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1973) wore colorful, varied, and indi-
vidualized uniforms that echoed mod-
ern fashions. Hemlines crept steadily
upward until they reached an all-time
high about 1967. In 1969 there was a
countertrend toward longer skirts: the
midiskirt or calf-length hem. Pantsuits
became popular: By the end of the 1960s
they were acceptable for business and
professional wear. They were particu-
larly welcomed by nurses since they
were easy to move in.

The ‘do-your-own thing’ nurse

1920-1929

892

(1974-present). By the mid-1970s,
the traditional nurse’s uniform had be-
come increasingly ineffective as profes-
sional clothing. Its acceptance by the
public and the prestige once associated
with it had declined steadily, parallel-
ing the decline in prestige of both mili-
tary and religious uniforms as well as
the growing emphasis on ‘“‘power”
dressing in other professional groups.
The nursing uniform had also lost its
historic function of identification since
many nonprofessional workers were
dressing in similar styles; the public
could no longer rely on such attire to
identify the professional nurse. The
greater numbers of men becoming
nurses made emphasis on the tradition-
al uniform and cap inappropriate.
Furthermore, as nurses assumed
wider and more diverse clinical roles
and management positions in health
care, the traditional uniform was no
longer a reliable indicator of role expec-
tations. It is much easier to define
“proper” attire for a group whose role
definitions are unambiguous, as was

once the case for nursing. Today the tra-

ditional nursing uniform “does not pro-
mote an image of an autonomous per-

son”(12). Hughes and Proulx note that
nurses “‘are abysmally naked in their
display of authority apparel”’(13).
The customs that have yielded the
traditional image of the nurse are n
easily changed, but a change in nurses
clothing could help foster recognition of
new nursing roles in health care. The
decline of the traditional uniform in
itself is really not a problem,; in fact,
creates an opportunity to shed some of
the long-standing stereotypes about
nursing that are associated with dress.
But in the process , many nurses seem to
have lost sight of the fact that their
appearance is still a critical element
professional effectiveness.
The garments and style of dre
available cover a wide spectrum. We
have identified five distinct types
nurses’ uniforms prevalent today.
Traditional dress. These nurses wear
the full dress uniform with cap, whi
stockings and laced shoes, school pi
and name tag with their full name, RN,
and position title. They avoid jewelry,
makeup, fingernail polish, and lo
hair. Men wear white pants, shirt th
hangs over the belt, white shoes
socks, but no cap. In general, these

1930-1945

AUGUST 1985
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APPEARANCES DO COUNT

Andrea’s long hair and heavy jewelry sent
the wrong message—with a short, neat
haircut, understated makeup and jewel-
ry, and a change in uniform, her appear-
ance reflects her professionalism.

Flattering makeup and hairdo give Joan
a more poised, lively look; a tailored uni-
form enhances her authority.
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