the number one trusted profession. That plat-
form is the most valuable one from which we now can
continue to evolve the image of nursing to that we pro-
pose for the future. The current image was formed in
the early days of our profession around service of nurses
in conflict and war. The often-violent war metaphors by
which we have built our nursing profession revolve
around these images: fighting battles, fighting for
patients, fighting disease, working in the trenches, fol-
lowing doctor’s orders. These metaphors produced the
image of nursing to be one in which the nurse is per-
ceived as loyal, obedient, protective, subservient, and a
follower of orders. Additionally, the nurse is also seen as
compassionate, caring, nurturing, protecting, and moth-
ering. Those images today remain the predominant ones
that the public think about when they think of nursing:
individuals with integrity, warmth, and humanity. Many
of the images presented in the media during the COVID
crisis were ofmen andwomenwhose faceswere bruised
from wearing masks, who were exhausted and tired,
who were sacrificing their own good for the good of
others. Heroes. These are all important aspects of who
and what nurses are and do. Highlighting only parts of
one’s professional identity however does a disservice to
the intellectual capabilities of nurses as well as to our
artistry. The call to action now is to reframe and expand
the platform from which our image must evolve. This
requires global consensus of nurses on the elements
that will constitute the emerging image of nursing and
what is the preferred future state of our profession.

The key to changing image is to first envision the
future state. Leading and being key players in the
transformation of health care requires that consensus
on this future state and on the attributes and compe-
tencies needed for future clinicians be identified.
National nursing organizations must align and focus
on this as their priority. These organizations need to
reach consensus collaboratively on this new image in
order to effectively carry out their own specific char-
ters and impact the culture of nursing. The cultures of
these national and global nursing organizations must
align and design strategically an image that will propel
our profession forward over the next decade. These
groups need to work to communicate and brand the
image standard and develop leaders who collectively
will be responsible and accountable for creating the
culture that presents nurses as scientists, economists,
entrepreneurs, epidemiologist and anthropologists.
These national and international nursing organiza-
tions must establish standards around education, clin-
ical competencies, leadership, research, practice,
innovation etc. Global nursing organizations must col-
lectively play a leadership role if this is to be achieved.
Nursing leaders are at the table where critical discus-
sions and decision impacting healthcare transforma-
tion occur. What oftentimes is not present are the
leadership competencies of our leaders to effectively
be heard at that table. Leadership development from
the moment a student nurse is selected must be
visioned and lived in all curricula to which that indi-
vidual is exposed. The candidate seeking nursing as a
profession must bring the personal values of caring,
compassion, and integrity: our responsibility as educa-
tors and organizational leaders must then hone that
individual’s professional identity as a clinician, scientist,
epidemiologist etc. Personal values are brought to the
profession while their professional identity is learned
and lived thru cultures that nurses are exposed to
throughout their professional life-long experiences.

Our nursing organizations need to objectively assess
their own inadequacies to date and our failures in cre-
ating leaders and cultures that produce talented and
exceptional professionals every time. We must move
from philosophizing about changing culture to activa-
tion as our success is based on how quickly we can
pivot in these rapidly changing environments. Silence,
fear and intimidation must be acknowledged where it
exists and replaced with courageous, capable and
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accountable individuals who will be respected for their
meaningful contributions at whatever table they sit at
in their organizations. Culture change and therefore
imaging occurs with the leaders of our profession in
both academia and practice. Much work is currently
being addressed at the individual nurse level however
for the greatest change to occur and in the quickest
amount of time, it is the leaders who strategically and
then operationally set the collective expectations for
our future as a profession. This is their primary work if
we are to capture the opportunities that COVID-19 has
provided to our profession. Focusing the energy of
those many bright and talented nurses that support
these future images and who are currently actively
striving to create innovative and collaborative efforts
focused on improving care to their communities can
only move us to greater action and impact in the work
of healthcare transformation.

The immediate call to action for our leaders of
national nursing organizations is to convene an Advi-
sory Board of all these current leaders with an equal
representation of nursing executives of healthcare
organizations with the specific goal of redesigning the
image of nursing of the future. This collaborative activ-
ity needs to result in a vision and an image of our
professional identity that will provide a roadmap for
our future that results in attracting, retaining and
energizing our current and future workforce as they
embark on their work of transforming healthcare.
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